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		When you pick up a book that offers help in following a spiritual path, you need to be careful. Who is offering to be your guide and where are they planning to lead you?

		One of my earliest memories of the author of this book arose in a field near the great and ancient figure of the White Horse of Uffington. At the time, she was dressed as a blackbird. On her feet she was wearing a pair of bright yellow rubber gloves. On her head she wore a mask crafted by Will Worthington, illustrator of the Druid Animal Oracle. She was helping to act out one of the old myths for a camp of the Order of Bards, Ovates and Druids. That evening I saw her in another guise—as Carmina Piranha, playing the washboard alongside her blues-singing husband, ZZ Birmingham, and her fiddle-playing daughter, Weil Influenz. There was something about the bravura with which she whisked her gloved hands over the washboard that told me I was in the presence of a Druid who was blessed with the creative fire of Awen.

		Druidry is a spiritual path rooted in a love of trees and the land, of tradition and the old stories, but it is not a spirituality that advocates a passive and merely mystical appreciation of these things. Instead it is a way of being in the world, of living one’s life, that is hands-on, that is actively magical without denying the need for times of mystical union. When I saw Penny later, as a gifted ritualist under a harvest moon, I saw someone who had realized this completely and was ready to step into costume, make music, and do magic at the drop of a hat.

		Druidry, though, is a way of knowledge as well as of action, and the most prominent Druids of the last few hundred years have been those who have combined artistry and eccentricity with a love of scholarship and research. As I got to know Penny, I discovered that she too was driven by this love, and that she was steeped in a knowledge of the Western mystery tradition, and in particular in the work of one of England’s finest magicians: Dion Fortune.

		Dion Fortune was trained in the magic of the Golden Dawn and in psychoanalysis, and her knowledge of the Qabalah, and of the polarity magic now familiar to most Wiccans, was second to none. One of her greatest contributions was to develop the idea of three rays: nature magic, hermetic knowledge, and compassion or Christ-consciousness. These match the three paths that lead from the Tree of Life’s sephiroth of Netzach, Hod, and Tiphareth. In a stroke of genius, undoubtedly encouraged by modern Druidry’s frequent use of the symbol of three rays of light, Penny has taken this idea and applied it powerfully to the study of Druidism.

		In doing so, this book becomes more than just another attempt to present the basic ideas of Druidry, and it takes its place alongside those works that have actively contributed to the articulation and development of the tradition. Druidism has never been a closed system that appeared in the world at a given time and is now preserved in dusty libraries. Like a great river fed by many streams, it began to take shape amongst the inhabitants of the western shores of Europe thousands of years ago, and is best known as a form of Celtic spirituality noted by classical authors such as Julius Caesar. But over the centuries it has been informed and shaped by many other sources so that today—over three hundred and fifty years after the Druid Revival began in England in the mid-seventeenth century—it represents a vibrant and growing source of inspiration for those disenchanted with the mainstream religions, who are seeking instead a spiritual way rooted in a love of nature and the Old Ways.

		You are in good hands if you choose to follow the advice given in this book. Penny has graduated from the training programme of the Order of Bards, Ovates, and Druids, she has been the editor of our magazine Touchstone for over a decade, she has taught workshops and has helped to organise Druid groups, camps, and rituals. She knows the way, and she knows it well enough to understand that, like the Holy Grail or the Cauldron of Plenty, which offer untold bounties, Druidry offers a multitude of ways to explore the landscape of the soul. In offering a course within these pages, structured around the idea of the three rays, she has succeeded in creating a work that will benefit not only the reader who is approaching Druidry for the first time, but also “old hands” who have already taken other courses, or have steeped themselves in Druid lore for decades.

		

		— Philip Carr-Gomm

		Lewes Lughnasadh 2010
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		A forest grove.

		In the dim light, a shadowy figure can be discerned, whose robe seems to meld with the trunk of a tree. Colours are soft and dull, and through the canopy of leaves the shimmering sun strikes three low rays of gold into the centre of the clearing.

		Slowly the figure glides forward, hands raised in greeting and benediction, stepping into the golden pool of light ...

		

		If you were planning a film about Druids, the image above might figure somewhere in your scenario. Druids are a shadowy and romantic presence in historical chronicles, existing as they did at the cusp of prehistory and recorded history. Yet when we examine the documented evidence, we find it contradictory. Druids are dimly discerned, lost in the mists of glamour. So what do we actually know about them?

		Here are some conclusions from the classical commentators: Druids were cultured; they were barbarians. They were aristocrats; they were degraded butchers. They moved in society; they practised far from men. They influenced the greatest classical thinkers; they were the glue of the guerrilla movement against the Romans. All of these opinions come from ancient sources.

		Yet our overriding image is of the mystical Druid. In our collective imaginations, we conjure up noble, white-robed figures, wise in the ways of natural lore and magic. And, beneath all, connected to the natural world, to a universal energy and an unseen pattern that keeps them in harmony with their surroundings. So which is the reality—barbaric primitives or wise philosophers?

		Druids might have been either, they might have been neither, but the appeal of the Druid is that he or she is so much more. By looking at the source material, adding to it by way of British myth and modern practise, we will produce a picture of the archetypal Druid—a resonant and charismatic figure beckoning us on to a spiritual path uniquely relevant to the modern day.

		The Druids’ enduring appeal is a clear indication that, in internal and mythic terms, Druids are worthy to be reckoned with. As archetypal magical adepts, they fire our imaginations. Intuitively we feel we need what they can teach us, especially today, when our connection to the natural world, eroded since the Industrial Revolution, has never been so tenuous.

		The Druids’ association with groves, wild places, and the natural world, and the “greenness” of Druidry as a spirituality, is a large part of its appeal today—and, underlying it all, is the most important part: the connection. Accessing this goes beyond dabbling, or devoting an hour every now and again to reading this book. Druidry is more than a course of study; it is a journey, a way of life that gives coherence to our worldview and helps us to engage more fully with our everyday life. If this excites and inspires you, if it seems an approach that you can commit to, then read on.

		

		About This Book

		The book makes up a structured course to introduce you to the essentials of Druid practise, but it does not lead you along a straight path to a supposed “goal.” Being a Druid is not a static position to achieve, but a mindset, a way of looking at and relating to life from a wider perspective than most people do and with different emphasis. The job is to be aware and stay aware, until the new habits and patterns of thinking and acting become habitual.

		Every chapter is followed by practical exercises, in a way that will be fully explained later. You should perform these faithfully but not slavishly: Druidry is a path of personal responsibility and you are always in charge. Never switch off your common sense and sense of what is right and appropriate for your development. Some readers will have studied other spiritual systems, and might be tempted to ignore the first exercises as being inappropriately simple. I suggest that you relax, hold no expectations, and allow yourself to revisit with an open mind areas of study you may have taken for granted for years.

		The journey is not a straight track; the pathway through the forest meanders and may even turn back on itself as it loops, rejoining earlier topics and making new connections. In Druidry, circles and spirals are important. Curves and waves are fluid ways of getting to any point, connecting and reiterating key points to embed the information more deeply. A proven magical technique is to let the mind wander amongst strange images, not understanding necessarily, but relating to them on a deep level.

		How often does the sight of a painting evoke deep feeling? Knowing its story logically doesn’t affect its immediate appeal, which we have connected to on a level deeper than the intellectual. And so it is with the myths that you will read at intervals in this book. They make up patterns of strange sights, scenes, customs, and events. The ways the characters behave are predicated on ancient and different rules: truly the past is a different country and they do things differently there. Most importantly for our studies, they are set in a time when the “veils between the worlds” were thin, when the connection that we so crave was a reality. The wonders that the stories reveal speak to a part of us that is starved in the modern world of the purely mundane.

		So there will be no chronological explanation of Druid history, but it is important that we are aware of our sources, and this information is included. The fact that most of the commentators had never seen a Druid and had missed their heyday by hundreds of years doesn’t alter the fact that these writings are all that we have. To be well-rounded Druids, we must have some awareness of them, in order to make decisions about what, if any, of the practises described are relevant to us.

		We will decide just what we can claim for our practise, and what we think is still relevant to the modern world. But first, let’s see if you resonate with these current ideas around Druidry.

		

		Stop reading. Gaze out of the window and see what is happening. If you can’t, then lower your eyes to focus on the shining of one of your nails. You are here, now. The world is around you. Are you hunched and frowning? Check yourself and correct your posture if necessary. Take three slow breaths ... feel their effects in your body ... imagine that feeling sinking through to your extremities ... shake yourself and continue.

		

		How to Define a Druid?

		There are a million ways to define a Druid, but here are three points to start with:

		Primarily, emotionally, and spiritually, Druids are drawn by a sense of awe, wonder, and the romance of nature. It fires the imagination, deepening their experience of life, so they pursue experiences that remind them or make them aware of it They see the natural world as a book that can unlock spiritual truths.

		Secondly, Druids know that they are in the right place—in the here and now, the world of our five senses. Druidry is not about escaping the realities of life; sorting the practicalities and living as a responsible person is part of the spiritual commitment. Underlying all is a deep-down gut feeling that celebrating every aspect of life is right. Working to earn a living, doing the chores, or making time to engage with nature, magic, and transformation can all bring us in touch with the spiritual reality that is behind the apparent world.

		Druids are not driven by what comes next or what is other and far away. “God,” “Great Spirit,” or other term for the creative principle of the universe is not somewhere else, somewhere “up there,” and Druids have no wish or urge to elevate themselves above everyday life. Druids are of the earth, earthy. But they also, of course, have their heads in the stars. It’s the integration of these aspects that makes the magic.

		Thirdly, Druids believe that everything is imbued with part of the spiritual or creative impetus that formed the natural world, making relationships possible with all beings, not only other humans. And it brings another realisation: that of our own proper place. The natural world can, simply by being itself, enchant, nurture, or kill us. Ours is the responsibility for the relationships we make and for their outcomes. You can engage with nature by honouring your garden or dying in the mountains: it is your responsibility.

		

		The Druid Path: Motivation

		Most Druids are driven by the need to experience connectedness. They know instinctively that society is over-intellectual, and that relying on our “rational headspace” does not allow us to develop processes to appreciate, in a deeper way, our part in the greater scheme of things. Without this understanding, we are not rooted and we are vulnerable to the whims and vagaries of modern life.

		Being aware of the greater scheme is a widely held tenet of Druidry. There is a pattern—a creative, harmonious urge which keeps the whole vibrant interconnectedness of life as we know it on track. As with the planets, every aspect of life is orbiting in its own individual way to create the whole.

		Harmony is a vital concept. Druids have a basic belief in the harmony and rightness of nature, and in the inherent goodness of humankind. As they resist the urge to try to literally buy the happiness promised by modern advertising, Druidry helps by giving a wider perspective. Druids know that life is based not on the secondhand experiences of modern culture, but on the reality of the natural world, on what we can hold, smell, taste, hear, and see. And, from these real experiences, what we can extrapolate about the invisible reality that informs our material world. We know, on a very deep level, that the basic human urge is beneficent.

		

		What Do Druids Do?

		Well, a Druid is what a Druid does—and one hundred Druids will give you one hundred different answers to the question. The practises in this book will be recognised and shared by most Druids. The activities will include:

		

		

		Developing awareness of your locality and a noticing approach to the changes of nature

		

		Learning the myth and folklore that support the current Druid belief system

		

		Reading the source materials on Druid practise

		

		Understanding the practical applications of your skills

		

		Encouraging your creativity in a variety of fields

		

		Celebrating the seasons

		

		

		The ways of applying Druidic principles to life and events are endless, and can incorporate most types of esoteric study, magic, and fun. It is an individual path, with freedom and choices; an experiential path. Druids do—we do things: music, art, science, rituals, magic, good works, day jobs, work of all kinds, natural lore, ecological projects, compassion, gratitude. What you choose to do in the inner and outer worlds as a result of this book, coupled with your own inclinations, will determine what sort of Druid you are.

		

		Who Can Be a Druid?

		There is a spiritual link to Druidry that all like-minded people can access, so there are no restrictions of gender, race, or health that should prevent you from becoming a Druid, if you feel drawn to this path.

		Druids love the land, but there is no crude nationalistic, exclusive component to this love. It is the call of spirit, not necessarily bloodlines, that is important here. This love of the land means that Druids who go abroad, whilst holding a very special allegiance to the sacred space of their native land, will make it a priority to make relationship with the land where they reside.

		The source material comments on the Druids in Britain and Gaul, and the early texts used are based on a tribal Celtic culture. This, combined with other evidence, is the manifestation of a spiritual path that many people living in other countries feel and yearn towards. If this applies to you, then your challenge is in internalising the ideas of the magical path, whilst converting the practise to honour the land on which you live. Druids all over the world are successfully doing this.

		

		Routes to Druidry

		There are various routes to becoming a Druid, and three (a very potent number in Druidry) immediately spring to mind:

		First, you can join a group, real or virtual—which leads to the following questions: How to distinguish the ethical teacher from the charlatan? In the event of the group not suiting you, do you write off Druidry, start again with another group, or continue on your own? What is the financial outlay, not to mention that of your time and commitment? And maybe you’re just not ready to take that step yet.

		Second, you can read widely and play “pick and mix” to fashion your own spiritual way. But this could lead to your being the sole follower of a (subjective but valid) magical path too idiosyncratic to allow exchange and community with other Druids. Is that what you want? Celebration is key to Druid thinking, and community is the desirable extra ingredient, if that suits your temperament. Whilst it is possible and indeed necessary to do serious spiritual work in isolation, celebration, the joyful expression of our delight in the world, frequently includes others.

		Starting with this book is the third alternative, for the following three reasons:

		

		

		It is grounded in contemporary Druid ideas, so you take control of your path, yet know that you are in tune with the current Druid mindset.

		

		The sections’ ideas refer back to contemporary Druid practice or source material that can be checked and interpreted for yourself, so you are building your basic historical knowledge of the ancient Druids.

		

		The practical sections build into grounding that most other Orders and organisations will recognise and with which they resonate. After your initial investigations, joining an organisation or with other Druids might seem the next step along the path. If so, the work that you’ve done through following this book will stand you in good stead. The choice will always be yours.

		

		

		How Does Druidry Fit with Real Life?

		How do we juggle even more demands on our precious time? Why sit under trees, getting eaten by bugs, reading stories that were told in mediaeval times? Why acquaint ourselves with ancient practises?

		

		Stop reading. Breathe deeply as you look in the corners of your room. Are there any cobwebs? If so, wave to the spiders you can’t see ... now turn back to this book.

		

		That is exactly how Druidry fits: in the middle of mundane activities, it reminds us that we are not the centre of the world, just a part of it. A world rich in complexity which can induce a state of wonder in a flash—even if tomorrow we take a duster to the cobweb.

		Reread the description at the top of this introduction. Contemplating potent images gives us a sense of the nobility and spirituality that is the birthright of every human. They feed that yearning sense in all of us that there is a spirituality to which we can connect and that will be immensely enriching in the real world. Druidry is triggered and evoked by such images, and, in its turn, produces them in the real world, so that the inner and outer worlds resonate together. When this happens, life is multilayered and full of the fascination of synchronicity and the magic of everyday life. The better person you are in the outer world, the better Druid you are being, and vice versa.

		Whilst maintaining an organised, self-supporting, and culturally appropriate way of living in society, Druidry allows you at the same time to live a mythic journey that is supported by other dimensions, beings, and energies.

		But now, for clarity, let’s try to pin down some of the qualities of that most earthy yet exalted of beings, the perfect Druid.

		

		The Druid Role Model

		Druids have a lightness of spirit.

		This light touch permeates their physical, mental, emotional, and spiritual life. Good Druids do not take themselves too seriously. They don’t put on airs or appear superior—the very opposite of most people’s image of a serious, learned Druid. In these days of heavy emoting, it’s like a rest cure! They strive to maintain perspective and balance, with the resultant distance that allows them to react to situations—magical and in the everyday world—appropriately. Friends will appreciate this mature outlook, although they may not know you are a Druid, supported on more than one level by other-than-human contacts.

		

		Druids have a sense of humour.

		They know that just because something’s important, it doesn’t have to be stultifyingly serious. When gravity is appropriate, of course, the good Druid displays that, and the compassion, empathy, and other qualities needed in sensitive situations. But as a way of being, they know that to be childlike is a clear and natural state, not to be confused with being childish. And they have learnt that a sense of humour is a wonderful resource for putting it all in perspective when their big magic goes scarily wrong.

		

		Druids are flexible.

		Nature is ever-changing, and Druids, whilst remaining true to their core beliefs, know that trying to keep things the same means stagnation, which on most levels results, at the very least, in a bad smell and the eventual need for remedial action. They go with the flow, changing, expanding, and developing their practice as appropriate. And if they make a few mistakes along the way, well, the other realms tend to be very forgiving. Druid practise is not set in stone, although stones are very useful working partners in a lot of rituals.

		

		Druids have an accessible manner.

		In following an experiential path, they know that “secret knowledge” is in the actual practice. That’s what gives experiences and gets results in a way that cannot be explained. So they don’t “play secrets,” but are open and honest. Of course, they are all entitled to keep aspects of their work private, and don’t feel the need to explain themselves to others. And they know that privacy and quiet is necessary to gestate plans and ideas, so they respect that process. Lack of boundaries can be an issue in the modern spiritual movement, and Druids care enough about their practice to protect it, but love to discuss and disseminate Druid ideas with genuinely interested people.

		

		Druids have a reverence for nature.

		But this is not about “worship” of anything “other.” After all, humans are part of nature, and do we want to worship ourselves? Druids’ spiritual relationship is just that—a relationship, recognising and making connections. Everything contains a spark of the divine, and through that Druids connect with the entirety of the natural world. Of course, some sparks come in bigger forms than others, and some aspects of nature are dangerous. A “nature is wonderful” naivety will be repaid appropriately if you, for example, spend the night on the moors without proper clothing and equipment. Druids respect things for what they are, with all their magic, gifts, and potential dangers.

		

		A Druid has honesty and integrity.

		Most people have a pleasant instinct always to say yes to the requests of others, and then occasionally fall down on their promises. Druids curb this instinct, because their word is their bond, so if they promise, they deliver. This is the ideal and it’s really worth trying to live up to it. A Druid tenet is “The truth before the world”: a Druid’s integrity is a vitally important component of his or her self-image. On a path lived in part within one’s head, the possibility for self-delusion is ever-present, and “reality checks” are essential. A self-deluding Druid would be a great shame.

		

		Druids look (relatively!) normal.

		With maturity should come a degree of common sense and respect for the apparent world. Druidry is perceived by most of the outside world as totally nonthreatening, a mark of gentle eccentricity, which is wonderful. How fabulous to raise a smile from others. How great to do serious spiritual and magical work without having to contend with prejudice from mainstream society. A Druid should fit in, should be able to be invisible: that’s what gives us the freedom to get on with our work. It is significant that many of our most famous and influential women occultists of the last century looked like Girl Guide mistresses. They fitted in, and left us a wonderful magical legacy.

		That’s not to say that putting on robes and regalia for a ceremony with friends is not also part of the “fun and celebration” package, but being self-consciously eccentric as a way of life is like trying to appear wise—it takes too much energy away from what Druid life and work are all about.

		

		A Druid has knowledge.

		And not just intuitive knowledge: the classical sources say that Druids studied for years; that students came to Britain especially to study; that Druids were the keepers of a tribe’s continuity with their memorised knowledge of genealogy and law. Although our function might have changed, what we have to offer will be rooted in knowledge and study, giving validity to our conclusions. Study is a part of the course in this book.

		

		A Druid can connect.

		This is all part of the big secret—the ability to tune in to other realms. This is what our practice will be all about—every bit of it, even the bit about not being lazy about recycling. On the interconnected web of life, it all resonates to a certain vibration. If you have trouble contacting the gods, forget the esoteric study for a while and try litter picking for the community. Then you’ll remember that the community also includes the trees, the birds, and the bugs, and suddenly you might get a flash of awareness that you could interpret as a “thank you” from the genius loci of your local park. But this is rushing ahead somewhat; the connection is the main theme of this book, and a suitable place to end this section. We have not yet touched on the wonderfully complex and rich aspects of Druid study. The multifaceted nature of Druidry will emerge gradually.

		

		Breathe again and have a stretch. Look round the room. If you had to get up and do one thing, taking a maximum of three minutes, that would symbolically make you feel more of a Druid, what would you do?

		Stretch and feel the joy of being in your body?

		Greet the sun with word or gesture?

		Remove half-dead flowers from a vase?

		Clear debris off the floor?

		Do it now, and then let’s get down to work.

		

		Time and Attention

		Study requires an allocation of time: a short space every day, and longer stretches on a weekly basis. You will also keep a journal—a standard requirement for any magical path. Reviewing this regularly is of great benefit and can also serve as a good reality check.

		To study, you will need to follow common sense guidelines.

		

		

		Make appropriate time away from your other responsibilities.

		

		Remove all external and electronic distractions.

		

		Use music if you need to mask external noise to help you concentrate.

		

		Have a designated notebook or writing materials for this work.

		

		Take responsibility and be aware that you are in control at all times.

		

		

		If you are in a suitable space, let’s continue with a first exercise. If not, leave the book for now until the time to continue is right.

		

		The First Exercise

		Leave the first couple of pages of your personal journal blank. You might want to add notes, embellish them with a symbol of each chapter, or make an index later. On the first working page, jot down the day, date, time of day, and weather. Write the title: “Exploring the Druid Archetype.” Clarity is very important. You will be asked to state your aim out loud every time you do an exercise, and you should also write it when making notes. In esoteric terms, this is called “setting your intent.” You measure your results against this each time.

		Sit comfortably. You are going to protect yourself, and visualise a scene. The word “visualise” is shorthand for having an inner experience that activates strong sensations and impressions; however, many people don’t actually “see” pictures, so don’t be frustrated if you are one of these. The importance is in engaging on an emotional level—becoming absorbed in the inner reality and feeling strongly. Read through the following and then gently follow the instructions.

		Think of yourself as the connector between sky and earth.

		Currents of energy are running through your body: are they doing it in a fluid, natural line?

		Adjust your posture so that your feet are on the earth, your head is poised and held effortlessly. Take your time to notice a constant miracle—the passage of your breath gently in and out of your lungs, without any effort from you.

		Keep switching your awareness from your nostrils to your moving ribcage and allow your mind to relax. If concentrating on your breath makes you tense, imagine the breath entering and leaving the lungs at the point of your solar plexus, just above the navel.

		Your muscles soften and your eyelids might become heavy, which is fine. Let them half close or close. You are still fully in the world, but you can turn your attention inwards.

		Think of those energy currents again: flowing in, out, and round about you. Feel that the energy around your body is a clear, vibrant blue, protecting you, and relax within its field.

		Set your intent, with a proviso to help you to trust and keep you relaxed: “This exercise is to explore the Druid archetype, safely and peacefully.”

		Think of the word “Druid.” Turn your full attention to this word. Imagine it written on the screen of your mind in beautiful script. Feel it, even if you can’t see it. Follow the moving letters. Sound them out in your mind and hear them with your inner ear.

		Allow an image of the Druid to come to you. Relax and give it permission to come. You may imagine your Druid as a picture, a feeling, an impression, a quality. Explore it. What aspect of the archetype are you seeing? Is he or she in a landscape? What response do your impressions evoke—a feeling of calm, of energy, of wisdom, of youth and innocence? Does this Druid look or feel like your teacher, your friend, your challenger, your protector? Allow yourself time for the impressions to develop. Then say goodbye to the inner experience and tell yourself to come back to your everyday consciousness, full of energy. Open your eyes and jot down key words or phrases or draw something that sums this up for you, or write the whole experience.

		Note: If you have an unpleasant experience—for example, if your feeling is that your Druid is threatening or unpleasant, then you will obviously open your eyes and choose not to continue with this exercise. To “ground yourself”—that is, to make sure that you are fully back in the here and now, in full control, and firmly connected to the earth—state your name and revised intent. For example: “I am [your name] and I am completely grounded in the apparent world, safe and sound.” Clap your hands or stamp your feet and feel yourself whole and safe. A drink or snack can also help to ground you. It is important to remember at all times that you are in charge. You are used to looking after yourself on the physical plane and the same rule applies in any other realm that you will explore. Set your intent with integrity and trust that you are in charge.

		So, look at your notes. Do they sum up what you want to get out of Druidry? Do they describe a future you, or more your idea of what a traditional Druid might be?

		Now compile your own list: one that is completely personal and aspirational.

		What do you want to get out of the study and practise of Druidry? What are you aiming for? Describe how you wish to feel. Our feelings are the barometer of our spiritual health, as we can see in the world, which contains chronically depressed affluent people and happy paupers. Ideally, from a joyful, celebratory, Druidic point of view, you will be both happy and affluent. There is no virtue in poverty per se. There is a virtue in cultivating contentment and appreciation, regardless of how much or little we have.

		I hope that you feel excited and engaged, and ready to absorb the ideas that can set you on a learning adventure which, along with the study and practice, is about to introduce you to that most exciting of esoteric concepts, the big secret. Intrigued?

		Welcome to the journey.
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		The Basics of Druidry
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		The Druid sits in a glade, warmed by the summer sunlight that slants through the young beech leaves, giving the air a golden-green glow. The trees have suppressed other growth and the earth floor is smooth. In the centre, where the sun can reach the ground, thin grass springs. A gentle breeze stirs the leaves, breaking the profound stillness. You can imagine birds singing, and a bee humming close to the Druid’s ear. S/he breathes deeply and stretches, features curling into a gentle smile ...

		

		Druidry: Frustration and Glamour

		Druidic ideas can seem elusive because they are not part of a received wisdom, not written in “holy books.” They have been honed by individuals, each adapting their practice to make it personally relevant. Recording the lore of the ancient, historical Druids was forbidden. It was held solely in the memory, and there is no unbroken tradition. This intangibility is part of the tantalising mystique of Druidry.

		For reference, we have “the book of nature”—but what does that mean, and how to access it? Soaked to the skin in a park or being blown about on top of a mountain, it is easy to feel at sea in a rudderless boat.

		Look at those last three images. They are all natural, having to do with interacting with the elements at their most variable. Druidry is concerned with our relationship to the natural world: the land, sky, and sea. Being a Druid implies a way of thinking, of being, a way of relating to all aspects of life, as a human being in a landscape.

		Wishing to be a Druid sets you on a journey both internal and external. In this chapter, we will leap back and forth between an examination of these two states.

		

		The Internal Journey

		This involves connecting with the mythology and resonances of the Celtic magical current, imaginatively. You walk the green track through folktales and legends until they become a rich background colouring your life. This gives a wider perspective than the cultural focus of the present day, a more expansive framework. In a fragmented society where it is easy to be reactive to events and to be swamped by the here and now, cultivating this mindset is a stabilising rest cure.

		This internal journey is our exploration of the legacy of our forebears, through study and visualisation of the key myths and the truths behind them. How better to understand a culture than through the stories that encapsulate its laws, truths, and conventions of life? It is also a personal internal journey—of reflection, imagining, questioning—to develop a practice most beneficial for you.

		

		The External Connection

		This is made as you ground yourself by constant reference to the natural world, connecting to the here and now in the reality of earth, sky, and weather. It is the reality of living in time and space with your loved ones. Honouring the seasons and the tides of life frees you from being blown about by the imperatives of society, dictated by advertising and fashion. This means journeying in the literal sense: regularly walking around your locality with open eyes and ears.

		Effectively, these two ways of working should allow you to step off of the treadmill, and onto the wheel of the year, in tune with the tides of life.

		But first, what do we know of our mysterious, charismatic, spiritual ancestors?

		

		The Druids in History

		All our knowledge of the Druids comes from Romans and Greek texts, although many repeat received information from texts now long lost. Nevertheless, the description below, of the three types or grades of Druid, has become a working model for modern Druids:

		

		Among the Gauls three classes of people are especially honoured: Bards, Vates and Druids. Bards act as praise-singers and poets; Vates study nature and have responsibility for ritual whilst Druids practise both moral and natural philosophy.¹

		

		So that will be our working template. Through this book we will explore the bardic urge to creativity, the Ovates’ understanding of magical aspects of nature, and the integration of Druidic principles into the world in which we live.

		To this we add from a body of knowledge claimed to be from ancient sources by the scholar Iolo Morganwg. From his texts come the Druid prayer, the Druid view of three worlds, and our traditional picture of Druids. We learn that Bards wore blue robes, Ovates green, and Druids white, and that the staff was one of the tools of office.

		Classical accounts fall into two contradictory camps. The first contention is that Druids were an upper-class elite with a variety of functions, maintaining the continuity of Celtic, pre-Roman tribes and arbitrating in disputes. The second, that of the later commentators, is that they were hermitlike, living in the forests, and the disseminators of natural wisdom.

		Both of these ideas are relevant to modern Druid practise.

		

		Proto-Druids: Traces in the Landscape

		Because we know when the Druids flourished, it is said that they could not have been responsible for our monumental remains—the circles such as Stonehenge and Avebury, the long barrows of West Kennet, and Wayland’s Smithy.

		These landscape markers undoubtedly predate “Druids” in the usual definition. But advances in archaeological thinking, with their theories of the gradual infiltration of the Celts into Britain in small groups, allow us to take a wider view. Such a process would allow plenty of time and space for a cultural crossover through the Bronze Age and into the Iron Age. Diogenes Laertius in the third century mentions lost books of Aristotle and Sotion, from 200 bce, in which Druids are noted as already having an established reputation as philosophers and seers. This invites us to project back into even more distant history, to imagine the gradual steady development of Druidry over hundreds of years which led to that reputation. So, whether the “Druids” were responsible for the stone monuments of Britain comes down to a question of semantics.

		

		Interpretation of the Word “Druid”

		In my interpretation, the word “Druid” applies to the priesthood of an indigenous religion of the British Isles far back into antiquity. They were priests of the religion that sprang from the people, the land, and their interaction.

		Those people who oversaw the long barrow inhumations, the round barrow cremations, the raising of the circles and rows of stone, were proto-Druids. They were distinguished by some name to denote their religious status, and that status carried power and responsibilities that must have been similar to that of the “Druids” as reported by Caesar.

		The name of these most ancient priests is irretrievably lost. They were supreme organisers of tribes and materials; they could motivate actions for a body of people, and we can assume that they were repositories of tribal wisdom. They were the earliest Druids. From the available material, no one can suggest a contrary view that is supported by any more evidence, and it is unlikely that this situation will change in the near future.

		The “Druids” who achieved such iconic status in Celtic society were natural successors to the indigenous priests, through a natural progression and cross-fertilisation of ideas from our Bronze Age ancestors. What we now think of as exclusively “Celtic” actually owes a lot to earlier beliefs—the incoming small waves of Celtic peoples ingesting the existing ideas and customs and interpreting and developing them. In the same way today, people emigrating to a new land arrive with a core of their own culture and gradually become integrated into wider society. Integrating with the land was a matter of life and death in those days, in order not to starve. The existing cultural ideas would be geo-religious or mythic, relating to boundaries, farming, and religious practise.

		If the line of belief was changing but unbroken, then our claiming the title of Druid indicates our intention to try to access a current of belief that arose from the first movements of people in Britain. From the beginnings of the exploration of new habitable terrains due to population increase, farming and its developments and harvesting the bounty of the land, caused the early tribes to develop a relationship with the earth that fed them. This we can also do, through studying the landscape, through archaeology and myth.

		

		What Does “Celtic” Mean?

		The term “Celtic” is wide-ranging, referencing an influential tribal group with a coherence of culture that spread across Europe. But the term is used in this book to refer to the pre-Roman state of Britain, the flowering of art and culture, which we can see in artefacts in our museums. It references the lifestyle and mindset of a tribal people—a flourishing civilisation whose vibrancy and stability produced a rich repository of examples of the decorative arts and a treasure trove of myth, vestiges of which may linger in early mediaeval writings. Before these, we have just our imaginative and intuitive response to the remains of our ancestors on the landscape.

		Romantic speculation aside, our knowledge of pre-Roman Celtic society feels complete enough for us to access through the artefacts that are the record of the culture and the records of their commentators. And, in that society, say the classical authors, one honoured strata of society was the Druid.

		

		Your Druidry, Here and Now

		Your Druidry is a way of being in the world, springing from your image of yourself in relation to the distant past, myths and legends, and your present feelings. Developing a mythopoetic view widens and enriches life, paradoxically resulting not in retreating into fantasy, but in embracing real life from a more mature and stable perspective.

		But before going into the landscape, start with your immediate surroundings: your home. It is a first stage of the Druid journey to make your surroundings support your studies and reinforce your idea of yourself as the Druid, and this will require you to work with a right attitude. The ideal is to perform our household duties not reluctantly, but in the spirit of Druidry, symbolising our clarity and right attitude.

		Creating a supportive space goes slightly deeper than dusting. We recognise the animate, living nature of all things and this is reflected in our everyday habits. We give our possessions names, indicating our intuitive understanding of relationships.

		An example is the naming of houses. Our homes nurture us. And we tend to name other possessions that have a huge psychological value to us—such as cars, boats, or guitars—which respectively give us godlike powers of speed, freedom, and creativity. When we find ourselves automatically saying “sorry” as we bump into a table, or stroking a favourite piece of furniture, we are really on the right Druidic lines. Our homes and possessions must be sympathetic to our work and lives.

		

		Stop, take a breath, and think for a moment of an old, treasured possession that you have named: your first car, or a favourite picture ... Have you ever talked to a supposedly inanimate object in your home? Have you ever growled in frustration at a tap that soaks you or electrical goods when they go wrong? When you are ill and wrap a blanket round you, do you feel nurtured?

		

		The focal point in a room is often a mantelpiece. Even in the era of central heating, we still connect the spiritual heart of the home with the living element of fire. Placing items of personal significance on the mantelpiece or other focal point, as significant objects to be venerated, carries on a tradition that echoes behaviours from the beginnings of recorded history. Look around your home: does it celebrate the continuity of your line with photos of children and ancestors? Do the photos mark ritual events—gaining a degree, being married, being born? You might like to add a candle or fresh flowers to signify the spirit of life.

		

		Druidry: Keeping Clear

		Expressing your Druidry is not about the gratuitous collection of artefacts to gather dust. Like maintaining an image, such things take energy and become a chore to keep clean. Yet it is human nature to collect things of significance. As a Druid, you have also to learn to let go. What do you do with a stone that has had its time? One way is to have a path from nature table or altar to compost heap or garden. Whether an object takes two days or several years to go down this route doesn’t matter. If it is still of significance, it stays. When attention and energy has gone, it goes, with thanks. If it looks awkward or it falls on your foot, then it doesn’t want to be there and gets moved.

		Your surroundings should be a suitable backdrop to your life. Be clear about why you have things, and use them regularly. Simple living frees up time, and having a “squirrel” temperament means that keeping things simple, in our materially rich environment, is a constant challenge.

		

		Put the book down for a moment. Shake your limbs to relax yourself. Check that your spine is straight and take three relaxed breaths with your surroundings: one with the bones of your space, the natural and manmade structure that underpins it; one with the earth beneath it—even if you are high above it in a flat or apartment; one with all past structures—roundhouses, huts, log cabins, and those traditional to your locality, which have protected and sheltered people since the earliest times. Think about the concept of shelter, and feel gratitude for your own home. Allow your awareness to return to everyday reality, stretching and relaxing back into the present, and continue.

		

		Look around now. Is your space that of a practising Druid, or is it divorced from the natural world? Does it speak of clarity of purpose? If it’s your workspace, it might hum with machines; if so, would it benefit from a focal point to remind you of the natural world? Can you withdraw at night to a calmer environment? The space should feel nurturing and yours. If not, if at all possible, start to make small changes, perhaps with a corner where you sit to meditate. Here begins a process of gradual transformation, to make it appropriate to the person that you are becoming.

		Do you have access to an outside space? If not, do your windows open? It is very hard to stay on course without being aware of the movement of air and the flight of birds, the swaying of a tree—and these are present even in a city centre.

		How does a Druid move—with awareness, grace, and dignity, perhaps? Is this how you can move around your personal space? When you enter it, can you breathe a little deeper, become more relaxed? You will gradually come to recognise spaces for your different types of Druid work. You will orientate yourself in your surroundings.

		Note that I said “spaces” for your work. Sticking to a single space and time is eminently sensible for acquiring good habits. But Druids do not work in a personal bubble. What is appropriate comes not only from us, but also from the wider natural context, and we adapt accordingly.

		Look at your living space in the light of these questions:

		

		

		Which room gets sunlight in the morning? Ideally, that would be your bedroom. If not, can you start the day in whichever room catches the sun’s rays?

		

		Which area seems oriented to the evening? Is there a window through which you can see the sunset?

		

		Can you see the moon rise in its differing phases?

		

		Can you open a window for the few minutes each day that you devote to Druid work?

		

		Does the wind boom round the corner of your building, sending leaves swirling past the window?

		

		What about the fierce heat of midday? Where you live, is it to be welcomed or avoided? Is drawing the blinds going to be part of your Druidic rhythm?

		

		

		The weather is vital to Druidic practise. Celebrating the seasonal changes is part of human experience: making snowmen, taking hot summer vacations, swimming. How much more opportunity will you have to celebrate as a Druid, tuned in to the constant changes in the weather and seasons?

		

		Developing Habits of Awareness

		The everyday world, engaging our five senses fully, fills our consciousness. Unless we can make space, we will never be able to access the deeper realms.

		Have you a mobile phone? It is a valuable tool: set yours to alert you to three five-minute sessions of relaxing and deep breathing at the beginning, middle, and end of the day—to fit in with your normal work patterns, of course. Druidry supports our life, fitting in seamlessly.

		Are you aware of liminal times, when day turns to night and vice versa? These are times when magic becomes more accessible. What are the qualities of the bright dawn, and that quiet, moth-winged, deep blue dusk that announces night? Think of the essence of time and place. Do you dislike a particular time of day?

		Are you in tune with the natural rhythm of day and night, or do you work against it? Electric light “conquers” darkness; television overrides our sleep patterns. Try having one night a week when you react to natural rhythms, calming down into quiet contemplative activity as night falls and going to bed early, thinking around mythic themes to lull you to sleep.

		That’s enough on the external, home expression of your Druidry. Set your alarm for your next period of “awareness training”—morning, midday-ish, or evening (to fit in with your everyday life and work commitments) and settle down to enjoy more of the internal Druidry that forms your way of looking at the world.

		

		Druidic Roots: Connecting to “Other”

		In naming our possessions, we are following the Celtic pattern of acknowledging the spirit in everything. The Celts lived in an enspirited landscape, where rocks, trees, and streams had their qualities and character with which relationships could be made.

		In exploring the mature and majestic tree that is living Druidry, we start at the roots. What is this wider thing called Druidry that we might be a small part of? Not the historic associations, but the larger current that we sense, that causes our yearning? These are questions that touch on the essence of the aforementioned big secret.

		Many people love trees and the natural world, and have an encyclopaedic knowledge of all things Celtic, but they might not call themselves Druids—might even be indignant if that assumption is made. My Druidic kinship is with those whose practise is predicated on an understanding of Druidry’s “ingredient x.” This is the only big secret, but it is vital. This is a core belief—that there is a magical current of energy pouring from the land that we can access, as our forebears did. And from our experience of this, we come to the belief that this interaction is vital not only for our health, but for that of the land and the three worlds. As with all good esoteric secrets, this cannot be understood in a rational way. We come to understand it by putting down the books and starting to do the work. It is an experiential path.

		

		Essential Aspects of the Druid Connection

		

		

		There is a magical current emanating from the land—the source of the connection between the natural and spiritual world and us. This current is expressed in the myths of Britain, and is clearly shown in Welsh myth, where differing worlds are seen to coexist, and the world of magic constantly informs the material world.

		

		Druidic practice harks back in an energetic and magical way to the flowering of Celtic society in pre-Roman times and to its Neolithic forebears.

		

		Druidry is a spiritual way of looking at and enacting with the world, firmly rooted in the landscape.

		

		Although traditionally Druids are associated with Britain, home of Druidic colleges, Druid students in other countries will be searching for an understanding of their own native landscape in this same way.

		

		Every time we go out into nature consciously to make relationship, have experience, or simply enjoy, we are grounding, reflecting, and strengthening an inner reality of connection to the magic of our land. Doing this is immensely good for us, the land, and the Otherworld, which by its nature relies on our being proactive in the process of recognition and interaction.

		

		The nature of the Otherworld and the spirit of the landscape is part of a mystery; it cannot be perceived literally in the physical world. It remains “other” and accessible not by physical means. Nevertheless, grounding our connection with physical acts is an essential part of our practice. Our inner world is always reflected in the outer; we must be effectual on both levels.

		

		The holders of the belief in the “magical land current” have not always been called Druids. In the absence of Druidic colleges, we can use their methods to pursue our relationship with earth spirituality.

		

		Belief, Custom, and the Spiritual Family

		In formulating ideas about our relationship to the powers of the land, we are not alone. The idea of the magical current, emanating from the land, has been and is used all over the world by groups of like-minded people whom we might term “spiritual families.” And, as with all families, some members have not ever been living beings, but archetypal figures: some are ancestors who still influence the egregore, the group mind or ethos.

		Outwardly, we seem to live as our neighbours do; yet within the home our family group works with entirely personal habits and customs. We treasure family beliefs and catchphrases whose origins might stretch back for generations.

		

		Put down the book for a moment and think of some personal example of inherited wisdoms and ways of doing things, family rules and sayings, and perhaps deliberate changes to family patterns that you have made as an adult. Think of something that is perfectly acceptable by current standards (reading at the table, eating in the street, having an engagement party) that you wouldn’t countenance, simply because “we don’t do that.” That is the family influence in practise.

		

		Now translate these types of associations to the model for a family of spiritually like-minded people of a magical connection, called Druidry. As well as the unseen influence of the ancestors, there is also an overarching spirit which we could call “the essence of Druidry,” pouring down to express itself in its own particular way.

		You do not have to be a Druid to access this current, of course. Many other magical or spiritual “families” have reverenced it, and have flavoured it in their own way. The Druidic way is simple, and whilst we can learn from magicians, from Wicca, from a variety of sources, we necessarily adapt any lessons to make them right for us. It is simply “the way we do things.” The spirit of Druidry has its own flavour and resonance and that informs how it is expressed.

		

		Touching Invisible Reality

		The idea that an invisible reality informs our everyday world, that a current can connect people whose minds are influenced by its qualities, means that you approach Druidry as an experiential path. But how does the essential, magical reality actually touch our world? Druids call this living, energising current of life that flows through all living beings Nwyfre (Noo-wif-ree). Within itself, Nwyfre contains vibrant and directed energy; it is instrumental in our making the connection to all living beings. It is vigorous and is associated with dragon energy. Named for a forgotten sky god of the Celts, it is an essential concept in Druidry.

		Make a note of it in your magical journal now.

		How you experience the invisible reality—whether through the sun striking through the trees or the caress of the Goddess as a silver fountain—is simply down to the landscape in which you practise. And subjective experiences that you have will gradually convince you of its validity and reality on planes at least as potent as those of the world of the five senses.

		There are many pointers to connection in folklore, where worlds coincide or overlap in a way that allows our access—where the veils are thin. Traditionally, this is more accessible at liminal times (dusk and dawn) and liminal spaces (the edges of territory) and natural doorways and portals. Here we can become more aware. Here, according to folklore, some of our ancestors actually visited Otherworlds, both to their benefit and their detriment.

		For magical energy flows through the land, and between the worlds of form and imagination, a current fashioned from the natural, ever-changing processes of the land. Changing fashions and ways of speaking and interpreting don’t matter: the magical current is for all who are intuitively “tuned in.” You are the radio receiver, you have the buzzing of magic in your ears, like static, causing the constant background yearning to be connected. Occasionally you fine-tune to the current—perhaps with a vivid dream, perhaps with a deep experience observing the natural world, or listening to music or watching a “Celtic” film. Then real life intervenes, your psychic tuning is knocked off of the wavelength, and yearning becomes the state of your life until the next time.

		Druidic practise will help to tune you in, and once the connection is consciously made, the current will support you. It gets easier as you flex and exercise the esoteric muscles. Study becomes fascinating and, viewed from the rich experience of your Druid work, real life takes on a shine and a purpose. It is transformed. Druids believe that we are actually here on earth to learn how to be human, and Druidry helps to set us firmly onto the earth, in our proper place.

		You will of course still be plagued with work and relationship problems—that’s part of the package of being human—so we accept and celebrate the fact that we are fallible human beings. But a sense of wider perspective should help you not to engage with life’s little vagaries in a negative or exhausting way. “Keep your distance” is a good motto.

		Never forget that the idea is not to fly away somewhere where life is wonderful. Here is wonderful, and Druidry helps us to feel this in a very real way. By focussing on the here and now and working with the magical current and invisible world, we connect with all life, and the everyday can become enchanted. If these ideas speak to you, then getting to grips with this primary big idea and keeping it in the back of your mind as you practise practical Druidry should speed your progress wonderfully.

		

		The Mythology of Druidry

		There are many Celtic tales in which Druids figure. Even those originating from areas untainted by Roman influence—the Irish stories—have now largely been discounted as suspect, as adaptations of ancient sources. They do not carry the classic hallmarks of stories that were originally part of oral tradition—repetition and rhythmic structure especially, which acted as memory aids to Bards. Do these stories record a memory of actual Druids or are they simply how later storytellers imagined the past?

		Whatever the answer—and we will probably never know—Irish stories involving Druids, chiefs, and warriors are legion and easy to find. They paint a picture of Druids as high-status advisers with a variety of magical techniques at their disposal, and the ability to predict events, especially when dealing with birth. The Druids within these stories are both wise and flawed. The Irish stories are not represented here; they will be part of your further study. You will be able to find them easily, and they are tremendously enjoyable.

		

		The Exemplar of British Myth

		The most likely first response to the challenge, “Name a British Druid,” might be “Merlin.” Through scores of films and hundreds of books, he is portrayed as the wise magician/Druidic advisor and mentor to the archetypal British king, Arthur, whose story ends not with death, but with the assurance that he will come again in Britain’s hour of need.

		The stories of Arthur, with Merlin’s machinations fuelling them, have profound messages for Druids. Arthur is mentioned in some of our earliest written texts, as a warrior whose courage and ability were already well known. The adventures of the early Arthur resonate with the Druid current, and there are many parallels between these and the stories of the Mabinogion. In them, Arthur engages with sovereignty in all its forms—the first recorded being his voyage to the Celtic Otherworld, Annwn (Ann-oon) to obtain a magical cauldron. As you read on, the significance of this will become apparent. The stories of Arthur and Merlin will be used throughout the book as illustrations, as will the Welsh texts known as the Mabinogion.

		

		The Relevance of the Mabinogion

		The Mabinogion is a collection of tales from manuscripts called the White Book of Rhydderch (Llyfr Gwyn Rhydderch) and the Red Book of Hergest (Llyfr Coch Hergest).

		The stories called “the four branches” are early mediaeval tales, their writing dating probably to the eleventh century, but reliant on oral tradition and therefore probably containing vestiges of very old beliefs and practises. The stories must have been known long before the earliest manuscripts, implying unbroken lineage of ideas and belief.

		The four stories are called “Pwyll, Prince of Dyfed,” “Branwen, Daughter of Llyr,” “Manawydan, Son of Llyr,” and “Math, Son of Mathonwy.” They are coherent, family-based tales of more-than-humans living in a semi-mythic landscape. They originate from two families—the Children of Don and the Children of Llyr. In their stories, in the names of their heroes and their adventures, you will find resonances with Irish tales. These groups contain within themselves archetypes, heroes, warriors, and magicians—some of whom, because of their talents and attributes, I term Druids.

		Their lives involve contact with other, magical realms. Some perform transformative magic using tools and spells; they get messages from the winds and can send them using birds; they possess symbols of sovereignty and can enchant men. If we are wrong in our assumption that they are based on far older sources, we will still be using a core body of material that has arisen from the indigenous peoples and their beliefs.

		There is no mention of Druids in these stories! Nevertheless, if it looks like a duck, quacks like a duck, and swims like a duck, I think we may draw our own conclusions. The four branches of the Mabinogion are peopled with semi-mythic figures who quack very much in the Druid strain, and they interact with the land and its spirits in a way that we are striving to emulate. As an ancient source, they are of immense use and interest for us, with clues for Druid practise if we read between the lines.

		Other stories in the Mabinogion are more obscure, and hint intriguingly at a picture that has been irretrievably lost. From these we have hints and allusions that we can interpret as we wish; they are a source of endless speculation and further study. But studying the other seven stories of the Mabinogion will be left up to you, as and when you choose. These stories form a body of knowledge of a mystery tradition of these islands—precisely what Druidry is trying to access.

		

		Aspects of the Mabinogion Stories as Pointers to Modern Druid Practise

		

		

		They are written at the time when the Welsh very much saw themselves as British; they are a national treasure store.

		

		The stories contain wonders and magic as part of the characters’ everyday life.

		

		Many of the characters practise magic or have a connection to the Otherworld.

		

		The Otherworld is ever-present as a background “character,” informing the progress of the stories.

		

		The worlds frequently overlap, especially at recognised “portal” places. Much more on this later.

		

		Gifts, exchanges, and alliances are made to forge links between the heroes and the denizens of the Otherworld.

		

		Mythic concerns drive the plots, not always to the benefit of the human characters.

		

		

		Interspersed between the chapters of this book, you will find retellings of the stories comprising the four branches of the Mabinogion. Simply read and enjoy them. Make notes on anything that occurs to you, though don’t deliberately read to find things. Periodically, we will examine how the stories relate to Druid ideas.

		A quick word on pronunciation: There is a glossary at the back with pronunciation guidelines, which has been checked by a Druid friend who is a native Welsh speaker. The names of the Welsh heroes and heroines are challenging, but great fun and rewarding to decipher, and the common rules of Welsh pronunciation follow the glossary.

		Folktales and myths make up the substrata of the world that many Druids inhabit. The especial attraction of the Mabinogion is that, with its hints and pointers, it feeds our romantic yearning towards that which cannot quite be grasped. I choose to believe that these tales are based on older fragments. These we can access for our Druid work.

		And now, a study break.

		

		Study Break 1

		Basic Study Structure: Method of Study

		The set exercises for each chapter will be presented separately, in study breaks. Do not feel you need to rush through them; take time to assimilate the ideas. Your job is to internalise them, to start to view the world from a Druidic mindset all the time. Compare it to learning to swim. With application and practise, you go from learning rules of movement and breathing and doing things by rote, to the seamless, fluid performance of a skilled swimmer. Although you can be taught to stay afloat and to move in the water in a very short course of lessons, you know that developing an individual style of swimming with joy and confidence does not come overnight.

		So, with the thought of the magical current in your mind, here is our study method. We have only hints as to how the Druids trained. These might be accurate or could be what the early mediaeval mind thought ancient Druid practice might be like. Though some ritual practises might be deduced from archaeology, we live with the tantalising knowledge that there were Druidic colleges, but their methods are irretrievably lost.

		For your personal study course, we will adapt a template traditionally used in Britain by magicians who, through “Celtic” workings, accessed the native myths. When they worked with the land energies through folklore, myth, and connecting to a folk-soul current, we can say they were expressing the traditional Druidic current of the land.

		Think back to the question at the beginning of chapter 1—when soaked, blown around, or adrift on the sea, just how do we learn nature’s lessons? The answer is through structure: dividing aspects of the work into their component parts and studying in the ways appropriate to those parts. From giving a structure to our more natural, land-based spirituality, connection and understanding flow.

		

		Structure and Circles

		Why do we need structure? Think of nature, with all her lessons, as flowing water—massive, ever moving, adapting to the form of the landscape: too huge and too formless to grasp! Our structure is like a chalice, containing a finite amount of the source, allowing it to assume a shape we can understand and absorb.

		Druids make circles in which to work. Later in this chapter, you will create a personal circle of light and colour to distance and separate you from the apparent world whilst you visualise. Druid circles serve the same purpose as a chalice; they give us a container within which we can represent the whole of the natural world and interact with it. Containment is an important principle for our psychological safety when opening the imagination to new ideas and paradigms. In the Druid circle, we can work with the symbols of the natural world: the sea, sky, and earth, the sun and moon, and the mythic landscapes, animals, and heroes of old.

		How we work must help us to make sense of the journey and supply the discipline that gives us the impetus to continue. Humans like and respond to pattern and order, so the discipline of regular practise helps us keep going through times of spiritual drought.

		But back to the practise.

		We will divide our studies into three strands or rays—very appropriately, as the number three is beloved of Druids. Three lines ray down like shafts of sunlight in a pictorial representation of our source of inspiration from the other realms, called Awen. This we will study in depth in a later chapter.
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		Through the magical current of the land these rays stream; in practise they flow seamlessly into one another, but we will separate them for our study sessions into:

		

		

		The nature ray: Thestudy of our natural surroundings; often practised in the open air

		

		The knowledge ray: The study of myth and the inner realms

		

		The devotional ray: Cultivating a loving and compassionate attitude; often flowing through the other rays—developing an appropriate relationship with the worlds

		

		

		The Problematical Third Ray

		The first two rays—nature and knowledge—seem very Druidic. The third ray—the devotional, love, or compassion aspect—might need more explanation. Devotion, understood and focussed correctly, is also an essential component of Druidry, an aspect of our inner life that we must not neglect. It resonates to the vibration of love and compassion, turning our attention from the world of material things and towards the inner, spiritual quest.

		The dictionary doesn’t help us to understand devotion in a modern sense, associating it with prayer and worship. What we mean by the devotional ray in this book is:

		

		

		An attitude of mindfulness of the wonder of life

		

		Gratitude

		

		A sense of self-worth as a contributing part of the natural order, on many levels

		

		Service to the world, based on the sense of the essential harmony of all things

		

		

		Thinking on the essential qualities of each ray, we see that the green, nature, or elemental ray will give us strength and grounding, and pursuing the studies of the wisdom ray gives us esoteric knowledge—a setting and vocabulary for the inner quest. But both of these we can pursue privately: it is the third ray that demands our interaction in the real world. This can and often will happen without anyone knowing that you are a Druid—your practise with the ray will manifest as you being a responsible, compassionate member of society.

		

		Down to Work

		After every chapter, your exercises will be based around:

		

		

		The nature ray: Making connection with, and doing things in, the natural world, our source of power

		

		The knowledge ray: Formal study of myth, legend, and our inner world

		

		The devotional ray: Actions grounding our work in the physical world, “for the good of all beings”

		

		

		You can see that the study perfectly complements our Druidry, which is about:

		

		

		Our relationship with our environment

		

		Study of myth, legend, and folklore and the inner realities of the natural world

		

		Being of service and use in the world

		

		

		Nature Ray

		The four elements are acknowledged by occultists to be the source of energy and power. Consciously engaging with their qualities strengthens and nourishes us.

		

		

		Earth: Present below the tarmac, manifesting in the growth of the natural world

		

		Air: The wind, the breath

		

		Fire: The sun or any form of light

		

		Water: Rain, fog, mist, lakes, streams, ice, snow

		

		Your Work

		Every morning, middle of the day, and evening, find a place where you can have a few quiet minutes, depending on where you are in your everyday life. Wherever it is, search out a view of nature. This might mean concentrating on a potted plant on your office desk when you are rushed, then moving to look out of the window to check the outside world.

		Wherever you are, greet the day. Look at the weather and note how you feel, how it affects you. Through the weather conditions, you can link to the elements each time you do this. Which element is predominating today? What is your response to it?

		Observe yourself; check your breathing and become aware of a wider perspective—you in the natural world that surrounds your immediate surroundings.

		Make notes in your journal at the time or at the end of each day. Recording your work will become part of your regular routine. An example:

		

		Date: _________

		Time: _________

		Weather conditions: __________

		Late—brief greeting whilst kettle boiling: beautiful sunny morning—breathed in golden energy, imagined it sinking through my body.

		Midday—getting overcast. Agitated from work—three minutes observing breath—eyes drooped, tuned in: blind cord rattling, pigeon cooing, breeze cold on cheek, car noises. Imagined breeze clearing self; breathed out annoyance.

		Evening—washing up; saw sunset from window and reminded of exercises. To backyard and stood on earth. Day’s tensions sank through feet, stretched arms to sunset and imagined touching fiery sky. Felt like a tree.

		

		Knowledge Ray

		Here you consciously foster a vibrant relationship with the natural world through study and inner work. Sometimes it will be practical, as it is impossible to separate inner and outer work. Gaining of knowledge of the natural world will enrich your connection to the esoteric side and vice versa.

		Set aside a few times each day when you can be alone without interruption to consider aspects of Druidry and one period of at least half an hour every few days for the meditative “storytelling” state that is called visualisation.

		

		Your Visualisation Practice

		For every session of this type in the book, follow the same procedure, which is an extension of what you did in your first visualising exercise:

		Sit comfortably upright in a chair—feet flat on the floor, hands on thighs ensures a good posture. The height of the chair is important for relaxation—if you’re short, use a stool to raise your feet. If you have health problems, then adapt any instructions throughout the book to do what is sensible and safe for you.

		Have your magical journal close at hand. Read through the following instructions a few times before acting on them.

		Relax your body, taking time to think of each part of it. If necessary, deliberately tense muscles in order to then feel them relax, grow softer—an expansive, gentle feeling. Combine this exercise with the breath—breathing out tension and breathing relaxation into each body part.

		There are two ways to proceed with relaxing every part of your body in turn, so experiment to see which suits you. Work either from your feet upwards or from your head down. Pay particular attention to your head and neck area. To finish, imagine your aura—your magnetic field—being smoothed a few inches from your body, as your relaxation becomes even deeper than just physical.

		Turn your relaxed attention to the space around your body—where your electrical and magnetic self extends. Most spiritual systems consider blue a very protective colour, and this has a Druidic resonance, so imagine the smoothing creating a force field of clear blue light to envelop you. See it flowing and creating a bubble of vibrant light, with you still and safe in the centre. Enjoy the feeling.

		Set your intent for the session, speaking quietly with relaxed lips. For example, “I am [your name]. I am safe within pure, clear light ... This time is set aside to explore the image of the Druid.” To achieve an aim, you must first know what you are trying to do. Articulating this is a very important act.

		When you have done this preliminary work, you can turn your attention inwards and think around any topic you’ve previously selected. Use your senses to make the images or ideas real. Here is a first suggestion:

		Picture an ancient Druid. See him or her in various settings in turn: in a grove, on a boat on a lake, on a mountaintop, by the seashore ... Spend as much time as you need to in fully realising the images. Paint in the atmosphere, the texture of the air—dry, damp, humid; the time of day—grey dawn, brilliant noontide, cool evening, black midnight. Allow your mind the license to drift from one image to the other, harnessing your attention to focus on each for as long as you wish. If this sounds paradoxical, it is! A balance of release and control is a constant dynamic in good Druid practise. You are in charge and will develop this control.

		Remember, pictures are not essential; many people never see with their inner eye. “Visualisation” means being imaginatively in the moment, fully and completely. Feeling and sensing the experience is what connects us to our inner reality.

		When you have tried this a couple of times and feel imaginatively engaged, you might like to repeat the process with the following visualisation. Do the preliminary work of relaxation and so on first. Do not feel that you have to stick rigidly to the “script”—this is your experience—but aim to stay focussed. Visualisation is not daydreaming.

		Remember to set your intent: “I am [name] ... I am safe within clear pure light ... I am exploring to find the perfect inner space to support my Druidic work.”

		

		Relax and imagine that you are in beautiful natural surroundings—take your time to look around them. It is a naturally protected space—perhaps bordered with trees or shrubs. Can you glimpse the horizon? The landscape should evoke a sense that it is especially yours: that it can nurture and support you during your work. It will grow and develop as you return to this place frequently.

		Sense yourself in the landscape, as a Druid, dressed in the traditional robe. Where are you standing? What does the view look like from there? What can you experience in this inner space through each of your senses? Take your time to establish yourself on flat grassy land, in a forest, at the seashore—wherever you have chosen.

		Touch the silken leaves or the rough sand.

		Smell the perfume of the living earth, the tree bark, the salty air, flowers.

		Hear the birdsong, the wind in the trees, running water, waves.

		See the minute wonder of a tiny insect on a blade of grass, shingle, a flower.

		Sense your surroundings as imaginatively as possible. How do you feel? Take time ... explore ... this is your space. It gives you wonder and refreshment.

		Sit for a moment and contemplate your surroundings. Here you are a Druid.

		If you had one special thing with you in this scene, what would it be? A musical instrument? A book? An animal companion? What is possible for you in this picture that isn’t in the apparent world? How will you express yourself as a Druid?

		

		When you have enjoyed a few minutes’ relaxation painting this picture, then gently return to your everyday consciousness, stretching and feeling totally relaxed and well. Stamp your feet on the floor—re-establishing your connection with the earth—and ground yourself with a drink or food if you still feel “spacey.” This is the way to end every session of this type, reconnecting to your everyday world properly. Do not rush this stage. Write up your experience briefly.

		For the second part of this work, list your Druidic aims and aspirations. Take time, add doodles, drawings, and diagrams. Put energy into your ideas; be enthusiastic.

		Let your list have some specific aims keyed into the natural world—“studying the life of the local squirrels” or “badger watching,” for example. Without quantifiable aims, these are merely your dreams. Grounding them in practise makes them real.

		Be honest with yourself; this is for you alone. Seeing your aims written down allows you to examine your motives. Druids live by the laws and ethical standards of their society, and spend time honing their path of personal integrity.

		In your list, don’t limit yourself. “Contacting the ancient gods and goddesses of Druidry” or “dancing around standing stones under a full moon” might seem grandiose or overly romantic, but here is the place to write of those urgings. What will emerge is the quality of feeling you wish to engage with for an enriching life, and the images and ideas that excite and energise you on that level.

		As with all things, the more you put into this exercise, the greater the return. You should refer back to your list at regular intervals over the coming weeks and months to see how your ideas are developing and changing. Do not alter it—just leave space around it now for any future comments you may wish to make.

		

		Devotional Ray

		This is the grounding ray, transforming your internal work into concrete results in the outer world, for the good of all beings. It is the ray of love in its highest expression.

		Practise thankfulness, regarded as the most potent magical tool in the pantheon by many. Add it on to your nature ray work, being thankful at the end of every practise—so three times a day, you will be consciously thankful. Your life situation may not be perfect, but if you have leisure to pursue this work, then, amongst the larger populations of the world, you are blessed. As you breathe in the energy from the sun, earth, and air, breathe out thankfulness as a blessing to the world and all around you.

		Love yourself and your living space concretely by sorting, clearing, and developing systems to respect your living space as a suitable Druidic space. Clear first the areas where you are likely to sit and think, and then gradually work outwards. Do it thankfully. Pass on what you no longer need and make space in your life.

		Note in your journal each time you do this. Although it is work on the mundane level, doing it consciously and in a devotional way makes it a potent part of your development as a Druid.

		A blessing on the work.

		

		Tales from the Mabinogion: First Branch, Part One

		Pwyll, Pen Annwn

		In a country and a time when the veils between the worlds were thin, Pwyll (Poo-ith ) prince of the seven cantrefs of Dyfed, ruled wisely and well. He and his retinue made a circuit of his lands, and the court contributed to the hospitality they enjoyed with hunting, for sport and for the pot.

		One night, at one of his chief courts, Arberth, Pwyll woke with a compulsion to hunt that he had to obey. So he raised the company and set off straightaway for good hunting country, and rose early the next morning. Following after the hounds, Pwyll became separated from his retinue, and as he realised this, he heard the belling of another pack of hounds.

		He found his pack in a clearing, circled round a stag which had been brought down by such hounds as had never been seen in the land before, with gleaming white bodies and ears of brilliant red. Pwyll drove the hounds off to set his own pack on to the stag; and as they fell on it, he became aware of another horseman. His horse was dapple grey, and his clothes of brown and grey, and he seemed to grow from the woodland surroundings. The horseman approached but refused to greet Pwyll, accusing him of bad manners and ignorance in beating off the hounds that had made the kill, and Pwyll offered to make reparation in a way that was fitting to the horseman’s status.

		And that was how he met Arawn of Annwn, (Ar-ow-n of Ann-oon), the Otherworld that marches alongside ours, from which all earthly life flows and returns. Upon the health and well-being of that world, our world depends.

		Then Arawn told Pwyll his problem: a king called Hafgan had come to Annwn. He lived opposite to Arawn, warring against and oppressing him. Arawn had failed to kill him, and now needed a champion to defeat Hafgan, and this Pwyll agreed to do.

		By his enchantment, Arawn arranged that he and Pwyll should change shape, and that each would rule the other’s kingdom for a year, and Pwyll would sleep each night by the side of the fairest lady in the kingdom, Arawn’s wife. And at the end of the year, Pwyll would meet with Hafgan at a tryst at a ford, which had been arranged.

		His instructions were to strike Hafgan once, and once only, even if he should beg for another blow to despatch his life—for a second blow would restore him, and then he would never be beaten.

		All happened as Arawn said, and Pwyll found it a wonderful kingdom, with richness and beauty everywhere for the delight of the court. There he ruled well and wisely for a year, and, at his encounter at the ford, he followed Arawn’s instructions, and Hafgan sustained a mortal wound and begged to be killed. But Pwyll remembered Arawn’s stipulation, and his men took Hafgan away to die and became Arawn’s vassals. And all that year was a wonder, except for the nights. For after each feast, when he and the beautiful queen retired to their room, he became as a dumb man, and turned his face to the wall in the big bed, and had no contact with her.

		At the end of the year, the men met at the boundary of the two worlds, and Arawn learnt that Hafgan was defeated. Arawn transformed himself and Pwyll back to their own shapes, and each returned to his own domain, vowing friendship.

		Once returned to their own kingdoms, the two rulers questioned their courtiers and chamberlains, and each found how faithfully the other had ruled. But it was only when the feast was over and Arawn retired that he discovered Pwyll’s nobility. As he began intimate conversation with his queen, she turned on him and asked why he was now so affectionate, when for a year he had ignored her in private, though being her loyal companion in the eyes of the court.

		Arawn praised Pwyll’s faithfulness, and from that time on, the bonds between the two kingdoms were strong, with exchanges of horses, hounds, hawks, and other goods, and Pwyll was given the title Pen (head of) Annwn.
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		In, Out, and Round About:

		Your Feet on the Track
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		A Druid stands at the edge of a thick forest. Tall broad-leaved trees form a canopy high above, making the light below dim and green. The path twists and will only be revealed in the walking. The air is alive with the secret life of the forest; emerging from between two ancient yews, s/he walks along an avenue of plane trees. A squirrel leaps from bough to bough overhead. The “forest” is a stand of trees on the outskirts of a park ... S/he walks towards the sounds of children’s laughter and the playground.

		

		You are now becoming aware of your surroundings—your home and immediate environment—in a new way. You have explored your ideas around the title “the Druid” and should be eager to get out into the natural world. You might imagine “you, the Druid” gesticulating to the midnight heavens on a windy rain-swept moor, with lightning searing past your head; by contrast, the reality of the first steps is bit more prosaic. But keep the grand image in your head—it is that yearning that propels you along the path.

		The passage above is an example of how you can experience your immediate surroundings on two levels at the same time. Going into nature is only a mundane experience in our habitual “sleepwalking” state; awareness is the magic ingredient to transformation. Start by connecting to the past, by realising that knowing the terrain intimately was second nature to our forebears. Not knowing it, in conjunction with the seasons and the weather, could easily result in starvation for the tribe.

		For now, your job is to walk in your locality for a short time every day.

		

		The Right Approach

		It is important to discover one or more walks that allow you to experience green space—even the largest cities have green “lungs.” Safety is paramount, not only for the obvious reason but because, unless that instinct is satisfied, you cannot really be aware on any other level. Better to relax completely, watching the canopy of a tree from your window, than to “walk the mean streets” scared out of your wits. If safety is a serious issue where you live, then you might consider a rambling club or similar that has group outings. Not the Druid’s ideal, of course, but for you it will be a vehicle to get safely out in to the green, where you can relax and tune in.

		In these circumstances, social interaction will have to be nicely balanced: enough to be accepted, but then claiming quiet territory for yourself. Without time for stillness, reflective listening, and observing, you cannot engage with the landscape in the right way. This is an important factor if you do these exercises with a partner, who can be a useful support if self-discipline is a problem for you. It is more difficult to let down a friend than oneself! You will walk together, perhaps quietly sharing as you “tune in,” but gradually sinking into your separate spaces of stillness, having your own experiences, and comparing notes later.

		A danger when starting is that our very enthusiasm can be counterproductive; we can be like the bore at the party who dominates the conversation—meaning we go to interact with nature being full of ourselves and what we can bring. We go walking, taking our need to be of use—to give energy to a tree, for example. Do not have any expectation that you will be giving to nature. She continues perfectly well whether we’re around or not. Lose the desperate need to see yourself as altruistic—although in the everyday world you probably are—and strive when walking to be invisible, quiet down, lose your sense of self-awareness, and learn. Be simply another part of nature, using all your senses to register and absorb what is going on around you.

		

		The Senses

		You know your five senses; now think about how you use and relate to each.

		

		

		Sight, the sense that we are probably overly reliant on for all our impressions

		

		Smell, perhaps the most evocative in arousing memory of past experience

		

		Taste, so overused in filling up our emotional pockets of emptiness that obesity is frequently the result

		

		Hearing, polluted by constant machine-made noise; registering even when we are unconscious

		

		Touch, so easily misunderstood that we are cautious and reserve it for our private family lives

		

		

		Remind yourself of your underused senses before you go walking; activating them, you will relate to nature in a different way: stroking bark, smelling foliage, tasting dewdrops, hearing the beat of birds’ wings.

		It may seem sensible to go walking at the same time each day to establish the new habit, but you might modify it for a number of good Druidic reasons. The whole point of interaction is what’s good for you and for the other “person”—which in this case happens to be the natural world. Seeing the “person” at differing times and in differing circumstances is part of the process of understanding them and their habits, and the weather can issue interesting challenges. For example, you are getting ready to go out, and the rain starts. Is this a wonderful opportunity to engage with the rain, a challenge to your commitment, or a clear message to wait until later? Only you, in the moment, can decide. Only you, in the moment, will know if you are taking the easy option or making a valid Druidic choice.

		Every day, walk a safe circuit or route that takes you through green space. This might be a park if you’re in the middle of a city. One inner-city walk on the way to my work was not circular and serves as an illustration. Approaching a long, tree-lined street, I greeted each as I passed. After a year, long after the trees had acquired names according to their personalities and shape, I was still discovering odd trees and shrubs in the hedge bordering the other side of the street. As spring approached, my excitement as the leaves came out to help with identification was palpable. From simple observation, a connection developed that was very real and I still have fond memories of my green guardians.

		When you go out into the landscape, your attention will be internal and external. You will send your awareness out consciously, using all your senses: to the far horizon, to the grass beneath your feet. Your skin is not your separation from the rest of the world, but your connection. The biting wind which reddens your nose, the sun which warms your forearms, the rain which trickles down your neck—skin connects you to the outside world through the sense of touch.

		

		Techniques for Walking with Awareness

		Tune in at the start of your walk, setting yourself to extra-consciousness mode, using these techniques to get started:

		

		

		Become aware of your breathing. Regulate it; concentrate on your midsection and the breath moving your muscles in and out, to take attention from your head.

		

		Get out of your headspace by focusing on your feet and the feel of the ground underneath them. This is also an excellent exercise for connecting on an inner level with a landscape when you visualise.

		

		Moving up from your feet, become aware of your arms and legs, your head held easily, the swish of your clothes.

		

		Imagine your moving energy touching things as it passes: stroking tree trunks, ruffling birds’ feathers.

		

		Alternate between near and far distance in your focussing, and do it in a relaxed way. Tension and anxiety create a barrier to awareness.

		

		If you know that you rely too much on sight, walk with “soft vision” and consciously use your ears and nose to relate to the landscape.

		

		Allow yourself to look only at the ground and feel your awareness of the surrounding energy of plants and trees increase.

		

		

		By putting this type of attention into walking, you notice in a way that you might never have done before. Sudden realisations or impressions—maybe the sun’s rays striking through boughs in early summer—might strike you so forcibly that you spontaneously want to give thanks for the gift. Feel free to slow down, to stop and listen, to watch, to feel. When you have established your routine, you might easily combine it with your morning, midday, or evening greeting, as it is that conscious awareness taken one step further.

		

		Defining Sacred Space

		Wandering around a park may not seem very exciting, mysterious, or Druidic. If it doesn’t, then it’s time to ask the question: what is sacred space?

		To a Druid, all the land is sacred; your awareness of this makes it potent, and it will respond to you. What is valuable and useful in your locality all depends on individual perspective. An unkempt junk heap in a backyard is a valuable resource to the junk man or used car merchant. Ugly mudslides on the side of a stream are part of a magical playground for children. Your backyard wilderness offends your neighbours, but is a haven for all the wildlife that you love. Druidry encourages you to be flexible, to see things from other points of view—and not only human! How does the junkyard look to a rat? How does your pile of leaves appear to a hedgehog?

		And, behind all, we are nurturing our overarching awareness of ourselves in the landscape: the earth, the sky, and surrounded by the sea. This seems especially relevant in the British Isles, but even in the middle of a huge landmass, it is good to remember that the seas dominate our world and are vital to its well-being. Modern Druids will often reference the earth, sea, and sky at the beginning of ritual.

		Druids believe in sacred space and the most obvious examples defined by our ancestors are the stone circles that might indicate what they saw as “power spots.” But we also believe that all space is made sacred, and potent, by our attitude toward it.

		So imagine yourself as the still centre, with circles of sacred space around you:

		

		

		First, your house or dwelling, which nurtures and protects you

		

		Second, your garden or immediate surroundings, which might feed you or nourish you with its beauty

		

		Third, your locality, viewed by its reference to the natural world

		

		

		I have been directed along a route using only trees and natural markers, over many miles, and reached my destination easily. There might be dozens of right turns, but you won’t miss the one after the gigantic overhanging oak, or the left turn after the field with the crop circle. Even in an industrial city, you can identify and navigate by these natural signs. And your awareness of them is like a magical secret between you and the earth under the concrete and asphalt. Every July in the city was enriched for me by the secret pleasure of smelling the flowers of a large lime (linden) tree for three streets before it came into view. Such markers in an urban landscape are especially precious.

		

		Natural Guardians of Your Territory

		Make a point of changing your field of vision, so that you look with attention at the horizon regularly. Turn round frequently to see the view from the other direction. Trees might be the first things that you’ll notice on your walks. Trees are integral to a study of Druidry, and we will give them attention throughout the book.

		Are there marker trees, significantly older or larger than the others? Large trees have traditionally been treated with reverence by the Celts, and celebrated for their longevity, shelter, and abundance. Many were cut down by individuals or sects who resented the veneration in which they were held, and those that have survived to oversee our landscape for hundreds of years have gathered their own sense of gravity and guardianship. So note any large trees that you might interpret as guardians of the space. Are there pairs of trees through which you can pass? Does walking between them with awareness feel like a gateway at all? Can you sense the atmosphere of the tree that you stand underneath? As you walk, speculate on your surroundings: are the trees deciduous, and if so, can you predict how different the skyline will look when their leaves have fallen? When the grasses have seeded? When the flowers have gone or are in bud or flower? After rain, drought, or snow?

		Already you are thinking in larger terms, and considering your terrain in different seasons will start to foster a wider perspective as you consider the rhythm of the natural world.

		There might seem a contradiction here: one paragraph telling you to engage the senses and get out of the mind; the next telling you to engage with your thought processes. All I can say is that this is a dynamic and part of the flexibility of your practice. As you change focus with your eyes, so you will change focus with your mind and senses; it’s all down to practise.

		This daily work is so valuable that it’s important to be realistic in what you can achieve. An hour’s walk is wonderful, but can you find an hour a day? Maybe that should be for the weekends, and a ten-minute walk is the one that you can rely on managing more frequently. Set yourself up for success.

		Within your limitations, you’ll get the most from this if you act in the spirit of what I’m saying. If you can’t do the practise now, start when you can, doing your best. Druidry is about walking an honourable path, having personal integrity, so we really try not to fool or make excuses to ourselves, and to achieve what we set out to do. Make sure you have five minutes after each walk to jot down your impressions in your journal. It will become a magical record and a way to monitor yourself.

		

		Embedding Yourself into the Landscape

		Embedding you, the Druid, into your locality is a two-part process: building up your familiarity with it and then becoming competent at engaging on the differing levels. But at first, give your attention to what you see every day, which is the changing face of nature.

		When did the tiny flowers on the trees change to seeds, acorns, keys, or haws? Which is the first tree to put on leaves in the spring? When was that ugly brown furrow ploughed into the park by a lawn mower used on sodden ground? Which windy night brought down the huge beech branch?

		These are questions that I can answer from my regular walks this spring. As a Druid, you will know your own locality intimately and will be able to answer comparable questions, although your terrain may be totally different. Wetlands, desert, mountainside, forest—as the local Druid, you must know your territory. And the type of natural life that thrives is dependent on the first element: the earth.

		

		Bedrock

		As Druids, we start at bedrock. As a country’s cuisine is dependent upon the basic fuel source, so a culture’s mindset and therefore magic can be said to be rooted in the rocks of its land. Our relationship with the land was first made by our forefathers’ interaction with it, their need of its sustenance for survival. Through acting in harmony with its rhythms, they learnt to access its magic.

		So that’s why we walk each day. Without doing the practical work, without ever going out into the land, we will never “get it”—even if there are a thousand books on Druidry on our bookshelves. In whichever country you live, this will be true for you.

		As the rocks are formed in each locality, as trees are shaped by terrain and climate, can the same be said for the human population? Ask yourself this question: what has gone to form you? Do you live on the sandstone, the granite, the chalk? We describe people in “earthy” terms, as flinty, gritty, abrasive, flaky, salt-of-the-earth ... Can you find the earth correspondence in your own nature? It’s an interesting exercise, especially if you have never felt at home in your family locality. When you do feel that you have come home, is it in a place where the soil makeup supports the flora and fauna familiar to you from your childhood, or is it alien? There are no right or wrong answers to these questions, but our early natural world associations go very deep.

		

		Put the book down for a moment. Shake your limbs to relax ... Settle down with your spine straight and, taking your time, take three breaths with your surroundings, then allow your attention to sink to beneath the earth.

		See the grains of earth, gravel, and stones that make up the fertile soil, with its pockets of air that allow the worms and insects through, moving constantly and helping to keep it fertile. See the roots growing, reaching out into the black goodness of the earth. Beneath the roots of a tree, caves and tunnels have been carved out by animals: rabbits’ burrows; badger setts.

		Beneath the fertile soil, see the compacted clay, the seams of minerals running through the bedrock, the water percolating through the fissures, the underground streams that will never see the light of day.

		Let your awareness rise to the surface again ... Imagine the constant breaking down and change, the wearing of the soil by humans, traffic, and animals. See minerals in solution being constantly absorbed by the plants as food.

		Gently come back to the chair, feeling refreshed.

		

		Your Surroundings: Firsthand Experience

		Our fresh way of looking at our surroundings has more traditional and actual firsthand connection than the modern view that says that the map is a marker of accuracy, not the feeling of your feet on the stones of an ancient path. Maps and reference books are valuable tools—after we have gained our first impressions.

		To the Celts, the landscape was living and populated by spirit; interacting with it, giving the gifts of awareness and thanks, was a constant in their lives. Today, not depending on understanding the earth at firsthand by tilling the soil is both a blessing and a very real danger. Our relationship with the land is a matter of spiritual life and death, and we eke out a dead existence without it. As Druids, we develop feeling about the earth—how in awe we should be of our total dependence on the natural world, the shimmering interactive web of life that sustains us. Many modern inventions could disappear with little or no effect, but the impact of the decimation of the bee population may be catastrophic. So, we start to notice what’s going on.

		By looking at your physical surroundings as a Druid, you might notice that:

		

		

		The trees growing near your house don’t grow an hour’s drive away.

		

		The “prize specimen” you nurture in your garden grows like a weed elsewhere.

		

		Returning to your own locality brings a sense of familiarity, of belonging. You sleep wonderfully the first night back.

		

		You have “markers” on roads that show when you are entering your own territory.

		

		

		It is interesting that we most often practise—and certainly articulate—these exercises of awareness and “owning” our surroundings when we are with young children. “Look out for the big tree,” “How many bridges to count before we get off the long road?” “Look out for the football field,” are all typical examples of giving the journey a relevance to our offspring. Responding to their need for concrete ways of marking journeys keeps us tuned into the earth even when we’re racing over it at a tremendous speed. This gives us an inkling of how to relate to the landscape: simply, as children, with wide eyes, a sense of wonder and awareness. When we add a mythic resonance, the effect on the psyche will be exponentially greater as we begin to see the reality behind the reality.

		

		Trackway and Camp and City lost

		Salt Marsh where now is corn

		Old Wars, old Peace, old Arts that cease;

		And so was England born!

		

		She is not any common earth,

		Water or wood or air,

		But Merlin’s isle of Gramyrie,

		Where you and I will fare.

		—From “Puck’s Song” by Rudyard Kipling²

		

		“Puck’s Song” is a celebration of England’s history, but these end verses explain the deep esoteric connection that Kipling felt with the land. Here he has summed up the ancient influence of human activity that produces a magical landscape. Our ancestors have contributed to it, and we can now make our own connection.

		

		How to Walk

		When we walk, we are aiming for a quiet unfolding realisation of what is around. Not an aggressive, “I shall find out” way of nailing or pigeonholing your surroundings, born of feeling removed from them, like a scientist dissecting parts of the whole, but by feeling fully integrated, with a growing awareness of the richness and diversity in the land, starting from the touch of the air on your skin. Already you can see that this will be at least a year’s project, which brings us on to the weather and the seasons.

		Is it easier to be a Druid in the summer? Sticking to your walking regime is a challenge on the fourth successive day of rain, and this is where your discipline comes in. If you have no “study buddy” to help you along when you need it, try having an imaginary dog that you have to walk. Or an imaginary dragon, if you prefer! Every day will not bring a revelation, but every day of faithful application will do wonders for your development in becoming a Druid. Having the sense of integrity that enables you to do what you set out to do, even when it seems a tedious chore, is vital to your self-image.

		

		Mythic Engagement with the Land

		You have just read about Pwyll and his first adventure, ruling Annwn for a year. So what is this place, Annwn? Read on.

		

		The Three Worlds of the Celts

		The three worlds have a deep symbolic reality for many modern Druids. They come from Barddas, transcribed by Iolo Morganwg, a great translator, transcriber of ancient documents, and inspired forger. He presented information about the three worlds as a fragment of ancient Druidic lore which had been written down in the sixteenth century.

		The three worlds are called Annwn, Arbred, and Gwynvyd.

		Imagine an archery target: three concentric circles. In the centre, the smallest ring symbolises Annwn: like the bull’s-eye of the target, its importance is belied by its size. The outer ring symbolises Gwynvyd, and, connecting the two, we have Arbred, the world we live in. Note that the cycles of existence do not ascend, but rather spread outwards, a very important difference. Some Celtic scholars do subscribe to the idea of the three worlds upheld by a world tree, which reflects beliefs of other mythologies, notably the Norse, but in order to avoid the traditional religious emphasis on “up is good, down is bad,” I prefer to work with the first image. Without and around all of these worlds is Ceugant—from the Welsh meaning “sure, true, infinity.” This is the absolute, the highest expression of the circles of existence. The source.

		Arbred is our physical world. Pwyll lived in it, and the Otherworld came to meet him here, through a magical portal in the wilderness and again on the Mound of Arberth. In Arbred now we live, move, and have our being, aware of the dictums of the Druids:

		

		Druids make their pronouncements by means of riddles and dark sayings, teaching that the gods must be worshipped, and no evil done, and manly behaviour maintained.³

		

		Whilst we are here, that is our concern—recognising our place in relation to the natural world, living fully and behaving as well as we can. We are not trying to ascend at any stage to any other reality that denies our earthiness. As Druids, we live our human lives making connections.

		Gwynvyd, “the shining realm,” “the bright world,” is the place where it might be possible to gain a broad overview of the essential harmonious patterns of life, which we can only glimpse when we are in incarnation when in a state of superconsciousness or bliss. At the end of life, the soul might spiral inwards from Arbred back into Annwn to be reborn, or spiral out to the realm of wisdom and light.

		The name Annwn has connotations of “depth” and “inner”—the most precise translation is still being debated. It is the hub of the wheel of existence. From Annwn pours the essential energy that informs and makes up our apparent world. Cauldrons and their symbolism are of great significance and value to the Celtic peoples, as the givers of nourishment and goodness. And Annwn is the ultimate cauldron, from which is brewed and pours the essential elixir that colours our world. In Annwn, all is rich and strange. In its orchards, flower, bud, and fruit can flourish on the apple trees at the same time. It is populated by those whose lives parallel ours, but in a more gracious, fluid, and integrated way. Yet in spite of this, the characters who live there also suffer or rejoice, and interact with this world. Ill health and death are rare, or take place in ritualised contexts, as in Pwyll’s mortal combat with Hafgan, which seems to show that our earthiness and crude physicality make us capable of action that is not possible to the inhabitants of Annwn. This is a Celtic Otherworld—with no connotation of suffering or punishment, but with the idea of souls leaving behind the baggage of this world and returning to the cauldron before rebirth.

		Heroes can interact with the world by virtue of their status, and this interaction is beneficial to both kingdoms. We need the injection of the essence of things that springs from Annwn, and in the mythic stories this might be symbolised by a marriage, covenant, or contract between two protagonists from the different worlds.

		It is important that there are certain places where the veil is thin, where the worlds can interact. It is worth bearing in mind as you get ready to walk your circuit once again.

		

		Postscript: On Getting Wet

		By now you may have been soaked on your daily walk, or stung by midges or nettles, or disturbed by barking dogs, or have slipped in the mud, or felt a bit silly when disturbed having a quiet tree-hug!

		Being a Druid is about being in time, both real and magical—in harmony, feeling at home in your surroundings. It is not about never getting wet, but about accepting and feeling at home in the rain when it comes. Acceptance is the key word, and feeling silly is, after all, a pretty big part of being human. Anything that keeps us from feeling puffed up with our own importance or “wise” to the outside world is to be celebrated.

		Setting your intent before physical activity is just as important as setting it before entering your inner world. It focuses you on the task in hand, and elevates it above the ordinary and mundane “sleepwalking” activities of our lives. And safety is a good thing to build into your intent; a broken leg might be a good life lesson, but it’s better to be aware enough to receive the lesson in a more palatable form.

		So the rule is, “Just notice.” What happened before you were stung? It might be significant; it might not. You might have just missed something wonderful and be getting an object lesson in awareness. You’ll never know. A warning: you could drive yourself crazy trying to extract symbolic meaning from every tiny thing that happens, so don’t become obsessive. In one sense, every thing in life is significant; in another, it’s just life. Get on with it. Just be observant, hold it lightly, and any patterns that are there will soon become apparent.

		And now, to the next study break ...

		

		Study Break 2

		Your Feet on the Track: Regular Habits

		The message from this chapter is: make the appointment!

		The deeper wonders of the world are all around us all the time; we simply filter them out when we sleepwalk through life. Think of the urban fox, a large mammal that is rife in British cities. Yet how many of us have seen one? And if we miss the fox, what chance to entrance us does the dragonfly, the vole, or the kingfisher have? The most important thing is to make space and time to expand awareness and start looking.

		

		Balancing Magical Practice: The Safeguards

		The work is about keeping our awareness on the magical worlds parallel to ours, whilst still getting to grips with the practical, basic work. This is entirely intentional. We all need a little magic to help us when we seem to be going through the motions, when our work seems dull and “same-y.”

		When this happens, take ten minutes out for yourself. Centre your awareness through observation, breathing, and consciously relaxing your muscles. Surround yourself with blue, protective light and focus deeply on a small aspect of the natural world. Adopt an attitude of relaxed wonder, and, for example, gaze at the treetops, with no expectations. Often, as your relaxation deepens, your joy in your small observances opens a door in you that allows you to perceive on a different level and to be capable of two-way communication with other-than-human forms. An example might be in seeing significance in the waving branches, as if you are being acknowledged. You might become the spectator to a dance that is on one level part of the nature of branches, and on another level, presented just for you.

		This relaxing-centring-protecting preparation before a quick shift of awareness should become second nature with practice, as you start all your visualisation exercises with it. Every time, you experience from a still, quiet centre, which allows all the wonderful impressions of the natural world to seep into your consciousness. This is a wonderful source of refreshment. But is it safe?

		Let’s answer that with another question: what is the difference between what occultists call a “walker between the worlds”—a person able to operate in mundane reality whilst maintaining an awareness of magical reality—and a person who would be viewed by the everyday world as having a mental problem or being a fantasist?

		The answer lies mainly in control and awareness. You understand the physical rules of everyday reality that comprises the vast majority of your experience. You make your way in the world, using your five senses, your intuition, and your common sense. This will not stop. The fact that you are becoming aware of it as not the only way to view the world will not alter your habitual and effective way of operating in it.

		In your studies, you are choosing where to put your attention, and the experiences with which you wish to engage, and when. But you are clear in your mind that the things of the inner levels have a different reality to those of the world of the five senses. There are clear barriers between the worlds, which we respect and reinforce with good habits, primarily by:

		

		

		Being punctilious about opening and closing each inner exercise with awareness

		

		Ensuring we fully return to the world after each exercise

		

		Making “time out” for our studies when we will not be disturbed

		

		Being discreet about our work

		

		Not letting it take precedence over the things of importance in our lives—our relationships in the home or our commitment to our job, for example

		

		

		When coming back to the real world, any number of strategies can be used to ensure that you are back safely. You might like to experiment with these and then keep to the one that works best for you:

		

		

		Thanking the experience and saying goodbye formally

		

		Allowing your internal images to fade like mist

		

		Closing a strong door on your internal scene

		

		Imagining a dark curtain being drawn, as if across a stage

		

		Turning your back on the images and walking back to everyday reality

		

		

		Any of these that work well for you can also be used to lead you in to your inner landscape at the beginning of your work.

		As a spiritual health check, think of what it is like to be incredibly stressed. Usually this is characterised by a lessening of the ability to focus on one thing. As worrying data from other areas keeps springing into your mind, it knocks you off course and causes you to lose perspective. It makes you very inefficient at precisely the time when you need to be on top of your game. This state of mind is the very opposite of the clarity, relaxed control, and sense of perspective we are aiming for. So, if your personal experience of the exercises so far and the images that they create distracts you in the real world, there is no point in continuing at this time. Just stop and get on with what you must to maintain your everyday reality effectively. An overload is an indication to back off, take some time out, and then return to simple exercises to train your mind, before returning to study at a later date. But by maintaining your boundaries between your outer and inner life, with awareness, you should find this way of working nothing but enriching.

		

		A Word on Magical Reality

		There is no doubt that magical reality operates by different rules, and one clue is in folklore, which tells us clearly that in other realities, time operates differently.

		Pwyll was fortunate to find when he returned from Annwn that time had operated similarly in both kingdoms—as you read folktales, you’ll see how often heroes return from otherworldly adventures to find that generations have passed.

		But even from our own everyday experience, we know on a deep, intuitive level that time is elastic. Whenever we have heightened, magical experiences, time seems to stand still, yet paradoxically to have passed in a flash, so that we are in the experience timelessly and have to make an effort to come back to ordinary reality. This is perfectly normal. It simply means that our everyday selves deal habitually with a very simplistic view of the laws of time, which work well for most of the time. But the moments that we remember are the heightened minority, usually at key points in our lives, and are intensely personal experiences. As Druids, in order to live fully and creatively, it is our duty to consciously pursue these moments of heightened awareness, whilst respecting and honouring the commitment that we maintain with our nine-to-five existence.

		Some people in occult fields seem happy to be “taken over” in one way or another by other beings. Maybe that is their interpretation of connection, but it is nothing to do with what is set out in this book, and should ring alarm bells. Remember the key words: intent, awareness, control. These accord with you having taken responsibility for your path. You will be setting boundaries. You will be checking in with the real world, with your relationships, life circumstances, and journal, for regular reviews and reality checks.

		

		A Reminder of the Three Ray Practice

		

		

		The nature ray: Making connection with, and doing things in, the natural world, our source of power

		

		The knowledge ray: Formal study of myth, legend, and our inner world

		

		The devotional ray: Actions grounding our work in the physical world, “for the good of all beings”

		

		

		In the first study sessions, you got into the habit of the three greetings. You will continue with these, but they can be incorporated into this new work if that suits you. An immediate greeting on rising, before any other action, is a good habit to keep to, though, and can be combined with the natural stretch which most of us indulge in first thing.

		

		Nature Ray

		Start walking, every day. Your magical journal will gradually fill with your findings and observations during your daily walk. If after a few days you realise you’ve been overambitious, don’t give up; modify your route to make it realistic. Rain or shine, keep the appointment, and remember, walking the imaginary dog (dragon, ferret, or whatever) might get you out when you’re not in the mood! This is the basis of all that will follow. Adapt the idea in whatever way you need to start this immediately.

		Reread or remember the instructions in this chapter before you step out the door:

		

		

		Walk with awareness.

		

		Engage the five senses.

		

		Use breathing to calm, slow, and lose your usual awareness of yourself.

		

		Observe in a spirit of enquiry. You are the student, nature is the teacher.

		

		

		You might check your route with maps, but have the walking experience before you do this. Do find out the “official” name of a hill, but only when you’ve walked by it for some time. It’s you who calls it “Kestrel View” because you often spot one there. This is engaging with and making relationship with your locality—and how can a map have such relevant associations? Nevertheless, the actual history of the area has formed it and is relevant. If you find historical evocative names in your landscape, do a bit of research on them and add to your knowledge.

		If you are a city dweller and your daily walk is round a park, draw your own map and gradually plot the salient features, being as imaginative as you like. “Here be dragons” need not only belong to mediaeval maps.

		If you have them, a camera and binoculars are good aids to awareness, making you slow down and observe in a new way, so do consider whether they‘d be useful to you.

		

		Knowledge Ray

		Find time when you won’t be disturbed. Reread the instructions for relaxation and visualising, centring, and generally preparing to go within your imagination to visualise. This preparation will soon become second nature as you follow it each time you visualise. Do not rush; most of us take far longer to relax than we realise. By always following the same formula, it is possible to condition yourself and gradually it will become quicker.

		Read through this exercise, then relax and sink into a reverie, which protects you and allows you to withdraw your attention from the everyday world and open your inner senses. Use the instructions given in the first study break. Take your time and enjoy this.

		Set your intent: to walk your route in your imagination, expanding to include an awareness of the influence of Annwn on the landscape. Ask for an experience appropriate to “where you are”; any revelations that you aren’t at a stage to handle would be totally counterproductive, but you don’t want to shield yourself from having any experience at all. Be sincere and know that you are in charge and safe. Then, in a state of inner awareness, walk your route in your imagination, following these guidelines:

		

		Secure from any interruptions or irritations you might have experienced on the physical plane, walk slowly and be aware of everything that you noticed on your last actual walk, but with a heightened awareness of the fact that Annwn is constantly pouring energy into our world. If you got soaked, for example, when reliving it you can ignore the dampness on your neck and concentrate instead on the raindrops on the twigs. A shower of them as you duck underneath might seem like a blessing.

		Magic, according to some accounts, is often accompanied by a special quality of the air: cool, slippery, and sparkling. So concentrate on the light—shining through the leaves, on water, glancing off of the stones, flashing from a bird’s eye or spider’s web as you pass. See with your inner eye that the dazzle of light might signify an energy that can connect you to the creative impulse pouring from Annwn. This realisation might come from a tiny source, such as the glint of light on a dewdrop on a leaf, which would be overlooked if you thought of Druidry in terms only of rushing waterfalls. Be open, and aware of the smallest indications.

		Feel that you are actively experiencing a relationship with the earth. Every step is precious and, through it, you affect the land upon which you walk and it affects you. The earth supports you, and with each step, your feet connect to the life beneath. In your inner vision, you might choose to be barefoot, so that you can feel your feet on the grass, compacting the earth and pressing down weeds that will take minutes to spring back after you have gone.

		As well as concentrating on the light, look out for pockets of shadow, for the mysterious depths in the boles of trees or deep foliage. These might be potent places where an interaction between the worlds can occur, where the life of nature is hidden and secret.

		Pause frequently on this inner walk to really let the impressions of the land, the light, and the shadow act with you as interactive entities, as you connect to the natural world with your inner eyes. As with actually walking, change your focus periodically, from peering into a bush to suddenly widening your gaze to include the broad circle of the horizon, with yourself in the middle, surrounded by living greenness.

		Look out for the fauna as well as the flora; in the inner landscape, you can see that which may only be glimpsed on your physical walks. In England this might be deer, squirrels, voles, foxes, badgers, rabbits, varieties of birds, and so on. Watch, listen, and learn.

		Remember, you are always safe in your inner landscape. If anything happens that is unexpected, feel free to engage with or reject it according to your intuition. Be polite, as you would be in the everyday world. Feeling an impulse from a tree or animal is much easier on the inner than the outer world. If this happens, take your time to decide whether it feels right. Self-possessed compassion is a great defence if you don’t like the “vibe.” Simply say goodbye and direct or allow the impression to disappear, leaving you free to continue.

		

		When you have completed your walk, take your time to come back. The accepted way is slowly to bring your awareness back to your relaxed body, take some deep breaths, move gently and stretch, affirming that you are coming back to your everyday awareness feeling relaxed and refreshed.

		Open your eyes, stretch, and have a drink or small snack as part of the grounding process. You would be wise not to rush around or drive a vehicle at this stage! If you feel a little floaty, put your hands on the earth and affirm that you are fully in the here and now. Clapping your hands is also a useful technique, but be considerate if you are working with others.

		The important thing is to become adept at relaxing deeply and then returning fully.

		Finally, note your impressions in your journal whilst the experiences and memories are still fresh; it can be surprising how much disappears after just a few moments.

		

		Devotional Ray

		You will do this work during your daily walks, and will be building relationship with the land, which will be cemented with gifts, interpreting that word in the widest possible sense.

		Think of your friendships. They come from your fellow feeling with another person. You give the gifts of time, consideration, love, and actual gifts of material objects at special times such as birthdays.

		Now think of the complexity of making relationship with a whole landscape! Rock, pebble, earth; water in all its still and moving forms; lichens, fungi, grass, plant, shrubs, trees; insects, arachnids, and mammals; and the genius loci, the pervading spirit of place. What a wonderful challenge.

		Some suggestions of gifts to the landscape are:

		

		

		Going regularly: The gift of commitment even when you aren’t in the mood

		

		Being open: Clear your mind to allow other impressions in

		

		Being respectful: Every step potentially damages a habitat, but don’t overreact to this; you are an integral part of the landscape and your walking is helping to shape it

		

		Giving your time and awareness: Pause at least once on each walk for a few minutes to observe more deeply and be thankful

		

		Giving tangible gifts: Take a pocket full of nuts and seeds to scatter for the wildlife

		

		Being of service: Take a bag so you can pick up litter, leaving the place better than you found it

		

		

		At the end of each walk, jot down in your journal what you’ve done as well as what you’ve noticed on the practical nature ray.

		Linger a while now. Don’t rush straight on. Give yourself the luxury of time to think about the blessing of the spirits of place on your work.

		

		Lessons from the Mabinogion: First Branch, Part One

		The Relevance of the Story of Pwyll in Annwn

		This Mabinogion story gives us a flavour of the Otherworld—and Pwyll is not the only Celtic hero to go there. One of the first references to our archetypal king, Arthur, is of his expedition to Annwn—a highly symbolic act. In his case, it is to obtain a magical cauldron—a resonant Celtic symbol. There is another connection between Arthur and Pwyll: the prefix “Pen,” meaning “head,” in both of their titles. Pwyll ends his story as Pen Annwn, and Arthur’s name is Pendragon.

		Pwyll’s descent into Annwn indicates how to be receptive to the hidden mysteries of the land that you’ll be walking. It is a useful model in engaging with the Druid current, the spirit behind the physical reality.

		Pwyll is a ruler, not a Druid, but by his nobility and position is able to interact with the Otherworld, as Druids did. He has skills that are necessary to the inhabitants of that world. He takes action that, for some reason, they cannot. By his actions he makes relationship with the Otherworld that informs our own—much as I think a present-day Druid does. So, as you walk your route, placing your consciousness into your surroundings, or in your everyday life, how does this story aid you in becoming a Druid? How might you act?

		

		The Important Points of Pwyll’s Story

		

		

		Pwyll feels a compulsion: he has to hunt.

		

		He finds himself separated—the adventure is for him alone.

		

		He is given a clear indication that he is engaging with the Otherworld, Annwn. The shining white of the hounds indicates their Otherworldly origin.

		

		Pwyll voluntarily agrees to his adventure—he makes a deal and sticks to it.

		

		Pwyll imposes a taboo on himself. This is a restriction that a man will hold to no matter what the circumstances; it is a sign of his noble status. In this case, Pwyll resolves not to sleep with the wife of his host, although the offer is implicit in the bargain he made.

		

		Pwyll fulfils his bargain with Arawn, and returns to find his land burgeoning and his companions happy with the year’s rule.

		

		As a result, bonds are forged between the kingdoms with exchanges of gifts from that time on.

		

		

		The Druidic Applications of Pwyll’s Story

		

		

		Be open to intuition. Filter all suggestions through your common sense, but be willing to “go with the flow” and act on impulse.

		

		The Otherworld needs our effort; prepare to be proactive in this relationship.

		

		Be alone. Time alone with yourself and the landscape is essential (if you have a walking companion, this will not stop you being alone in your experience).

		

		Be aware, and ready to recognise otherworldly hints.

		

		Set your intent—“within my experience, to see wonders” for example.

		

		Act with integrity and nobility.

		

		Interpret your bargain in the spirit of what is offered. Use care and compassion for what you will meet.

		

		Give gifts as well as receive them.

		

		Do not expect or want any outward recognition from others on your return. You have the satisfaction of knowing that every encounter is advancing you on your Druid journey.

		

		

		Pwyll’s Story: The Ideas in Practice

		In subsequent chapters, you will apply the message of the stories to your everyday life, with all its highs and lows. But for this first story, here is an example for you. Bear the points above in mind as you read a scenario that fits to this template:

		You are on a lunch break, drinking coffee, and become suddenly aware of the light striking the tops of the trees in the park opposite. You look at the clock: twenty minutes’ break left. On an impulse, you put the rest of your sandwich in your pocket and get out there (five minutes). Set your intent: to engage with the natural world for ten minutes; to be open to seeing what wonders are there for you. You start walking slowly, breathing to open your awareness and fixing your attention on the horizon, then the foreground, scanning and listening. You are light, relaxed, curious, and optimistic.

		Within a couple of minutes, you are hearing birdsong and you see a flicker in the lower branches of a tree. You walk towards it and into the shade made by a grove of three hollies, a dark patch in the bright grass and flowers of the park. You look up into their branches to follow the bird, which hops from branch to branch—a chaffinch, bright against the dark leaves speckled with small white flowers. You’ve never noticed a holly tree’s flowers before. After about two minutes, the bird flies off.

		You crumble a piece of cheese onto the ground for all the small wildlife that will return when you’re gone. Stepping out of the tiny patch of dim shade into the bright sunlight, you say “thank you” as you pass through the park gates and make your way across the road and back to the office.

		Warning: This activity might cause your eyes to wander to the window frequently during the afternoon!

		This shows how you can keep connected to the natural world whilst in everyday time and space. The effect upon you depends on your imagination and the energy you put into the exercise. If it seems a far cry from an heroic adventure in the Otherworld, consider the correspondences with this mythic tale.

		Like Pwyll, you are following an intuition; making space to be alone; setting your intent; engaging with representatives of the natural world—the holly trees and the birds—who lead you into a place set aside, different from your everyday surroundings. You are given a gift—the observation of the birds, the atmosphere of the holly trees and knowledge of their flowering habit—and in turn leave one, the food for the wildlife. You are acting with integrity in being fair to your responsibilities and returning to work on time, although you would love to explore through the afternoon.

		Not a bad result for the last third of your lunch hour. And interestingly, you probably will feel as if time and the everyday world have been just one stage removed from the experience. The refreshment and sense of proportion that regular practise like this can bring is immeasurable.

		Whilst the Mabinogion doesn’t mention Druids, the hints that the stories give are so relevant to modern Druid practise that they more than justify our study. And to reiterate a vital point: without the active engagement of the imagination, this exercise is nothing. The energy you put into it is everything. And this principle applies throughout your studies.
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		Earth, Air, Fire, and Water:

		The Web of Correspondence
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		A Druid walks through the dawn, barefoot on the seashore. It is springtime, and the wind is clear and thin. The grey sky lightens, and the first rays of the sun’s light strike and sparkle across the curling waves as they roll on to the shore.

		With a staff, the Druid draws on the sand, and soon you see a labyrinth emerging. S/he paces in to the centre of the labyrinth, places a shell, a feather, and a lit candle on a large, flat stone, then sits to meditate. The midsummer sun is now high in the sky, and dazzling.

		When your sight clears, the evening sun is beginning to set crimson over the horizon. The waves are lapping round the labyrinth, and more and more of it crumbles to smooth, unlined beach. The Druid is wading ankle-deep and pushing a small sturdy boat out to the waves before jumping aboard and donning a dark wool cloak against the autumn chill. As the boat’s sail fills and it swings out to deep water, a sickle moon shines over the land and the boat follows a shimmering moon path.

		Your eyes follow the moon track to the horizon, to catch the last streaks of the sunset disappearing into the sea, leaving the night sky dark and thick, studded with jewels, with the silver hoof print of the moon high above. The air stings with the cold of midwinter. You see that there is ice on the mast of the boat. The Druid’s eyes are turned to the sky, navigating by the stars. You see the great bear and the north star blazing in the sky. The boat is tiny in a huge, chthonic sea, but it holds its course, and crawls inexorably towards a distant large landmass ...

		

		Sacred Circles and Divisions

		The horizon surrounds us in a large circle. Druids naturally work in circles, and we divide them with the compass points: north, east, south, and west. To each direction certain qualities are ascribed, and each of the elements has its appointed place in the circle:

		

		North/Earth East/Air South/Fire West/Water

		

		The attributes of each direction or quarter remain constant, but the way we express them is affected in a surface way by the thinking and fashions of the apparent world. The underlying connections are not facile and are not changed by the way they are expressed.

		So, for example, Druids around the middle of the twentieth century were happy to associate the compass points with images of angelic forms. Nowadays it is more usual to connect them with totem animals, this reflecting modern Druidry as an earthier, less cerebral spirituality—with reverence for the real world going hand in hand with concern for our global problems. In fifty years time, elemental beings or mythical animals such as dragons and salamanders or animal/human hybrids such as mermaids and centaurs might express the energies of north, east, south, and west. But for now we will deal with associations that will be recognised by most other Druids.

		Dividing the circle with the compass points brings us into the realm of sacred geometry. If we take a line between the opposite compass points, they cut in the middle, giving us a Celtic cross. This is not to be confused with the Christian unequal-armed cross of sacrifice: the equal-armed cross represents the circle of life, of eternity, with the here and now—and you—in the centre. In ancient pictures and carvings, it is also used as a sun symbol.

		Take a moment and draw a Celtic cross in your magical journal. Mark in the compass points. Look at it, and imagine yourself in the centre, here and now, with access to the qualities of the elements at each of the compass points.
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		Essences and Power

		You have been engaging consciously with the elements in your morning greetings and on walks. From these pour the qualities colouring our esoteric lives and giving them power.

		Earth, air, fire, and water. We see them all around in the natural world, and visualise them when we stretch in the morning, breathing in the air as we reach to the sky, warmed by the sun, rooted in the earth, and surrounded by the sea. Now, as well as working with their physical actuality, start to see each as an intangible elixir emanating from Annwn, colouring and regenerating our world moment by moment.

		Keep this greater awareness of the essences that suffuse our world in the back of your mind, especially when your practice seems prosaic—the times of “spiritual drought,” when you just have to keep on with your exercises, trusting that the connection is there.

		As you do simple physical things, you will be attuning to the spirit of Druidry, tuning yourself to resonate with a magical current. Without this grounding, you will be “up there,” in the clouds, floating off into a subjective stratosphere; or else you will be very cerebral, simply doing mind exercises, never getting below the neck. Either way, you’ll be on your own, unconnected. And our intent is to connect to the magical current. It is worth repeating what you read in the first exercises: the elements supply the power for your work.

		There is a good documented example of actual interaction with the element air from early in the twentieth century. A group including the occultist Dion Fortune climbed Glastonbury Tor, and the wind imbued them with ecstatic feelings, promoting a spontaneous dance and chant in praise of the elements. This particular British landscape is regarded as a place of power, drawing from myths and legend of Druids, Celtic underworld deities, and King Arthur and Christian myth, “setting the scene” for these experiences, and Fortune formed a strong opinion of its elemental associations. The Tor—standing above the flat land like a volcano with the continuous wind about it—had associations with both fire and air. Chalice Hill, from beneath which emerged the famous red spring, was water, and Wearyall Hill, the fertile ground where legend has Joseph of Arimathea’s staff taking root, represented earth. The Glastonbury thorn that sprang from it still flowers at midwinter.

		One could make an equal case for the elemental associations of many famous sacred sites throughout the world; the point is that working in your space makes it potent, marking it as sacred, symbolic, and as relevant, because of its personal associations, as any of these accepted places of spiritual power.

		The ecstatic chant mentioned is especially relevant as advice to our developing practise. The admonition is not to think, but to feel, move, and sing. And so we must today, to give power to our work. Get out of the “headspace” and tune in with your other senses; an elemental relationship is vital to our practise.

		But sometimes it rains, or other things intrude. Consider this statement: it is a truth that all spiritual seekers do more reading than doing. Is this true of you? It has certainly been true of me over the years. And, especially if you live an urban lifestyle, there can seem almost insurmountable difficulties to getting out into the landscape. But this is what you must keep on doing. The world of nature is the blueprint for your spirituality: the magical current of Druidry is accessed through this contact. We divide the myriad wonderful forms of the natural world into their component parts, in an attempt to plumb their essence.

		Read the following instructions and then follow them:

		

		Put the book down for a moment. Shake your limbs to relax yourself. Settle down with your spine straight and take your time taking three breaths with your surroundings, then allow your mind to linger on the words: earth, air, fire, water.

		Earth. You have imagined the earth beneath your feet in the last chapter. Now think of the many manifestations of earth on the planet. Feel your feet on the earth of your choice ... marshland, desert, forest, mountains, hills and valleys, sandstone, granite, chalk. Feel, with the pressure of your feet against the earth, the pull of gravity, keeping you anchored. Feel the current of energy from the earth throbbing upwards. You are a creature of earth. Relax into this feeling, and then open your awareness out and find yourself in a high place ...

		Air. Feel the air as a tangible presence as you gaze out to the vast horizon, laid out below the huge arching dome of the azure sky. In this high place, your awareness expands: the great winds of the earth, swirling round, thin and pure, sharpen your wits and blow the cobwebs away. You breathe in air that sparkles like wine and are intoxicated, feeling yourself light and buoyant. You extend your arms above you as if you could float on the thermals that support the birds in their flight, feeling at one with the wind that carries messages all over the world. Stand firm, as your awareness is pulled high into the sky ...

		Fire. High in the vast expanse of blue, feel the blaze of the sun, striking down, warming the thin grass and bursting the buds of the alpine flowers, drying up the atmosphere. With your eyes shut, stretch in an attitude of ecstasy, fed by the warmth that pours down in golden rays. The water is pulled up into the upper atmosphere and you open your eyes to see a large cloud on the horizon. Watch it travelling with speed, and whilst it is in the middle distance in that huge vista, you see it disgorging its rain as a hazy mist over the landscape ...

		Water. In your imagination, see the rain from that cloud sinking into the soil, percolating through the ground, to a deep subterranean spring that makes its gradual way to the surface. There is a tiny trickle of crystal water emerging from the ground, and you see it in your mind’s eye gaining strength as it tumbles downhill, changing eventually from stream to river, and making its way to join the massive depth of the sea.

		Allow the scene to fade as you come back to everyday reality. Stretch, yawn, and wriggle to feel fully back in the present here and now.

		

		In the exercise, you have experienced the four elements whilst visualising the water cycle, as you probably learnt it in school science. It is a perfect example of the interaction of the four elements in the real world.
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		Symbols of the Elements

		Every element has its qualities, its associations with times of the day and of the year, colours, and so on. These are called its correspondences, and they act as “resonators” and as memory aids. For the Druid, the word “earth,” for example, also tunes in to or conjures up other images—of the north, midnight, the constellation of the great bear, Ursa Major, the birth of Arthur, the “stone of destiny,” and so on. Through its key elemental associations, the north and the earth are inextricably associated for Druids. Look back at the visualisation at the beginning of the chapter, in the light of this information.

		There, symbols represent the elements: a shell for water, feather for air, candle for fire, and stone for earth. Thus all the building blocks of the world are present in the centre of a labyrinth, which is itself a symbol. By walking into the labyrinth, the Druid is taking an inward journey in a sacred space that is “in the world but not of it.”

		As s/he meditates, the elemental associations with the day become apparent—from the easterly dawn air, through the southern fire of the midday sun to the westerly eve, when the sea returns to claim the sacred space. The depths of the fruitful earth are just glimpsed as the Druid sails north at deep midnight. At the same time, the scene also runs through the seasons of the year.

		Notice also that our Druid, like Pwyll, has enacted his practise in liminal space, a place where one territory gives way to another—in this case, at the uncertain boundaries of the land and sea. The labyrinth is a manmade boundary space, which can lead one physically and esoterically into an inner space and also symbolises the deeps of the earth. The Mabinogion is full of such points of power, and on the lands we inhabit, our ancestors have recognised and marked points that were significant to them.

		Symbols help us to make an archetypal connection, to maximise our own powers of focus by engaging our imagination—without which, nothing can happen. The well-accepted symbols for the elements are given in the table below, but there is room for personal interpretation as well. Your animal association with earth might be any that is especially “earthy”—the badger, mole, or ferret, for example.

		Natural symbols are the rule, including any of the natural materials—clay, glass, or wood. Substituting a soda can for a chalice, for example, might not set up the correct resonance for you. Pause for a moment to list the associations you have with the soda can—what does it symbolise? Nothing spiritual, I’d conjecture. A Druid who could overcome these associations is probably advanced enough to proceed without tools.

		Adapt the suggestions I give to suit yourself and your circumstances when you need elemental symbols to define a space or to focus. A shell might represent water, but so might any receptacle or container, and there is an ancient Celtic tradition of venerating cauldrons, which makes them particularly relevant. In the second branch of the Mabinogion, we find the power that a magical cauldron can hold.

		Earth could be any living plant as well as soil, sand, or rock. For air, incense or a flower, with their perfume rising, are as relevant as an oil burner. A feather or airborne seed is useful in places where incense burning might set off smoke alarms. In this situation, solar discs in fire colours or “sunny” flowers can substitute for actual fire or candles when necessary. Do feel free to adapt any symbol, as indicated by the terrain and the time. If you have just seen a fox or a boar as you travel to a glade in the forest, then that animal might be your representative of the north for a particular ritual or visualisation, for example.

		For simplicity, or if you are an artist, you may like to use pictorial representations. If you are familiar with the tarot, then the aces—or essences—of, respectively, Pentacles, Swords, Staves, and Chalices, are valid symbols of earth, air, fire, and water, using a pack with a Druidic resonance to the pictures. Better still would be hand-drawn cards, imbued with your own energy as you meditate on the elemental essences during their construction, or a picture of a totem animal to represent the element, or a deity figure, or spirit or elemental form. In the famous magical school the Golden Dawn, making a personal tarot pack was a required exercise that has left fascinating evidence of the old magicians.

		With the elemental attributes given below, you will be in accord with most modern Druids; the rest is down to personal preference. Any of these correspondences can be used to put you in touch with the four magical elemental currents that give power to the magical connection you are making.

		Pouring a cool glass of water for a drink, you are looking forward to being refreshed. But when you hold the glass with awareness, you consider its symbolic worth:

		

		

		To clean and consecrate if you sprinkle it on the ground or in your room

		

		To focus on its intuitive and wise attributes as you gaze into it for insight

		

		To access its association with the deep tides of love and emotion as you share a loving cup with your partner or friend

		

		To remind you, as you drink solitarily, of the magic of pools and bodies of water, which our ancestors honoured with offerings

		

		

		It is a very rare Druid, with these associations in the back of his or her mind, who does not sprinkle the last few drops into a potted plant or on the ground as an offering to the natural world.

		

		

		
			
				
				
				
				
				
			
			
					Element
					Earth
					Air
					Fire
					Water
			

			
					Qualities
					Stability, fruitfulness
					Clairty, the intellect
					Vigor, energy, spirit
					Love, cleansing
			

			
					Totem Animal
					Bear
					Hawk
					Stag
					Salmon
			

			
					Angel
					Uriel
					Raphael
					Michael
					Grabriel
			

			
					Season
					Midwinter
					Spring
					Summer
					Autumn
			

			
					Festival
					Alban Arthan
					Alban Eilir
					Alban Hefin
					Alban Elfed
			

			
					Time of day
					Midnight
					Dawn
					Midday
					Evening
			

			
					Time of life
					Old age
					Youth
					Prime
					Maturity
			

			
					Gender
					Female
					Male
					Male
					Female
			

			
					Direction
					North
					East
					South
					West
			

		

		

		

		

		If you have studied other spiritual systems, some of these correspondences may differ from what you’re used to. Part of your work will be to embed those accepted by most modern Druids into your way of thinking. As you are doing with the land, you will be making relationship with the elements, an essential connection for a Druid.

		

		Ancient Associations with the Elements

		What did the directions and elements mean to the ancient Druids and proto-Druids? The only written reference is from Strabo, who mentions two of the elements in relation to their power over the material world:

		

		[Druids, Ovates, and Bards] ... assert that ... the world is indestructible, although sometimes great changes are brought about by fire and water.⁴

		

		With no written clues, but an understanding of a continuity of practice through the prehistoric periods, we might turn first to our proto-Druids in the Bronze Age. Here archaeology reveals how they related to the directions and the elements. It is worth looking at the orientation of the ancestors’ burials, circles, and other constructions.

		

		Burials

		The directions were significant in burials even before the early Bronze Age. The interments of the Beaker People show, dependent on locality, that men were generally buried with their heads south, facing east, or north and facing east, whilst women had their heads in the south, facing west. By the middle Iron Age (400–100 bce), there were grand interments in Yorkshire, orientated east/west. By the later Iron Age, cremation had gained in popularity. Few manmade shrines from the later pre-Roman flowering of tribal Celtic culture have been found in England, but those that have all have their doors facing the sunrise.

		We have an indication of the importance of the directions and elements in ritual activity: earth and fire in death customs (replacing the earlier process of exposure to the air), with water and earth as important repositories for votive offerings.

		

		Stone Circles

		Modern Druids regularly hold rituals at stone circles, although they were constructed millennia before the Druidic period. The alignments of stone circles, henges, and the like are the subjects of whole books; it is sufficient to mention at this stage that they were aligned chiefly to the positions of the sun and moon at significant dates. The proto-Druids who organised the building of each deemed it an enterprise that benefited the whole tribe, and so they could call on the resource of whole communities for this labour.

		The use and placing of stones and orientation of ritual circles and shrines indicate that the ancient indigenous priests of these islands celebrated a spiritual practice with reference to earth, stone, and fire, especially the life-giving fire of the sun. The subject of the veneration of water, Celtic holy wells, votive offerings, and their mythic resonances is so large that it will be treated separately in another chapter.

		

		Gods, Spirits, and the Elements

		You have already engaged strongly with the element earth. It is now time to develop an awareness of the mythic connection that you make every time you go on your walk, and, again, we will start with earth. Whilst it is easy to understand how the elements are essential to our connection, you might be wondering, if the Druidic current is truly magical, whether there are deities, gods and goddesses, involved.

		The Celts knew that every area, every stream, lake, and forest, contained its own spirit. There are small wooden carved figures found from this era that may or may not be female or male, gods or goddesses. All we can say is that they have been deposited in places of ritual significance. From now on, our attitude to the earth is that every place, including where you walk daily, has an overarching spirit. The name commonly used for this is the genius loci, which can preside over an area as small as a garden or as large as a forest or country.

		The Celts did not have pantheons of gods equivalent to those of the Romans and Greeks, but the policy of the conquering Romans to work with native gods still pertained in Britain, and Caesar found enough information on them to write the following:

		

		They mainly worship Mercury, master of all arts, Lord of the ways and ruler of commerce. Then they worship Apollo, Mars, Jupiter, and Minerva. They think of them very much as other people do: to wit, Apollo for healing, Minerva for craft, Jupiter for the heavens, and Mars for warfare.⁵

		

		This superimposes the Roman idea of national deities onto a tribal society, although we know in fact that each area had its own gods. Presumably Caesar learnt of tribal gods whose attributes were similar to those that he knew. Nevertheless, the relevance of this writing is that it gives us a picture of the Druid’s world—a stable tribal society geared to commerce, trade, and travel, under the auspices of Mercury. The other gods mentioned reflect the fact that the Celts on the continent had a father-god (Jupiter), and the concerns of any settled society with health (Apollo), security (Mars), and cultural matters (Minerva)—things still of paramount importance today.

		But what of the land itself? In this context, we can turn to the remnants of our native wisdom and the hero Pwyll. From his connection to Annwn, the deep land, his earthy pursuits such as hunting, and his stable rule, we deduce that his elemental connection is with earth. As we continue with the tales, we will encounter representatives of other elemental strands and aspects of the natural world: moon and flower maidens, gods of the sea, magical kings who are forbidden to put foot on the ground, sun kings, protective giants, kings named for trees, and birds and winds that bring messages and magical enchantment. This is a mind-set that allows enchantment and magic to interplay with the character’s lives. As your personal research into myth and legend gets underway, you will find many strands of mythic activity weaving to form a tapestry of ancient belief.

		

		The Female Guardian

		The Goddess of Sovereignty is primarily the anima mundi, the feminine spirit of the earth beneath us ... Every country has its own sovereignty, emblematic of that country’s political identity. Britain’s prime symbol once appeared on the common penny as Britannia ... This symbolic representation now appears only on the British fifty pence piece.⁶

		

		Caesar says that Minerva guards the civilised arts in Britain, as female deities did in the classical world, and this cultural component is very profound. What defines a tribe or people, but their arts and culture? Thousands of artefacts from the Celtic tribal period testify to their artistic flowering. But the tutelary, or guardian, goddess’s role went even deeper—literally—into the earth.

		There was a Celtic belief in female guardians of places and, with a tribal rather than a national consciousness, we must believe that these goddesses preserved boundaries and maintained the sanctity of the tribal lands. It was the colonising Romans who named the deity of these islands “Britannia” and portrayed her as she is still seen on the national currency, a seated armed woman. In our Celtic-orientated thoughts, the image of an armed warrior woman is still potent, mixed inextricably with that of the scourge of the Romans, Boudicca.

		We have some goddesses’ names from this period, but for the moment we will concentrate on Goddess as the landscape personified, containing within herself the health of the land and the four kingdoms—mineral, vegetable, animal, and human: a spirit who has in her keeping the good of the land.

		If you are imaginative, you will have noticed how easy it is to translate imaginatively natural phenomena into other forms, to people the landscape—for example, at dusk every bush can be a crouching man; every tree stump, a badger. Taking a wider perspective, the same imaginative transference can be used to understand the landscape. Whether your walk passes dark shadows from which the young earth goddess of spring might emerge, or you view a horizon large enough to show the curving forms of a reclining woman in the hills, start to walk with the knowledge that our ancestors respected and revered a genius loci, a spirit of place, and had a deep-rooted belief in the anima mundi, the goddess of the earth.

		

		The Male Protector: Kings and Giants

		Whilst the anima mundi has such profound and ancient significance that she transcends a role, she simply is, the king is cut from different cloth. The male protector of the land is active; he works in the world to ensure its safety and stability, and is traditionally ratified by the Goddess’s gift of kingship. As such, he is not immortal, but undergoes a change when his power wanes, passing on his mythic status to another, and sometimes remaining a protector, often by the nature of his death and burial. Such a one is Bran, whom we will soon meet in a story from the Mabinogion. He is a giant, although his siblings are of normal stature, and other protectors of his status also, curiously, seem to gain resonances of giantism at the end of their mortal lives. As we walk our lands, we are engaging with the spirits of the place, the earth itself, as our ancestors did. To help us to connect, we walk alongside heroes and kings, our companions of myth. And we are conscious of the ancestor spirits, the mythic protectors who have gone before and who still work for the good of the land, deep in the forest or buried underground.

		

		The Hero’s Transformation: An Example

		King Arthur, the once and future king, is a good example of a king who progressed from an active ruler to a continuing otherworldly protector. He has several archetypal and elemental associations and can be seen as a solar king, ruling over a golden age; we will examine the reasons for this in full in chapter 4. For now, his transition at death is what concerns us.

		The earliest source suggesting that Arthur never died is around the ninth century, in Welsh texts called the Black Book of Carmarthen (Llyfr Du Caerfyrddin). The end of the mythic story is that Arthur is taken by barge to the Isle of Avalon for healing. But British folklore insists that Arthur is sleeping in a cave, surrounded by his knights, ready to be woken by a blast from a horn to rescue the land in time of her greatest need, and locations for the cave are widespread. In both versions of the legend, Arthur changes at the end of his reign from solar king to giant protector of the land. Knowing of his enchanted sleep supports the security and stability of the islands. But what of the giant connection? In the Arthuriad, Kai is the only knight who can change size and become gigantic, but during the development of the stories, premier knights took over many of Arthur’s adventures and attributes. The discoveries of “Arthur’s grave” in various locations all have giant connections. At Arthur’s Cave and at Glastonbury, gigantic skeletons were found. In death, Arthur has joined the line of giant sleeping protectors of these islands.

		

		Protectors of the Land

		The British tradition of the giant protective sleeper is supported by the British passion for carving gigantic hill figures. Our earliest protector comes from classical sources—Cronos, the most ancient ruler, was supplanted by Zeus, the king of the Greek gods. He is now sleeping beneath Britain, in exile, in an enchanted sleep, and his sleep perfumes the island. Others of his ilk whom we more readily associate with the Celtic current are:

		

		

		Merlin. Before the British Isles were inhabited, the Welsh Triads tell us it was called Clas Merlin, or Merlin’s Precinct. How appropriate, then, that tradition has Merlin imprisoned by magic in a cave, possibly on Bardsey Island.

		

		Bran, the giant ruler from the Mabinogion, whose enchanted head lived on for eighty-seven years before being buried to keep our shores safe.

		

		Arthur in a magical otherworld, either in Avalon being healed of his wounds or sleeping in a cave.

		

		Sir Francis Drake, who will return in England’s need when his drum is sounded.

		

		

		The transference of kingly responsibility is shown clearly by a story of Arthur digging up the protective head of Bran, so that he (Arthur) would be the only protector of the islands. He subsequently reinterred it under the White Mound, the site of the present- day Tower of London. “Bran” means raven, and the ravens at the Tower have their wings clipped to ensure that they will remain.

		To conclude: the earth is immortal and feminine, a goddess. The giant/more-than-human hero/king actively protects the realm in life, and then withdraws into some hinterland between life and death, with beneficent powers that support the safety of the realm.

		These examples are particularly interesting in the light of gender correspondences in the landscape. To return to the elements, air and fire are perceived as having masculine qualities, whilst water and earth are feminine. So we have a feminine element, the earth, cradling beneath our feet the sleeping giants, the mythic protectors of our land, in womb-like caves. Who protects the protectors? The earth itself, personified as the feminine tutelary goddess of your area.

		This is a brief taste of the mythic components within your landscape, to open your awareness to the net of more-than-human associations tying the seen to the unseen, for the good of both. In the exercises that follow, you will continue to walk your land and interpret what you see in mythic terms along the lines suggested by what you have read so far.

		We explore in this way from an understanding that we are an integral and indivisible part of nature. By exploring mythic elements that overarch our world, and whose qualities are real and accessible, in conjunction with the natural world, we find our connections.

		

		Study Break 3:

		

		Earth, Air, Fire, and Water

		“As above, so below,” the saying goes, and also “as within, so without.” Life is reflected through the planes, from the dense physical to the most rarefied and ephemeral.

		As a preliminary to this session, look at your room and imagine it as ritual space. Stand centrally, identify the directions and then look to the north, east, south, and west. Just get a feeling for yourself at the centre of a space, as you will be in the next visualisations. You might place a symbol at each of the four directions, or have in them a reminder of your spiritual life to attend to each day. Flowers, something from your walks, a stone from the beach; any or all, kept clean and fresh with appropriate attention, mark the quarters without drawing unnecessary attention to your spiritual practise.

		If you have just read the last paragraph and not yet acted on it, put the book down, stand in your room and imagine that you are in the centre of an invisible Celtic cross. Turn slowly, pointing to the walls, making a circle in your living space. Pause, facing in turn the north, east, south, and west. Sit down, conscious of being in the centre. Here are your three-strand exercises for this session.

		

		Nature Ray

		The terrain to examine this session is yourself. What is your elemental makeup? Most of us have a temperamental and emotional type that can be seen in terms of one or two predominant elements. It is good to have this awareness to work to “balance yourself” elementally, although most of us admit after years that our basic makeup is unaltered. It seems that our elemental connections form the bedrock of who we are.

		Look at the elemental chart in chapter 3, then make up your own questions to ascertain which elements predominate, such as:

		

		

		Are you drawn to a particular season or time of day?

		

		At which time of day or year do you feel most energetic?

		

		Do you sulk, brood, cry, squabble, or explode with emotion? Which elements do these traits indicate?

		

		With which physical element are you most at home? In a bath, in front of a fire, hang gliding, walking, scuba diving, or potholing (caving)? The list can be as long as you wish.

		

		

		If you know about astrology and want to look at your natal chart in the light of this work, do so. Jot down your responses in your magical journal and then add any thoughts of your own. Have fun.

		

		Mythic Relevance to Your Area

		Now relate the subject matter of the previous chapter to your daily walks. As you walk, you might notice:

		

		

		Configurations of hills or even roofs on the horizon; is there a “sleeping giant”?

		

		Feminine and masculine markers: these might be modern, or recent plantings—look for upright stones, spearlike fences, voluptuous rounded bushes.

		

		Are some trees masculine or feminine in their nature? Why?

		

		Are some ancient or youthful in appearance, regardless of their actual age?

		

		Look at the landscape in the light of these words: generous, rotund, burgeoning, craggy, gnarled, smooth. Add to this list of words.

		

		Are there dark, hidden, enclosing places on your walk?

		

		Are there damp, mysterious hollows?

		

		Are there shapes or pictures on or in the rocks?

		

		Are there aspects of your walk that have elemental resonances?

		

		–Reaching the top of a hill into the full sun

		–Opening onto a wider horizon, filled with the element air

		–Coming suddenly into the gloom of trees, enclosed by the element earth

		–Following a stream, gutter, or muddy piece of land

		

		

		Which parts of your walk relate to spring, summer, autumn, winter? Why?

		

		

		Again, note all your findings in your journal. Review at a later stage—do your impressions change as you get to know your landscape more intimately?

		

		Knowledge Ray

		Gaining a rounded view of the subject matter in this chapter will involve some extra study.

		

		The Elements

		Use book or website research to consolidate and extend your knowledge of the elements and their associations. Immerse yourself in them.

		Look at the classical and mediaeval associations of the elements, and the system of the four humours, which was used by doctors in early times, if that interests you. You have already identified your type as predominantly attuned to air, fire, water, earth, or a combination of them, so are you predominantly sanguine, choleric, phlegmatic, or melancholic?

		Skim through books on astrology and the history of magic to expand your knowledge of the elements and their associations. Look on websites and in libraries.

		Do not get overwhelmed with the breadth of this subject! Focus on a small area, and expand it as time and your interest allow. There is no time limit, and you can still enjoy researching long after you finish this book.

		

		The Mythic Component

		To consolidate the ideas you’ve been reading about, you might supplement your usual reading with Celtic folktales of queens, kings, and giants. How often do you find that the hero/heroine—usually youthful and naive—gains the support of the unseen world and its helpers by his/her right attitude? Does that rather remind you of your path in Druidry?

		

		Visualisations for This Session

		When you go into your inner awareness, after the preliminary relaxing, centring, and protecting, take some time to look at your inner space. It should feel familiar, whether it is a scene your imagination has conjured out of nowhere, borrowed from a favourite natural scene in the real world, or is a composite of two or three well-loved places. If you have not got this sense of familiarity, now is the time consciously to develop it, so that your particular inner landscape becomes a retreat, a sacred space, within which you feel totally at home.

		The opening paragraphs of both visualisations are the same; you should be getting “bedded in” with a sense of familiarity that allows you to sink easily into the different awareness that connects you to your inner reality. The phrases are separated by dots, indicating that you should pause frequently to really assimilate and gain a full impression of the scene. The more you engage, the more you will get out of it.

		Leave a few days at least between the visualisations, space for the impressions of these sessions to sink down well after you have ceased to be aware of them. And jot down anything that occurs as a result of this inner work.

		

		Visualisation 1: Elemental Connection

		Follow the instructions for relaxing, protecting, and withdrawing to your inner space. Set your intent: to greet and make relationships with the elements in your inner space.

		As you lose your awareness of outside concerns, sink into an awareness of your inner landscape, with feelings of profound relaxation, of “coming home,” and of anticipation, of an eagerness to engage with what you will find there.

		

		Look around you with a sense of familiarity; you are in the centre of a space protected and defined by natural boundaries or markers ... Feel yourself in the centre, with earth energy below you anchoring you and flooding up through your soles, and sky energy pouring down ... These earth and sky lights permeate your being: feel yourself as the connector, as an integral part of the landscape ...

		Sense that you are standing directly over a crossroad. A path to each of the directions meets under your feet ... As you slowly turn on the spot, the lines out to the compass points are energy trembling over the ground, coalescing as shining golden paths of light to the north, east, south, and west ... And each path terminates as it joins a circle of golden light, connecting them all and making a giant Celtic cross on the ground ...

		Be aware of the power radiating at the junction of each straight path and the circular path; has it a particular shade or tone shimmering in the gold? As you look in each direction, you gradually become aware at the crossing of each path a symbol of the relevant element ... Turn to the north—what is the symbol? It may be an object, a person, or an animal. It may be a physical form—a bush, tree, or stream ... It will shine with the energy radiating from it. Let it be whatever it is.

		Greet each direction in turn, and introduce yourself. A generic term such as “Powers of the north and the element of earth,” for example, is fine as a form of address. How do you usually greet people in a formal situation, one of respect and interest? That will be fine. As you tell each of the directions in turn your name, ask for the blessing of their qualities in your life: for example, the clarity and focus of the east ... the vigour and energy of the south ... the intuition and cleansing of the west ... the solidity and fruitfulness of the north.

		As you ask, see the energy from each symbol pour along the direction line to you and envelop you in a beneficent cloak of coloured light. When you have greeted all four, you are surrounded by elemental energy that you can access safely ... Take your time, and in four deep breaths, breathe in the clarity of air, the vigour of fire, the cleansing of water, and the stability of earth ... Move as you wish whilst you do this, stretching, dancing, or turning. You are perfectly balanced, a creature of light and energy ... Know that you can carry this feeling back and draw on it when you need to.

		Gradually still yourself and feel the excess energy drain down into the earth, leaving you with a feeling of radiant well-being ... See the energy of the path of the Celtic cross fade into the earth; it is now a physical reality, a line on the ground ... Walk the path of the sun, setting out towards the east, then round the circle of eternity to the south, the west, north, and back to the east, to return by the same path.

		Back in the centre, remember that you are standing on the living earth, the anima mundi, a constant nurturing presence. Send your gratitude deep into the earth ... place your palms on the earth ...

		Close your inner eyes and send out thanks and gratitude ... Allow the scene to fade from your awareness as you come back into your body, or turn and walk away, with your inner landscape fading beneath you, or disappearing as a thick curtain is drawn, as you walk back to your everyday reality.

		

		Become aware of your body, breathing deeply, beginning to stretch your fingers and toes, and bring back a sense of health, balance, and well-being as you open your eyes. Have a drink and snack to ground you and make your notes.

		The second visualisation builds on the strong grounding image that you have envisioned.

		

		Visualisation 2: The Fixed Points of the Solar Year

		Follow the instructions for relaxing, protecting, and withdrawing to your inner space. Set your intent: to follow the course of the solar year in your inner space.

		As you lose your awareness of outside concerns, sink into an awareness of your inner landscape. This should be accompanied by feelings of profound relaxation, of “coming home,” and of anticipation, an eagerness to engage with what you will find there.

		

		Look around you with a sense of familiarity; you are in the centre of a space that is protected and defined by natural boundaries or markers ... Feel yourself in the centre, with earth energy below you, anchoring you and flooding up through your soles, and sky energy pouring down ... These earth and sky lights permeate your being: feel yourself as the connector, as an integral part of the landscape.

		Sense that you are standing directly over a crossroad. A path to each of the directions meets under your feet ... As you slowly turn on the spot, the lines out to the compass points are energy trembling over the ground, coalescing as shining golden paths of light to the north, east, south, and west. And each path terminates at a circle of golden light, connecting them all as part of a giant Celtic cross on the ground ... This is the golden solar wheel of the year, the path of the sun upon which all life depends ... Breathe in the golden light and feel yourself, here and now, as part of the greater life of the sunlit world.

		Turn to the east ... See the thick dawn mist thinning and rising to reveal the sun breaking the horizon. It lights up a solitary figure on horseback silhouetted against the light, arms upraised to the sun ... He turns and canters across the downs, his hair a reddish nimbus, gathering the light to it ... He is a warrior in the first flush of his vigour. Observe the strength of young man and horse moving together, the mane and the hair, the muscles flexing in movement.

		Turn as your eyes follow the gleaming horse’s progress from east to south ... As you blink, the scene changes and you see two seated figures upon thrones that have been placed at the edge of a field ... The golden wheat grows around, and the nodding beige of the barley sways in the next field ... The king is crowned with a crown of wheat, oak leaves, and poppies ... the land is green with the full foliage of the summer oaks. The sun is blindingly hot, painting the last green of the grain with gold. As you turn, you have an impression of the flash of a sickle cutting the first grain, then you are looking to the west ... The westerly autumn wind gusts and storms along, driving yellowing leaves across your vision, a withered reflection of the grain harvest ... You are looking into a wood, and the bare branches thrust up starkly like antlers, and the low sun is becoming weaker. All its goodness has been poured into the earth to ripen the fruit and vegetables, and you know that the dark will now gradually increase ... The solar king feels like a dim impression sinking below the horizon, but you see a stag on the edge of a forest clearing, and know that it will soon be time for the rut, and that the essence of the king lives on in the life of the forest ...

		Lastly, as you turn to the north, the scene mists and darkens ... You look through the gloom into the mouth of a cave, deeper and deeper, sensing the chill of the deep cavern ... A clear light gleams suddenly, emerging from and illuminating a rush basket containing a newborn baby, wrapped in a golden blanket pinned with a mistletoe brooch. You long to gaze into the baby’s face, so full of the potential of life, but the light dims and prevents you, leaving you with a sense of the promise of the return of the light ... and then you are back at the centre of your landscape.

		You are complete in yourself, but suffused with the sense of the solar dance constantly enacted around you ... Stand still and centred, aware of the strengthening of the sun and then its wane; the supremacy of the light and then the dark; the rising and setting above and below the earth: the pouring of energy from Annwn, regenerating and infusing the scene. Feel the timelessness of the rhythm of the world ...

		Gradually become aware of yourself in your inner landscape, as the magic of the cosmos retreats to its appropriate place in your consciousness and you are left, a Druid in sacred space ...

		Use your preferred method to allow the scene to dissolve and to become aware of your everyday reality. Send out thanks and gratitude to the scene as you breathe more deeply, move your fingers and toes, stretch and finish in full consciousness, rested and refreshed.

		

		Devotional Ray

		On your regular walk, put a special awareness into any place that might seem to be a portal to you: a place where you walk through a magical doorway, such as between two trees, ducking under low branches, your first step onto green space from the pavement. Give awareness and respect especially at these points. There should be many of them; which we identify and how we use them is simply a matter of our awareness and what is necessary or appropriate at any given time.

		Go slowly and stop frequently at these and other places. Take time to orient yourself with your surroundings and the sun.

		Every day, give gifts to the elements.

		

		

		Earth: On at least one of your walks, thank the earth with your steps. Imagine that words of appreciation and thanks (you choose them—or a simple “thank you” does nicely) are carved onto the soles of your shoes, leaving your message printed in your track. You will find that this slows you down considerably—a magical act in itself that allows you to sense the current of the natural world in a different way.

		

		Air: Give your breath. Breathe thanks onto leaves as you pass; share breath with a tree as you stand under it; imagine your breath joining the thermals that the gulls are coasting on overhead.

		

		Fire: Greet and thank the life-giving sun each day in some way, whether the sky is overcast or not. This could be with a stretching exercise connecting you to the source of the sun’s power, polishing a piece of brass so that it will reflect the sun’s light, lighting a candle every morning, or focussing on an appropriate photograph or tarot card.

		

		Water:Water the garden. If you walk near a body of living water, give an offering or add some water from your own home—perhaps at a significant time or just from joyful gratitude. Go out in the rain; give thanks by appreciating it, collecting it for the garden or the birdbath, or to add it as a pure essence to your bath water.

		

		

		To extend this, privately, start to experiment with making elemental connections through the methods suggested in the last chapter, through chant, music, and movement.

		

		Notes on Respect and Understanding

		Never forget the respect due to the strength and power of the elements, all of which can nurture or kill you. We are generally protected from their force, but news coverage of global natural disasters—earthquakes, tsunamis, wildfire, and tornadoes—brings home their awesome, devastating power. A simple walk in the country if we are ill-prepared will soon show us our own vulnerability in the natural world.

		Each element can harm, but fire is the most mercurial of the elements; it is lightning-fast and operates to its own rules. Treat any naked light with respect and never leave it unattended. Fire is living. Think carefully about an appropriate way to extinguish a flame and stick to it. Many Druids pinch out a candle flame rather than use the breath of life to extinguish it. Choose a method, and make it a mindful action each time.

		When you light fire, you are connecting to an action shared by our ancestors, often with prayer and gratitude. Some of these ritual customs still survive in the old prayers from the highlands and islands. Devise your own simple ritual words or phrases to be part of a living chain of devotion.

		Linger a while now; don’t rush straight on. Offer a blessing of the elements on the work.

		

		Tales from the Mabinogion: First Branch, Part Two

		Pwyll and Rhiannon

		Pwyll had returned from his youthful adventure and had become known as Pen—or “head of”—Annwn, as a reminder of his year’s rule in that otherworldly place and of the bonds of friendship forged between the two kingdoms.

		Above his court reared the height of the mound of Arberth. Its presence dominated that land, and it was shunned by the ordinary folk, for only those who were worthy could ascend—either to see a wonder, or to receive wounds and blows. Yet, one night after the feast, Pwyll was seized with the urge to go, and the court accompanied him.

		The light was leached from the land as they ascended the steep slope, and they settled at the summit, each in his own world, with ears and eyes pricking to catch the first hints of magic that might show a wonder, or make one or all turn on the king and wound him. And as the world stilled and the stars stopped in their courses, Pwyll saw a glimmer of light and in a moment it had consolidated into a pale horse and a glimmer of pale hair and shining, gold-brocaded silk on its rider.

		Pwyll looked at her and was instantly in love. He summoned a courtier to follow her; but when the man reached the place where they should have met, she had gone past. He mounted a fleet horse to follow her, to make her stop. But the woman trotted on, and no matter how hard the courtier rode, he could not catch up. They watched her disappear, and the court descended the mound.

		The next night, the same thing happened: although the woman’s horse never seemed to increase its speed, the courtier’s horse was exhausted in a fruitless chase. The third night, Pwyll ascended the mound with his horse and his spurs, and when the mysterious rider appeared, he himself set off in pursuit. And again she easily outrode him, whilst appearing to amble along, and when he had run his horse to the point of exhaustion, he called out, “Lady, stop, for the sake of him you love best.” As soon as he said that, the pale horse stopped, and the lady replied that it would have been better for his horse if he had had the courtesy to ask her before. And they descended together, and he heard her story.

		The lady, Rhiannon, told Pwyll that she had fallen in love with him and would marry him, although her father, Hefeydd the Old, wished her to wed Gwawl, a suitor in Annwn. She told him that she would arrange their wedding feast, and how to behave with his men, and they rode into Annwn.

		And so it transpired that Pwyll and his courtiers entered Annwn a year from that night, though we are not told the men’s feelings on entering that deep, mysterious land. When they arrived, all was ready and they were honoured, with Pwyll and Rhiannon at the head of the feast. There were fruits, meats, and abundant wine. Pwyll was expansive and off-guard when a red-haired stranger dressed in gold brocade approached the table and asked for a favour. In the magnanimous way appropriate to a ruler, and ignoring the nudges of Rhiannon, Pwyll offered the stranger anything that it was in his power to grant. The disguised Gwawl, her rejected suitor, asked for Rhiannon and the feast. Too late, Pwyll saw what he had done, but whilst his brain was reeling, not least with Rhiannon telling him what a fool he had been, she stood and answered Gwawl. Pwyll was entitled to give her away, she said, but not the feast, which belonged to her and her father. Pwyll’s promise, to give Rhiannon to Gwawl, would be honoured with a new feast in a year. Pwyll and his court went home much subdued.

		A year passed, and at the anniversary of the wedding-that-was-not, Pwyll and his men, instructed by Rhiannon, returned secretly and in disguise. The bridal couple sat at the head of their feast, with Rhiannon’s father beaming upon them. And at its end, the disguised Pwyll approached the table and asked for a gift. Gwawl, remembering his own trick, gave a qualified acceptance, and Pwyll produced a small leather bag to be filled with food.

		But no matter how much was put in it, the bag would not fill. Seeing his entire feast disappear, Gwawl asked how it could be filled, and was told that it had to be pressed down by the feet of a man of great dominions, who said that sufficient had been put in it. Gwawl complied, but as soon as his feet were in the bag, Pwyll’s companions drew the string tight and captured him. Then they kicked and pushed and cudgelled the bag from one to another, until Gwawl called for mercy. And that was the origin of the game called “badger in the bag.”

		On Hefydd’s entreaty, and Rhiannon’s advice, Gwawl was set free, promising that he would not take vengeance upon them. Shamed, he left the feast to the reunited couple, but in spite of his assurance, their actions would have repercussions later in their lives.

		So Pwyll and his companions brought his shining bride home to Dyfed, and there was much happiness.

		Now, Rhiannon was a generous and kindly consort, and free with gifts. Yet how many women had wished the king for their own daughters? And how many men looked at her beauty and envied the king his good luck? In the third year of their marriage, the couple was still childless, and Pwyll’s courtiers demanded that he put Rhiannon aside and remarry, but they allowed him a respite of a year. And there must have been much speculation, for who knew how the long-lived denizens of the Otherworld arranged their births? But within the stated time nature took her course, and Rhiannon gave birth to a baby boy, at Arberth, on May eve.

		The custom was for the queen’s women to watch whilst she and the child slept. But at May eve the veils are thin, and within minutes, all six women were asleep in the chamber. They woke to find Rhiannon still sleeping, and the baby gone. Terrified of blame and punishment, they killed a hound pup, smeared Rhiannon’s lips with the blood, and strewed the bones about the bed, to pretend that she had eaten her child. And no matter how much she pleaded with them to tell the truth, or promised to protect them, they stuck to their story.

		Again, the courtiers demanded that Pwyll put her aside, but he refused, saying that if she was guilty, she should do penance for her crime. Rhiannon gathered wise men, and they decided that she should remain at Arberth for seven years, sitting by the horse block outside the gate. She should tell the story of what she had done to every visitor and traveller, and offer to carry each on her back to the hall. And so she did, though few men were loutish enough to take advantage of her offer.

		Yet the disappearance of Rhiannon’s baby was not the only mystery of that May eve. Every year, a lord called Terynon Twerf Liant had a mare that foaled on that night. And every year, the foal disappeared. This particular year he resolved to discover what happened, and he stayed up, fully armed, to watch the birth of a fine sturdy colt. Straightaway, with a great commotion, a huge claw came through the window, grabbed the foal by the mane, and dragged at it, but before it disappeared, Terynon struck at and severed the claw and arm, and rushed out after the monster, which disappeared into the black night. When he returned, he found by the door a strong baby boy in swaddling clothes, wrapped in brocade.

		He took the baby in, and, with his childless wife, they concocted a story that the boy belonged to them; for he had come out of nowhere, and had put a new light in his wife’s eyes. And they called him Gwri (Goo-ri) Golden-Hair, and he grew far in advance of his years, as heroes will. And the foal that was born on that fateful night was kept for him to ride at the proper time.

		In the meantime, Terynon and his wife heard of Rhiannon’s story and of her penance. They looked at the boy with fresh eyes and saw his resemblance to Pwyll, and resolved to return him to his mother and end her punishment.

		Terynon and Gwri, on his special foal, travelled to Arberth, and Rhiannon met them and told them her story. They refused to be carried by her, but went into the court, where Pwyll had returned from a journey and was overjoyed to see them. And as they feasted, Terynon told his tale, and restored their son to Pwyll and Rhiannon, who gave him his true name when she said, “I shall be delivered of my care if this is true.” And so the boy was called Pryderi, or “Care.” And when foster fathers were appointed, Terynon was one of them.

		Pryderi grew in strength, and when Pwyll Pen Annwn died in due course, Pryderi ruled and was beloved by his people. And he married Cigva, who came from a line of highborn ones of these islands.

		And this ends the first branch of the Mabinogion.
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		The Cycle of the Seasons

		

		
			[image: celknotsm.tif]
		

		

		A Druid sits in the centre of a sacred landscape, under a starlit sky. The scene is vivid as you imagine the dark shadows of the landscape, the deep blue of the sky, the feeling of the earth beneath and the breeze stirring. You sense the magical current beneath the soil, the Celtic cross of energy anchoring the Druid, who sinks back to lie facing the dark night sky. From each direction a powerful current wells up from the earth. There are streams of coloured lights painting the night sky, like the Northern Lights ... Through the darkness, from the east, brilliant white light is shaping itself into the sword of the young warrior, jewelled and clear, sharp as the blades of wheat which pierce the soil ... From the south, the sky is overladen with a wash of red gold, a glowing, vigorous spear of light between the earth and sky ... From the west, a glorious aquamarine energy shapes itself as a chalice, tipping to pour magic over the landscape ... From the north, the green current of the earth funnels through the heavens, a ring of emerald joining the worlds, spreading fecundity to the outer reaches of the solar system and receiving the same from them ... The Druid lies entranced as the colours mix and swirl, losing their forms, causing a wash of feminine and masculine interplay in the heavens ... the chalice and the sword, the ring and the spear ... They gradually disappear and the Druid lies under the now-quiet sky, watching the progression from east to west of the mighty sun and the radiant moon, the cosmic dance of the sky god and goddess ...

		

		Gender, Elements, Landscape Features

		You have begun looking at the land in terms of gender, and have probably found examples of feminine and masculine qualities in your landscape—however you interpret them. You will probably be influenced by the correspondences generally agreed upon: earth and water have feminine qualities, and air and fire have masculine qualities.

		But what happens when you find a roaring body of water that seems unmistakably masculine? Or when your sunbath leaves you feeling that you have been held in a mother’s warm embrace? Firstly, respect that response; honour your intuitive responses always. Then examine your feelings around gender. There should be nothing rigid or blinkered; the system of correspondences is not an excuse for unthinking stereotyping.

		An example: When you encounter a roaring cataract of water, an immediate response might be “powerful, raging, therefore masculine.” Then your thoughts might run, “As the Celts associated water with the feminine, what aspect of the feminine is being manifested here?” And then wait for the flood of imagery: mother animals defending their young, Boudicca avenging Roman insults, the Earth Mother scouring the world in the gales of late autumn.

		

		Take a moment to relax, and imagine a gentle sunbath ... Let your mind play with the gentle, nurturing aspects of masculinity ... a father with a young baby, perhaps ... a craftsman oiling wood ... a gardener pricking out seedlings ... How many examples can you think of? Let the image fade ... and imagine you are standing on a cliff top, looking down at the raging sea. Feel the strength of the feminine, and think of several of your own examples ... When you’re ready, jot them down and resume reading.

		

		And still, you might feel that your roaring torrent of water is masculine—in which case you are undoubtedly right.

		Stones, plants, trees—all aspects of the natural world might manifest qualities of gender or associations of “otherness.” The experience is what counts, so always be open to impressions as you walk. To the Celts, deity was particular and localised, so we can feel we are tapping into their current when we go out to make our own local connections.

		

		Celts, Gender, and the Enspirited Landscape

		The role of women in Celtic society seems to have been enviable in comparison with their classical sisters, with high-ranking women having rights and being able to hold power in the Celtic tribal world. We find examples in history and folklore, by implication through burial honours paid to them, and in the remnants of humane laws relating to both the sexes. There is a gamut of emotional responses appropriate to “male” and “female” feelings. In human experience in the real world, we see gender as a spectrum rather than two fixed points, and we look at the actions of the gods and goddesses, heroes and heroines of Celtic myth to see this clearly illustrated. Rhiannon clearly shows the “masculine” or dominant, active qualities of using initiative and taking effective action—searching out Pwyll and rescuing the debacle at the wedding feast. In later stories, we will read of vengeful mothers and unfaithful wives, of nurturing fathers and trusting, gentle young men, all of whom play with our stereotyping. It is wonderful to realise that our own liberation in these matters is a reflection of the freedom of those ancient times. By early mediaeval times, when many of our mythic tales were first written down, the roles of the sexes had become much more proscriptive and limiting, especially for women.

		By viewing the landscape as imbued with spirit, we are trying to emulate the Celtic view of a complex and multilayered world. When considering the earth as feminine and the protector as masculine, this is just one layer of “other” reality: just one interpretation or useful template. As our main connection, we are not simply replacing the god of our national, monotheistic religion with a goddess and god. This is not nearly expansive enough. There is so much more. Perceiving the multilayered reality of the enspirited landscape and embracing the whole allows us to form individual relationships with every aspect and makes each sacred.

		Consider these layers of the invisible reality, as we might encounter them on our walks:

		

		

		The land as mother and provider

		

		The unseen giant protector, sleeping beneath our feet

		

		The genius loci, the spirit of our immediate locality

		

		The spirits of earth, water, flora, and fauna (plant and animal life), which all inform the genius loci

		

		The composite spirit of groups of similar trees—for example, in the park

		

		The individual tree spirits that contribute to the composite spirit

		

		The portals, magical places, formed naturally

		

		The essences of regeneration that flow from Annwn

		

		The role of birds, fish, and animals as human teachers

		

		

		None of these is more important than the others, and all have their own particular qualities and reality. The composite spirits of yew or birch groves are vastly different, which you can check simply by walking through them. This is the sort of exercise that will become a habit with you.

		Noting and interpreting actual natural changes are the markers that keep your feet firmly in the real world. For example, the essences of regeneration flowing from Annwn are easy to see in the burgeoning growth of spring, but are equally perceptible in the gales of autumn which sweep away the last leaves, leaving the trees stripped to the cold of winter. You will find your own way of making a valid communication with the other spirits. Note each response carefully, whether it is a gift such as a leaf or feather “out of nowhere,” or being tripped by a bramble withy.

		

		The Rhythm of the Year

		The habit of noticing the changes in the natural world leads us on to the rhythm of the turning year. As the first stirrings of life become evident in bud, flower, and fruit and then travel towards decay and dormancy before renewal, we see how this equates to the phases of our own lives: we are an harmonious part of the natural cycle.

		Take a moment to reread the last phrase slowly; let it sink in to inform all of your Druid work. It is a profound realisation and worth contemplating regularly.

		There is a connection to the turning earth and the seasons which is deep-rooted in us all and denied at our peril. Under extreme test conditions, people’s bodies still respond to the twenty-four hour cycle of the day and night and the seasons, even when the conscious mind, shorn of the usual stimuli, is forced to override it. Our health ultimately depends upon being in sync with the natural rhythm. The danger of ignoring our intrinsic connection to this pulse of life is being cut off, uprooted. Over the years, as we gradually “override” the natural connection, we can lose our sense of stability. Constantly changing fashion and secondhand distractions can become the substitute of real experience. In the industrialised world, it is all too easy to live life by this “false reality.”

		

		The Value of a Balanced Year

		Part of our stability comes from our routine; whether eating, sleeping, or working, we are grounded in regular practice and activity—daily, weekly, monthly, and annually. Paradoxically, this routine gives us the security to be more spontaneous and to deviate from it when need be, to follow our intuitive impulses. Think of a long-jumper going for his gold-medal try; if the line board wobbles, he is thrown off balance and the jump is lost. When we feel we are on solid ground with the familiarity of regular practise, we can leap for the stars. Yet, looking at the customary secular cycle in the Western world, the year seems unbalanced, with breaks or recreation at a (largely nonreligious) Christmas break and an annual vacation, with a brief nod to long weekends from mid- to late spring over the Easter/Whitsun period.

		The result is that we invest a huge amount of emotion in these holidays, with an unrealistic expectation of them providing ultimate experiences. At Christmas, there is the tyranny of producing the perfect meal; the pressure of entertaining; a culture of overindulgence. And, after months of planning, the Garden of Eden could possibly fall short of expectations of the annual vacation.

		Modern Druids celebrate the cycle of the seasons, neatly marked at approximately six-week intervals by eight celebrations. This division of the year is a modern construct, although partly based on some very ancient festivals. Nevertheless, it is so beautifully balanced and elegant that it has proved a wonderful ritual scheme for the pagan and Druid communities. The procession of the festivals is commonly called “the wheel of the year” and marks the times of the overlap between the worlds.⁷

		

		The Wheel of the Year

		This comprises, firstly, four solar festivals, which are placed on the wheel at the four cardinal compass points: north, south, east, and west. Of the four set points of the position of the sun in relation to the Earth, the vernal (around March 21) and autumnal (around September 21) equinoxes are placed respectively in the east and west, and the two solstices—midwinter (around December 21) and midsummer (around June 21)—at north and south.

		Completing the wheel are four agricultural festivals, commonly known as “fire festivals,” as bonfires were significant in the ancient celebration of some of them: Imbolc (February 2), Beltane (April 30), Lughnasadh (August 1), and Samhain (October 31). (Pronounced Im-olc, Bell-tain, Loonasa, and Sah-wen.) These are also called “cross-quarter” festivals and alternate with the solar festivals. They are set on the wheel of the year between the cardinal points, at northeast, southeast, southwest, and northwest, respectively.
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		The Origins of the Wheel of the Year

		So how far are we interpreting and how far inventing, when we celebrate the eight festivals of the year? Fortunately, Professor Ronald Hutton has examined this with reference to folk customs, historical data, and early literature and written sources. He uncovers a skeleton of genuinely ancient yearly practise from which the system was devised:

		

		To sum up: the records of folklore, combined with those of the early literature, suggest that the four great Irish quarter days [Imbolc, Beltane, Lughnasadh, and Samhain] were celebrated all over the Gaelic areas of the British Isles. Tw ... Samhain and Beltane, are well attested across the whole archipelago ... t is possible, though doubtful, that midsummer was also commemorated ... But there is no sign that they kept any feasts at the equinoxes, nor, despite, the prehistoric wonders of Newgrange and Maes Howe, at midwinter: they were interested in marking the opening of the seasons, not the range of the sun.⁸

		

		The Mabinogion, our early Welsh guide book on this journey, mentions only one of these festivals, Beltane or May eve, during which the Otherworld can intrude on ours in many magical ways. This was a time of high magic, when the veils between the worlds were so thin that humans could be imperilled by the activities of (unnamed) monsters from Annwn.

		Thus we have already seen that Rhiannon’s baby was stolen on May eve, as had been the colts born to Terynon Twerf Liant’s mare. In other Welsh tales also, it is a time of magical sleep, allowing the chaos from the cauldron of Annwn free rein in the land. In the legend of Taliesin that we will come to shortly, it is when little Gwion is rescued, having been cast into the sea in a leather bag.

		So we have a clear mandate to celebrate in May and October, at times traditionally regarded as times of power. For the rest, we conform to the current pagan mindset and spin the wheel of the year with a cycle of celebration carried out on a regular basis—a cycle devised and collated from ancient Celtic source material in the mid-twentieth century by two friends. One was the founder of modern Wicca, Gerald Gardner; the other was the founder of the Order of Bards, Ovates and Druids, Ross Nichols.

		

		The Cycle of Festivals

		Each of the four fire festivals has, in modern practise, a specific date. Whilst this is essential in making arrangements if celebrating with friends, the essence of the festival manifests on the earth, and you should always actually look for and mark the times of physical reminders of the season—the time of the first snowdrop or the flowering of the hawthorn, for example—regardless of date. Natural indicators allow flexibility according to the weather and conditions, bringing us back in touch with the sun and the earth on which our lives depend. Although each festival has goddess and god correspondences which various pagan paths share, it is the tying of ourselves to relationship with the productive earth which is the value of the cycle for Druids. And, following the Celtic habit of numbering days from sunset onwards, we start our celebration in the evening, with the magic of May eve leading to the celebrations of May day, for example.

		The solar festivals mark the position of the sun, and their times and dates are therefore specific. I have jotted some agricultural associations here, for the sense of neatness. Think of the qualities of each season—burgeoning, harvesting, withdrawing, and dying in the natural world, and the waxing and waning of solar power in the sky—and see what you come up with. In terms of accessing the magical current of the land, these are all valuable pointers. Druidry is not about commanding forces, but about adapting our own activities to harmonise with the greater life. This is highly effective magical practice, and can be compared to swimming with the current, rather than expending energy in swimming against it.

		

		The Layout of the Year

		Current practise is to start with the “Celtic new year” at Samhain, the gestation of the natural world before the new growth of spring. I have given goddess and god qualities, rather than names, as you will make your own connections through your studies.

		

		Samhain, October 31 (encompasses three days)

		

		Physically: Settling down to the winter; killing, salting, preserving food, clearing the garden and greenhouse out

		

		Magically: Clearing away all no longer needed from the old year; reviewing

		

		Activity: Burning the outworn symbolically

		

		Deity form: The old wise one, goddess of death and cleansing

		

		Alban Arthan (light of Arthur), the winter solstice, around December 21

		

		Physically: Taking stock before the “hungry months”; using up any excess that will spoil

		

		Magically: Witnessing the darkness in the longest night; celebrating the rebirth of the sun; taking stock at the darkest time; seeing what you are incubating

		

		Activity: Relighting a candle for the returning sun

		

		Deity form: The magical child

		

		Imbolc, February 2

		

		Physically: Ewes lambing; first ploughing; preparing for sowing beans and peas

		

		Magically: A hearth festival, celebrating the home and the returning light

		

		Activity: Decorating the hearth, lighting the fire, celebrating with candles

		

		Deity: The goddess of the hearth

		

		Alban Eilir (light of the earth), the vernal equinox, around March 21

		

		Physically: The time of sowing most seed and first growth

		

		Magically: The sun gaining in strength over the night; the greening of the earth

		

		Activity: Planting a seed symbolically

		

		Deity form: The young warrior

		

		Beltane, April 30 (May eve) and May 1 (May day)

		

		Physically: Sending the cattle out to summer pasture; last sowing and planting

		

		Magically: The time of sexuality, energy, joy, and vigour

		

		Activity: Twin fires (cattle are traditionally run between to purify) to jump over or run between for good luck, purification, and to confirm relationships; Maypole dancing

		

		Deity form: The youthful flower goddess and god of love and fertility

		

		Alban Hefin (light of the shore), the longest day, around June 21

		

		Physically: Marking the life-giving sun at its height

		

		Magically: The joining of the sun’s strength to the earth

		

		Activity: Celebrating in high places, in “the eye of the sun”; rolling cheeses

		

		Deity form: The sun king at the height of his power; the sovereign goddess

		

		Lughnasadh, August 2

		

		Physically: The start of the grain harvest; meetings, contracts, fairs, and exchanges

		

		Magically: The symbolic death or transformation of the god of the harvest

		

		Activity: Baking bread

		

		Deity form: The pregnant goddess

		

		Alban Elfed (light of the water), the autumnal equinox, around September 21

		

		Physically: The vegetable and fruit harvest

		

		Magically: Observing the moment; the ascendancy of the dark over the light

		

		Activity: Harvesting and processing seasonal fruits

		

		Deity form: The fruitful goddess dispensing the gifts of the earth

		

		The Mythic Year

		For Druids, the year has this mythic context, our imagination equating the cyclic growth of the seasons with the progress of a goddess and god figure through the year. This is an annual retelling of our human story, emulating our natural life cycle and taking us through from incubation (or gestation) to incarnation, growth, procreation, and death. The beauty of a model of the year as a wheel is that every festival is a symbolic new beginning, so it doesn’t matter in which season you are reading this.

		You will notice that there are three festivals celebrating the spring—as the promise and earliest beginnings, the main sowing, and the full rush of growth—and three harvest festivals—of the grain, of fruit and vegetables, and of the last root crops, when animals too would be killed and salted down for winter. There is no stopping and starting, but a seamless flow of the growth of the annual cycle through the festivals.

		We will look at the development cycle of the God and Goddess, starting as each appears in his or her youngest incarnation.

		

		The Solar Year

		The starting point for the sun is the midwinter solstice.

		At midwinter, the sun appears to stand still at the point farthest from the Earth, and is seen after the winter solstice to start moving towards us again. Symbolically, the sun at its weakest is seen as the solar lord reborn as the sacred child, or Mabon.

		At Alban Eilir, the vernal equinox, he is the young warrior, and springs up, full of the energy of youth.

		At Beltane, he is in the full flush of his young vigour and is the lover of the flower bride/goddess, mirroring the burgeoning life of the natural world.

		At the midsummer solstice, Alban Hefin, he is established in his strength as the solar king of the land, having wedded sovereignty, and the natural world responds, reaching towards the sun.

		At Lughnasadh, his mature strength mellows and pours into the land, symbolised by the cutting of the grain and ripening of fruit and vegetables, seeds and nuts.

		At Alban Elfed, the autumnal equinox, he withdraws from cultivated land into the forest, and we begin to experience him in the rut of the stags, the turning leaves, wild fruits, and fungi.

		At Samhain, he can be glimpsed deep within the wood; the wraithlike Lord of Wild Things, the protector of the domain of the goddess, whilst his essence lies deep within her cave, resting until being born again.

		

		The Completed Cycle of the Solar King

		Arthur, the once and future king, was introduced in the last chapter as a mythic example of the solar king’s progress. To recap and go through his entire cycle:

		

		

		King Arthur is born—under magical circumstances—at midwinter. (Alban Arthan)

		

		He is hidden and guarded during his early upbringing. (Imbolc)

		

		He emerges in adolescence as the very young warrior who, after initial difficulties, claims the kingdom. (Alban Eilir, vernal equinox)

		

		His reign is ratified by his marriage to a woman bringing a symbol of sovereignty as her dowry—the Round Table. (Beltane)

		

		Arthur’s rule ushers in a golden age; knights pour forth from the court to uphold justice and ensure that the land and the people prosper. (Alban Hefin and Lughnasadh)

		

		When this age is succeeded by internal turmoil, as Arthur ages and loses his strength, he is mortally wounded in battle. (Alban Elfed)

		

		He does not die, but is taken by lake-maidens on a barge to Avalon, the mystical isle, to be healed of his wounds. (Samhain and Alban Arthan)

		

		Legend says that he will come again at the time of our greatest need, making him an eternal protector.

		

		

		As mentioned in chapter 3, actual historical figures such as Sir Francis Drake can also fulfil the role of protector, underlining the fact that the solar lord is not an eternal god—he dies and is regenerated with the cycle of the natural year, embodying the solar cycle which is clearly visible in the northern hemisphere.

		The Mabinogion also is full of stories showing heroes acting out part of the cycle—we have met the young King Pwyll. Still to come are Bran the giant, Gwydion the father, magician, and mentor, and Lleu Llau Gyffes, the young solar warrior. All are very human figures yet with the added dimension of a mythic responsibility to the land by virtue of their heroic status. As you read more of the Mabinogion stories farther on in the book, you will be able to ponder the resonances of the characters with the mythic cycle. Every individual Druid can adapt the annual mythic story to make his or her own connection between a male king/deity figure and what we see happening in the country around us.

		

		The Farming Year and the Cycle of the Goddess

		The starting point for the Goddess of the Earth is Imbolc.

		The Goddess, as the land and sovereignty, is also ever-changing, but immortal. She grows and goes through the stages of development from young maiden to ancient crone, mirroring the life of the earth, as exemplified in the cross-quarter agricultural festivals.

		Briefly, at Imbolc, time of the early lambing, she appears from the darkness of the cave as a shy maiden, bringing the promise of new growth and life.

		At Beltane, she is the flower bride, the lover of the solar god, and together they reign and oversee the growing year.

		At Lughnasadh, she is pregnant with the potential of the next year, and is the mature queen who can rule alone when the king is sacrificed as the grain.

		At Samhain, she is the crone, winnowing away the old and outworn and scouring the earth before its winter sleep, when she returns to her cave.

		When we look at the landscape and the monumental remains upon it, we will look also for indications of these eternal natural cycles and how they were commemorated and noted.

		

		Circles and Spirals

		Our way of anthropomorphising the landscape, of seeing it as a more-than-human earth goddess, links us into the cycles of seasons and years. There is a cyclic process, the whole process being reenacted annually, and we can observe just what the effect is on us. We travel, not a repeating cycle, but an eternal spiral. As each season returns, we will be farther along, with more life experience, changes of attitude, and a deeper way of interacting with the seasons.

		Most study is enhanced by regular reviews, and the ceremonial year is a wonderful way of checking in every six weeks to see how you are progressing. It is also a great aide-mémoire. If you find the years and memories sliding into one another, observing seasonal celebrations reminds us of what has gone before. As you light candles and make appropriate offerings, you hark back to the previous year, how you celebrated then, and with whom, and how far you have come since that time. In your everyday life, you might have changed a job, had a baby, moved house. And in your ceremonial life, you took your first tentative steps with ritual last year, yet here you are now, lighting a ceremonial fire before giving offerings to the spirit of the season.

		

		Stop, take three breaths: one with the earth on which you stand, one with the space that you inhabit, and one with the time of the year. Feel this time, here and now, deep in your body. How are you responding to it, whether it is the bright promise of spring, the warmth of summer, the faded beauty of autumn, the chill of winter? How do you feel in your bones, and your blood? How is the seasonal food that you are eating affecting your digestion and vital organs? Are your clothes, routines, and habits appropriate to the season? How should they change, do you think? How does the weather affect your mood? Is there a season that you dread? Does it have social or human associations that could be altered? Does the rush of spring growth invigorate you or make you tired? Just notice, with no judgement, and, when you have finished, jot your findings down in your magical journal.

		

		If the wheel of the year is new to you, look at the diagram and find out where you are now in the mythic year. Does the natural world outside the window reflect the processional dance of the God and Goddess through the year? If you live in Australia, for example, you will find the seasons totally reversed, and should draw a diagram that represents what is actually happening in your part of the world.

		When celebrating, always take your cue from nature and adapt your rituals to circumstance. Celebrating the brilliant full moon in a sky overcast and threatening rain, or reciting a praise to the hawthorn flower two weeks before its buds fill out, shows our adherence to “headspace” thinking, rather than being in tune. Adapting to circumstances, like actively observing on your walks, brings you into rhythm with the natural world. And soon, checking in to a festival becomes second nature, as you remember past experience: “Last year I had to wait for the cereal crops to turn from green, but I’ve nearly missed it this year; must be that hot spell in spring ... ”

		May the spiral of our seasonal journey be blessed.

		

		Study Break 4

		The Cycle of the Seasons

		From now on, in your journal, connect your walks with the mythic year by noting what is happening both in actuality and in a mythic sense. Record your findings when you return. If you only write up your notes every few days, you will forget a large amount. The minutiae of your observations are often what provide the magic to your day—don’t let your impressions fall through the net by neglecting to record them. For example:

		

		February 5th—First walk since Imbolc celebration—maiden goddess on the land, present as hanging green catkins on hazel, bulb shoots in park, black buds on ash trees ...

		

		Sketches or doodles will help when you look back over a particular strand of work—or use moon, sun, leaf, or tree symbols or different coloured underlinings as markers of different aspects of your observations. Number the pages if you need to and then construct a simple index on the end page for such headings as changing seasons, bird observations, portals and doorways, magical weather, and so on.

		Make a blank template for the cycle of the year on a large sheet of paper and fill it in as the seasons come along.

		

		Nature Ray

		In drawing the wheel of the year, other correspondences will occur to you. Each season has its direction, and so carries all the associations that we have already discussed for the compass points.

		As an example:

		

		

		Autumn is placed in the west.

		

		Its time of day is the evening.

		

		Its elemental attribute is water.

		

		Its time of life is late middle age.

		

		

		To this you can add further personal connections with plants, rocks, trees, birds, and animals. So, although the north, time of midnight, of Alban Arthan, typically “belongs” to the bear who is clearly visible as the great bear in the winter sky, if you notice the molehills in a field, or suspect a badger sett starts from under the roots of a tree, you might also associate the festival with those other earthy animals.

		Walk looking for seasonal indicators in the landscape. Look in a tree book and check your local trees to find out where the first buds will appear, where the last leaves will fall, and what colours the different leaves turn.

		Is there any natural bounty to be gathered in the autumn?

		How does the landscape change and which trees, shrubs, flowers (for example, bluebell woods), and views come into prominence at each season? A tree in full leaf is a thing of beauty, but when the trees are bare, whole new vistas can be revealed.

		Add this awareness from now on to your daily observances.

		Some places have a rich vein of local folklore to mine, and from this, deity names might emerge. If there are none attached to your locality, still be aware that you are walking the sacred earth. What impressions do you get from it? What associations?

		Whereas the God/King mirrors the sun in the sky, and his effect on the earth is clearly visible, the Goddess/Queen can be seen imaginatively in terms of the weather—claiming a maiden’s privilege to “blow hot and cold” with the promise of spring; as a beguiling woman in the warm breezes of Beltane, fragranced by the heady scent of the hawthorn in full flower; as a fruitful queen in the settled, still hot weather of August and into autumn; as a harsher and more challenging older matriarch scouring the earth with the gales of October and November, before freezing the world, causing death and rebirth, in the darkest time of the year. She also equates to the constant changes of the moon, which is clearly mirrored in women’s monthly cycles.

		

		Knowledge Ray

		Before you start, look at your physical space. By now you should know the directions and know which room you prefer for this work. Tidy and make it ready before you work. Walk a circle and pause at each direction, thinking of its associations, before you go to the centre to start.

		Last session you walked the circumference of the Celtic cross, greeting the elements and then envisioning the solar king in his four main aspects. This time you will go through the year again, but in a slower, deeper way, and pausing at the cross-quarter festivals, the points of the agricultural year and the feminine earth.

		Read the visualization through and then choose whether to do it as written, or whether you will start at the season in which you find yourself in real time. The opening is replicated from the last chapter, using repetition to enable your body to relax quickly and easily as it follows a path with which it should be becoming very familiar.

		When you go into your inner awareness, after the preliminaries, take time to look at your inner space. It should feel familiar, firmly established as your retreat, sacred space, within which you feel totally at home. Consciously recognise and greet it. Dots indicate where you might want to pause and focus the scene, deepening your experience of it.

		With this in mind, follow the usual instructions for relaxing, protecting, and withdrawing to your inner space.

		Set your intent: to observe the turning of the agricultural cycle of the year.

		As you lose your awareness of outside concerns, sink into your inner landscape, with a feeling of profound relaxation, of coming home, and of anticipation.

		

		You are in the centre of your protected space, and stand tall and relaxed, noticing with each breath the energy field of your landscape around you and your own energies and magnetism flowing in harmony with your surroundings. Can you “see” or imagine the fields of energy emanating from bush, shrub, tree, water, and stone ... ?

		As you have done before, turn slowly and greet the north, east, south, and west. Take your time to feel with your inner senses your intent and energy reaching out to the direction, and a reciprocal tide returning to you, bringing you the stability of the north, the clarity of the east, the vigour of the south, and the intuition of the west. Settle your body as a repository of these wonderful energies ... Now feel the line of energy that runs through you, linking the sky and earth. Sink to the earth and sit there upright, surrounded by the serene yet potent atmosphere of the genius loci, the spirit of place ...

		When you are fully established as a part of the enspirited landscape, you notice a vibration, as of a humming just beyond the range of your ear. Look ahead in an attitude of relaxed anticipation. The circle of the Celtic cross of your landscape is now shrouded in mist which moves softly at the edge of your circle, from left to right as if you are on a carousel ... As it thins, you realise you are looking to the northeast.

		

		The landscape is bare and snowy, with snowdrops breaking through the whiteness ... All is cold, crisp, and clear ... A farmer walks the land, ready for the ploughing ... He is returning from the sheepfold, and carries a newborn lamb in his arms ... A sickle moon is like the stamp of a horse’s hoof in the evening sky ... Behind a stand of bare trees you sense a presence, a shy warmth which has encouraged the snowdrops to peek above the drift of snow by the bole of the tree ... As you look intently, the presence is gone, like a young girl appearing and then hiding, leaving the evening landscape icy cold, yet alive with the promise of spring ... The man opens the farmhouse door, revealing a glowing fire and golden light ... The freezing air thrums with anticipation and promise ...

		A moving mist rises to conceal the scene, leaving the impression of cold, pale light and new life ...

		... and as the mist clears, you are facing to the southeast ... The landscape is a rich green, and the thick, clotted-cream flowers of the hawthorn make bridal festoons on the trees ... Breathe their heady aroma, as if your face is buried in the sprays of blossoms ... The bees buzz and worry into each flower, their velvet fur striped and their legs pollen-covered. The sky is clear azure through the canopy of brilliant green ... The breeze is silken and you breathe in the potency of the season through every pore ... In the outlines of the hills you see the sensuous figure of the Goddess, half reclining, clothed in the swaying grass, her valleys and hills slowly moving as she stirs, beckoning to her lover the sun ... The moving mist swirls up to conceal the rites of the gods, leaving you relaxing into a dream of love, the magical interaction of land and sky, the out-breathing of the earth in response to the sun ... When you open your eyes, you find yourself looking out at the moving mist once more ...

		... and the mist thins to reveal the southwest ... a shining wheat field, speckled with brilliant blue cornflowers and red poppies ... There are picnic baskets spilling the remains of the labourers’ food ... One field has been scythed, except for a single tussock. A heat haze blurs your vision, and in the rolling landscape you sense a shining figure ... The men are standing back in a group from the last swathe of grain, and one by one they throw their scythes to cut through it ... As the last scythe flies, the air shimmers and the grain is sheared like the head of the solar king, crowned with wheat ... As the bright stems fall amongst the poppies, a huge hare bounds from the stubble and disappears across the field ... The heat haze turns to mist which obscures the scene, leaving you with the bittersweet taste of sacrifice and harvest ... the dance of life ...

		. ... and the mist parts for the last time, and you are facing to the northwest, to a forest faintly lit by the starlight, where the last withered leaves are being whipped from the branches in the darkening night ... You are transfixed by movement and wildness; the forest is alive, and the branches and trunks strain and creak in the storm ... Suddenly rain pours down in torrents, soaking everything, and you pity the animals sheltering on such a wild night ... The sky splits and forked lightning flashes the scene into bright relief, leaving an imprint on your eyes of the textured tree trunks, the slick, shining piles of leaves and the purple sky beyond ... Close your eyes to rid them of the imprint. When you open them, the storm has passed, leaving the sky clear, with a waning moon low down, shining through bare branches ... The stillness after the storm gains in potency ... It feels as if the whole forest is waiting, waiting ... An owl screeches and you imagine its swoop and a small animal meeting its death ... Imagine the owl’s eyes, and all those of the other invisible nocturnal inhabitants of the forest ... Fox, badger, shrew, vole, nightjar ... a thousand points of green light mark the progress of a presence in the forest, slowly moving, slowly counting, caressing and cleansing, clearing away the old, harmonising the cutting cycle of nature at this time. Like a dark, cleansing tide, you follow its progress, until it stops at a stubby elder tree, with pools of blackness at its bole and the junctions of its branches ... The tree’s branches sway in the wind, reaching up like an old crone, becoming transformed by the presence, which sinks through it and disappears, leaving the forest purified and blessed ...

		Feeling awed, but safe and happy, bring your attention back to yourself in the centre of the circle ...

		When you next look out, your landscape is as usual, clear and mist-free ... Stretch upwards, grateful and happy ... Bring your attention back to your relaxed body, knowing that your inner landscape is vanishing behind you with every breath you take with awareness, bringing you completely back to the apparent world ... Move gently and stretch, affirming that you are coming back to your everyday awareness feeling refreshed and energised.

		

		Remember, as with previous visualisations, to have a drink or small snack to ground yourself if you feel “floaty,” and note your impressions in your magical journal.

		

		Devotional Ray

		Think of the agricultural cycle, and the expression used of farming—“husbanding the land.” It speaks of the mutual care and reciprocity of nurturing between land and people.

		Continue the giving of gifts to the natural world. This session, strengthen your connection by awareness: make small reminders of your walks from natural objects from the landscape—feathers and broken twigs and leaves from where two pigeons have been fighting; a broken cluster of elderberries. Ask permission to take them, and either at home or there and then weave them together with grasses, the union of natural object and your action, encapsulating the essence of time and place. The state of your raw material is an indicator of the season—fresh or dried grass, buds or withered leaves, and so on. Leave it under a tree or in a significant place with thanks, or put it on your seasonal table, returning it to the wild when the time is right.

		Ensure that the seasonal celebrations, which you will be marking in some way from now on, incorporate an element of thanks, and the stillness essential to devotional awareness. As you mark each season, concentrate on the solar heavens and feel how the sun reflects your inner light; connect to this. Turn your attention to the fruitful earth, and imagine the soles of your feet as the connector that allows energy to rise up through your body, so that the golden solar light and the green earth energy mingle and tune you in to the season, in a quiet period of meditation during your celebration. If other images arise at this time, note them down afterwards, but keep in mind the object: still devotion. If you decide to pursue the images—perhaps of the God and Goddess form or one of the legends having to do with the natural year—then do it with awareness, revising your intent and restating it. This work is a discipline, so stick to what you set out to do.

		Given the Celtic habit of dating from sunset, this compassion or love work might be very profitably done the evening before any ritual, to prepare you for it.

		May dreams of the season inspire the work.

		

		Lessons from the Mabinogion: First Branch, Part Two

		The Relevance of the Story of Rhiannon

		In the treasure trove of heroic adventure that is the Mabinogion, Rhiannon has a special place and a unique status. As a former inhabitant of the Otherworld, Annwn, she brings to our world her magic, wit, and grace. Significantly, she possesses a magic bag of plenty—a variant of the cauldron so important to the Celts.

		On the face of it, this is a story with nasty aspects of victimisation and the resentment of the indigenous people for the foreigner in their midst. It is redeemed in part by the nobility and vindication of Rhiannon, but her patience in the face of injustice is uncomfortably reminiscent of the passive role of real women in unpleasant situations throughout history and into the present day. In understanding the myth, we must bear in mind that this is not a story of the lives of people like ourselves, but a device promoting a mythic resonance in us. Rhiannon’s name means “divine queen,” and she may well be a goddess. Therefore, her story is part of a mystery, to be understood on a different level.

		It is part of the human condition, regardless of gender, to feel deep within that we come from “other” and are trying to make sense of the material world, and so a woman from the Otherworld, where all is enchanted, fair, and free, has much to teach us by example. The world of the five senses can encourage us in a low level of behaviour, examples of which might be feeling sorry for ourselves, being mean-spirited, thinking the worst of others, whining and feeling powerless. But this is avoidable. As Druids, we try to cultivate a different mindset by living with awareness. The dreadful events of Rhiannon’s story and her reactions might be taken as a template for our behaviour under trial and stress.

		

		The Important Points of Rhiannon’s Story

		

		

		Rhiannon travels to our world to make and meet her destiny.

		

		Rhiannon sets the boundaries. She is not caught by anyone: Pwyll has to approach in person and in the right way to make contact with her.

		

		Rhiannon goes into situations with her eyes open. Before she is married, she sees Pwyll’s shortcomings—he is arrogant on the mound, and she reproves him for it. He is foolish at the feast, and she has to rescue the situation.

		

		She uses her initiative and turns situations to her advantage to gain her ends, as seen by her trickery at the wedding feast to Gwawl.

		

		Rhiannon is generous to all, even towards the women who accuse her.

		

		Rhiannon remains in charge of her destiny when unjustly accused—it is she who gathers wise men together to decide an appropriate punishment.

		

		She draws on her otherworldly support to endure the punishment—a theme that will resurface often in later stories.

		

		Rhiannon bears her punishment without complaint, retains her status as Pwyll’s queen throughout, and is reunited with her son in the end.

		

		

		The Druidic Applications of Rhiannon’s Story

		Key words for Rhiannon are nobility, restraint, generosity—qualities that seem to resonate with a more leisured, gracious age. As Druids, we distance ourselves from negative fashions of thought, no matter what the current mode; we step outside of the stream of events to gain a perspective of the wider current of life than the small eddy that is troubling us in the immediate present. Deep within us, beyond our rational thought processes, is a wisdom, an awareness, and accessing this is a matter of practice.

		All through Rhiannon’s trials, her relationship with Pwyll—which is the cause of the contract that binds her to this material world—remains unsullied. Pwyll honours this also by maintaining her as his queen all through her punishment. So our primary relationships with family and friends will sustain us through all the trials and changing circumstances of our lives.

		

		Rhiannon’s Story: The Ideas in Practice

		We might emulate Rhiannon by acting in these ways in our lives:

		

		

		Be proactive in choosing your destiny; go out for what you want, as Rhiannon did. You have started to do this by reading and working with this book.

		

		Make the rules of engagement with your spiritual life. Do not be caught or give in to pursuit, but engage in relationship when the circumstances are right for you.

		

		Set your intent and the ground rules with which you are comfortable.

		

		Go forward with your eyes open. Be realistic. Rhiannon took on a fallible man; we never hear of her regretting her choice, although it brought her into the crude, short-lived world of men. Every choice of path is both liberating and limiting. On your chosen path, take the rough with the smooth, without complaint.

		

		Be generous to all you have relationships with, but keep yourself private. Rhiannon gave gifts, but she did not exchange confidences with her women. Be circumspect about your spiritual life and share only with like-minded people.

		

		When the worst thing in the world happens, when the catastrophes of life overwhelm you, be grown up. If the situation cannot be rectified, withdraw your essential self and engage in damage limitation. Rhiannon, coming from Annwn, had a wider perspective than the humans who were baying for her punishment. As Druids, engaging with the cycle of our lives and of the seasons, we also can be comforted by this deep understanding, even though we cannot see the pattern of our lives.

		

		Gain support from the other realms in these circumstances. There is a hint in the story about this and we will examine it in a later chapter, For now, consider that Rhiannon appears on a horse, her punishment was to imitate a horse, and her son’s destiny is bound up with a colt. There are other instances in the Mabinogion of heroes/heroines who, like many modern Druids, have strong affiliations with specific animals. When the characters are stressed, the animal with which they have a special connection, their totem aspect, comes to the fore.

		

		

		If Druidry is the current with which we resonate through the worlds, we, having made our contract and commitment, will find it a primary relationship which keeps faith with us and supports us through life’s vicissitudes.

		May our Druid way be gracious, through all the seasons of our lives.
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		Water and the Moon:

		The Edges of Territory
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		In sacred space, in a clearing of the forest, the Druid turns to the east and sets the intent to be shown the cycle of the moon.

		It is a deep turquoise evening, and the D-shaped bow of the moon appears low over the horizon. Time and nature seem to respond to the Druid’s breath, which is slow and regular. As the wind rises, so does the moon, transforming into the quarter as it floats serenely through the deepening blue heavens, and grows to the glory of the full moon directly overhead.

		Time seems suspended as the silver beams flood down onto the figure, rooted to the earth. For a short space, the world holds its breath; and then the moon swiftly descends to the west, clouds streaming past the waning quarter, which diminishes to a C-shaped sickle on the far horizon, winking out to nothingness and leaving the Druid standing quiet beneath the canopy of the stars.

		

		Basking in Reflected Glory

		So far we have concentrated on the annual cycle of the sun and the agricultural cycle. Druids revere the sun, the primary life-giving force to all life on earth. But the companion to the sun is, of course, the moon. How reminiscent of the moon is Rhiannon; she makes her leisurely journey, yet no man can catch up with her. She appears to Pwyll in the evening, riding a white horse. She slowly circles the mound on her regular evening course and then disappears. Her entrance in the last story is timely.

		Druids fully appreciate the mysterious glamour of the moon and access its magic regularly for their rituals. You are noting how your personal rhythms and routines change with the annual cycle of gestation, growth, fruition and harvest of the masculine sun and the reactive, feminine earth. And in the wider world, the changing seasons are acknowledged—some mundane examples being television schedules changing seasonally, special offers in shops, the autumnal start of the academic year, and having vacations in the summer.

		Now we can add to our body of knowledge the habits of the moon. Every month her phases can lend her energy to our work. As the sun is associated with masculine characteristics, so the moon is feminine. Historians do not accept that the Celts regarded the two celestial bodies in this way, and heroines of some traditional tales indicate that they are forms of a sun goddess. But the femininity of the moon is regarded as established fact in modern paganism, and therefore we will adopt it. From now on, the sun and moon will be referred to as “he” and “she,” respectively.

		In tune with the steady course of the sun, we have a focussed regular routine with our walks and time set aside for study. If you have not established this yet, it would be wise to pause and catch up. Give yourself a couple of weeks of dedicated practice so you are “bedded in” with the solar impulse, the clarity of the eastern direction. For now we start to focus on the outer limits of the forest, and the feminine, changing, and liminal aspects in our practise, through the movements of the moon and its associations with water.

		

		Water and Moon

		The moon is inextricably linked in most people’s imagination with water through her action on the tides, so this is where we will start.

		From silver crescent sliver to shining orb, the moon appears every night, so small that holding up one thumb at arm’s length can hide her totally. Try it and see. Yet this small satellite causes massive changes in a body of water that covers over two-thirds of our planet. Twice a day, the tides bear witness to the power of the moon, and their ebb and flow, in response to the pull of the moon, affects the life in the sea, influencing the breeding cycles and movements of its inhabitants. For a moment, consider that these changes are effected in accordance with the solar cycle also; the vernal and autumnal equinoctial tides (those of Alban Eilir and Alban Elfed) are the highest in the year and often productive of natural spectacles which are newsworthy.

		This is a potent combination of the natural action of the moon and the change in solar energy. We can view the equinoxes in terms of when the light (or darkness) begins noticeably to have supremacy over our world. They have been called the “sun tides,” a twice-yearly cycle when the “cosmic gears” change, and everything is in flux for a time. Occultists traditionally view them as times of both power and danger, as a new cycle comes into operation. They have also been used as markers for events coming into manifestation—setting intent and then seeing results in the subsequent six months, after the solar tide-turn.

		By contrast, the faster, monthly moon cycle allows us to set projects in train, both great and small, in harmony with the waxing and waning cycle.
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		Waxing and Waning, Up and Down

		The moon, over approximately twenty-eight days, goes through two cycles simultaneously. The first is her waxing and waning, passing through the phases: new, first quarter, full, last quarter, and dark. They clearly symbolise growth, culmination, and shrinking: we can align ourselves and our projects to them, as a way of harmonising with the cosmic tides. The moon grows, adding energy to any new project; after the full, she shrinks away, a symbol of letting go, getting rid of what is old and unwanted. As Druids start the day at the previous evening, incubating their ideas, so they often use the waning phase as a starting point—not rushing headlong into action, but using the waning moon’s influence to help rid the way of obstacles, leaving the way clear on the mental, emotional, and physical planes.

		At the same time, the moon appears to our eyes at different heights in the sky as she goes through her cycle of ascending and descending, with approximately fourteen days of each. As the varying height of the moon in the sky is so easily apparent, our Druid forebears must have noticed this and experimented with its effects, as people do today. A school of gardening uses this largely neglected aspect of the moon’s nightly perambulations. Called biodynamics, it was devised by the anthroposophist Rudolph Steiner, and has consistently impressive results to justify its use.

		Astrologers will know also that the moon travels through each of the astrological signs every month. Observation leading to the development of astrology is rooted in ancient history, evidence of a natural human instinct to create patterns. It seems safe to presume that the ancient Druids evolved a similar system. For now, it is enough to recognise that the moon, each month, passes through the twelve signs, and that her influence is modified by the qualities of each in turn.

		Modern Druids work in harmony with the moon cycles, taking all her variables into account, and this is a fascinating field of study. Adding lunar and solar associations to our work with the elements enriches and deepens the magical brew—our own individual recipe for working with the Druidic current.

		

		Put the book down for a moment, then relax and take three breaths; reach out to your connection with the earth, sky, and sea, and allow your mind to drift back down the trackway of memory.

		When did you last see the moon? Was she low on the horizon or high above: waxing, full, or waning? Was it a profound moment, or a quick realisation in your busy life? If you cannot remember, never mind; let that train of thought go as soon as you wish ...

		When did you last see the moon over water? Now imagine a scene by a lake, with the path of the moon shining on the dark surface, straight as an arrow to where you are. Half in and half out of your inner awareness, note what the scene does to you on a physical level. Does your breathing deepen? Are you aware of your body’s stillness? Return to your normal awareness, jot down any impressions, and then continue reading.

		

		Traditional Associations with the Moon

		The Roman commentator Pliny tells us that the moon was significant to the Druids, for their calendar and for rites. This quotation is about the only Druidic rite ever recorded:

		

		The mistletoe is found but rarely on the oak. It is sought out and gathered with all ceremony, above all on the sixth day of the moon—for by the moon do they reckon day and month and also their “ages” of thirty years—since she has by then grown in strength whilst not yet at the full.⁹

		

		The knowledge that the Celts counted their days from sunset to sunset indicates that they must have had an understanding of the night sky. To add to our scant facts about Druidic times, we have a body of folk wisdom—much of it gardening lore—attached to the moon, which we can profitably study in order to focus our relationship with her.

		In this relationship, recognising phases of the moon is of paramount importance. The waxing (growing) moon is like the curve of a letter D, and is compared to a bow. The waning (shrinking) moon has the curve of the letter C, like a sickle. The full moon and the “dark moon,” invisible in the sky, represent fixed points of power, where energy can be concentrated outwards and inwards, respectively. There are approximately thirteen lunar months in a solar year, which come back to their exact synchronicity every nineteen years—the Metonic cycle.

		To forward your actual knowledge now, it is easy to obtain a chart of the phases of the moon. In tune with our “Druidry here and now” observations, you will want to start noticing what is happening at each new and full moon, and whether, and how, it affects you. Moon rising and setting times—also easily available—are valuable to save hours of fruitless sky-searching. Remembering the passage of the moon approximately from east to west every night, combined with this information, can help your moon-spotting at times when she is almost invisible during the day or when very small.

		In your locality, notice where you see the new moon and the full moon. In a city, with a restricted pocket of sky for viewing, this can be a challenge.

		If you are an early riser or stay up late, which phase of the moon do you habitually see? Are there phases you always miss?

		Through which window—if any—does the full moon shine?

		Jot down any answers in your magical journal, and if you have a backlog of moon study, it might be useful to sum that up briefly as well.

		

		The Moon and Imagination

		The face of the moon inspired the imagination of our ancestors and produced many folktales. In her full aspect can be seen a face, a hare, or a man carrying a bundle of sticks. But for most of us, it is not the pictures on the moon’s surface, but the overwhelming effect of the moon’s light flooding down on us that fires our senses and imagination. It was a gypsy belief that walking at night was less tiring, as the pull of the full moon lessened the effect of gravity.

		The fact is that the moon’s influence seems to help us enter that state where the known laws of science seem not automatically to hold sway: under this pale, beneficent light, “how easy is a bush supposed a bear.” In our search for connection to the magical current pouring to and from the land, this clear stream of silver light seems almost to be a visible manifestation of magic. Seen with awareness, it can open the doors of our minds to “otherness,” aiding and informing our experiential path. And even gazing from the safety of our window, or opening the curtains before a night meditation, it can have a very profound effect.

		The moon is not in any way more “magical” than the sun, of course; it is simply that we tend to respond with more awareness to that which is not familiar. Ironically, it is at night that we might find the tools to help us wake up from our habitual “sleepwalking through life” reality and really engage with life with a fresh and magical outlook. To a Druid, the sudden rays of the sun piercing the clouds can awaken just as strong a sense of wonder as moonlight does, and the daily practise of this book is designed especially to aid an aware response to all natural phenomena.

		In our Druidic search for other realities and communication with other plant, stone, and animal “people,” one strand brings us back to the moon: mediaeval folklore insists on its power at the full to help effect changes for witches, shape-shifters, and werewolves.

		Already we have met significant animals in the Mabinogion—Pwyll, with his stag and hounds, Rhiannon and her horse connection, Gwawl with badgers, and Pryderi with his puppy and colt associations. Later, we will consider our relationship with the animal kingdom. In times of stress, or as salutary lessons, Celtic heroic figures can either change into or take on aspects of their totem animals; and in the farther reaches of the inner landscape, such companions can both comfort and sustain us. Although there is no reference to the influence of the moon in transmogrification in our Mabinogion stories, the moon is instrumental in, and possibly essential to, other transforming magic. Take the idea of an animal companion as a seed thought; ponder your relationship with animals so far, and we will come back to it later.

		

		Wild Water on the Land

		Water has been accorded honour as a living source in the British Isles since time immemorial, and within our tradition is a body of lore that seems to point back to a far distant past and the practise of the ancients. Studying it, we learn of enspirited bodies of water to which supplicants have come in the past and continue to come. These examples, hallowed by long use and belief, might be used in our work. It is a vast subject, deserving of a book in itself, but here are some indications of its importance.

		

		Rag Trees

		The connection of tree and water is especially potent, with a tradition of trees (often hawthorns) at sacred water sources being decorated by individuals in need. Rag trees, peering over bodies of water, provide a portal for communication between man and the other realms. Petitioners leave prayers, wishes, and hopes with the rags tied on the tree, with the fading of these offerings symbolising the lessening of the illness. Today, formalising the initiative to respect and value the natural world, selected trees are often decorated annually as part of community events on designated “tree days.” Another ancient practise—throwing coins into the water—is still practised at wishing wells and fountains. Even in modern shopping centres, the urge to throw coins into water is irresistible.

		The specific Druidic resonance with these practises comes, amongst other sources, from the ancient practise of the Celts of giving votive offerings to water, and from the Celtic tale of the hazelnuts of wisdom dropping into a deep pool, to be eaten by the salmon, most ancient of the animals and our totem of the west.

		

		Leylines and Streams of Power

		Alfred Watkins first postulated the theory of leylines as ancient trackways in the 1920s. He believed that Britain, heavily forested, had been crisscrossed with many straight trade routes, and that the prehistoric evidence was still to be seen. This, supported by practical work, was presented in his seminal book, The Old Straight Track: Its Mounds, Beacons, Moats, Sites and Mark Stones.

		Watkins considered water important to his trackway system. Where low-lying trackways could not easily be discerned, pools that would shine from a great distance were used as markers, as were natural moats surrounding earthworks and hills. This book caught the imagination of esoteric thinkers in the 1960s; to Watkins’s original idea of trackways became attached the ideas of geomancy and earth energy. The second connection with straight tracks and water is their association with underground streams and magnetic currents, and the fieldwork on this subject over the last forty years is a fascinating study.

		

		Holy Wells

		“White ladies” and ghostly apparitions abound around springs and wells. Prosaically, the atmospheric conditions around water, leading to mist and ghostly shapes, do not surprise us. But Druids know that understanding the scientific conditions that create phenomena does not negate the inner significance of that phenomena. We can replace most people’s understanding of the word “supernatural” with the simpler word “natural.” In other words, on seeing an apparition of a maiden guarding a well, the question is not, “Is that ghostly form really there or just a trick of the conditions?” but “What is the significance of those conditions being perceived by me in this form at this time?” Usually, it will simply be a precious gift to be acknowledged with gratitude, as you shift between magical and everyday reality.

		Tales abound of maidens and wells; each spring has its guardian who succours travellers and protects the sanctity of the place. Dishonouring that in any way leads to disaster—the withdrawal of the good will of the spirits of water can result in the drowning, or making a wasteland, of the fertile kingdom. By now, you should be used to giving gifts regularly, and the living waters and their guardians should receive their due. And wherever you are, in whatever country, you can connect with other parts through the flowing waters, whose nature is to travel, meet, and meld on their journey down to the sea.

		Modern Druids might have ceremonies blessing and celebrating wells, springs, and any source of fresh water. There is a precedent for these in the well dressings of the Midlands of England—community events decorating wellheads with petals pressed into clay to make religious pictures. It is tempting to think that this derives from an ancient pagan Celtic past, especially as some have “well queens,” reminiscent of the female guardian spirits of water.

		

		Stop reading and think for a moment: where is the nearest living body of pure water to you? Is it easily accessible? Might there be one that you don’t yet know about? Some public buildings—hotels and the like—still have wells that become featured during renovations. Springs, streams, and wells sometimes have outlets in the backstreets, and it is possible to hear underground streams not far under the tarmac of cities. Can you think of an appropriate way to honour them?

		

		Holy Water, Magical Properties

		Some wells and streams have been considered sacred since antiquity because of the sheer beauty of their surroundings, many becoming overlaid with the names of saints. Other waters have become revered because of their special properties, resulting in spa towns. A high proportion of chemicals and salts gave some streams the reputation of being health-giving, and the rare instances of hot water welling from the ground must always have been viewed as magical. The action of the waters has given fame to other outpourings; there are petrifying wells and waters that coat objects in limescale, appearing to turn them to stone—a resonance with King Arthur’s sword in the stone.

		Two water sources in Britain that have achieved notoriety not only for their health-giving properties but also for their mythic associations are the waters of Bath and those of Chalice Well in Glastonbury.

		The hot springs of Bath were named by the Romans Aquae Sulis and developed by them into a huge bathing complex. The waters are impressive and evocative, pouring underground, steaming with heat. The myth of Bladud, a prince cured of leprosy by observing the habits of pigs wallowing in the hot mud, is the provenance for its healing properties. Yet the Medusa-like plaque depicting the goddess of that place is stern, and the many hundreds of petitions scratched on lead tablets recovered from the waters tell of a darker purpose: all are curses dating from Roman times, asking for vengeance on those who have wronged them. The roaring chasm of steaming water was obviously seen as a portal to an underworld deity far from beneficent.

		Chalice Well in Glastonbury has similarly sinister associations, some of which evolved in the nineteenth and twentieth centuries. Yet so evocative is the area of Somerset known as “Avalon” that the mythic associations pulled to its natural features, sticking as if magnetised, immediately assume an aura of antiquity.

		The waters achieved fame after a cure of an asthmatic man in the early eighteenth century. The legend is redolent with gothic speculation, caused by the red staining of the iron-rich water and the discovery of a man-sized aperture, a niche below the water level, in the Chalice Well. Here, says tradition, sacrifices were made which were related back either to the Druids or to Morgan le Fay, who would gain power by sacrifice for divination in the mirror of the pool.

		The most famous waters now have human trustees maintaining them—a nice resonance with the guardians who maintain their sanctity on the other levels. As Druids, we research our own areas to discover the local pure water sources and their legends. Not everyone can visit famous sacred wells; the art of being an appreciative Druid is to value and hold sacred those natural features of our own localities and to safeguard them for the future.

		

		Myth and Folktale

		The traditional stories of the British Isles insist on otherworldly activity around bodies of water, and these include faery beings and animals, especially horses. Their associations are mixed: they may bring gifts, such as the secrets of healing, or danger—the possibility of being glamoured and enticed into the depths of the water, from whence there is no return.

		But what part does water play in the central mythic strand of the magical Druidic current that we are accessing? To go back to our magically complete myth of the solar king, Arthur, we find that he is supported at the turning points of his career and at the beginning and end of his life by the Otherworld, mediated by water in all its forms and the presence of the Lady of the Lake, one feminine influence on the masculine solar king. To put the points briefly:

		

		

		Arthur’s birth is traditionally at Tintagel Castle, a magnificent natural setting with the sea crashing around and under it, with Merlin’s cave within its cliff face.

		

		The Lady of the Lake supplies Arthur with the sword of kingship, Excalibur.

		

		Lancelot, Arthur’s premier knight, is surnamed “du Lac”—of the Lake.

		

		Morgan (of the sea) le Fay (the faery) is a chief protagonist and challenger in Arthur’s myth; in modern times viewed as his enemy, yet her position as one of the queens at his passing argues an older role which has been changed over time.

		

		Arthur travels across water with three (sometimes nine) queens to the enchanted island of Avalon to be healed after the last battle.

		

		Arthur instructs that the sword—the symbol of sovereignty—be returned to the lake. Twice the knight entrusted with this fails in his duty, but Arthur cannot depart for healing until it is done.

		

		

		Through these connections, the worldly/Otherworld connection for the good of the land is maintained. Throughout his life, Arthur’s human male influence is subtly supported or challenged by the otherworldly feminine, watery influence.

		In our next tale from the Mabinogion, water is the boundary between the Island of the Mighty (Britain) and the Island of the Blessed (Ireland): a protection that is breached, setting up a tragic set of events. Ireland, an island to the west of the British Isles, had never been part of the British mainland. It had its own language and was never invaded by the Romans. It was a land set apart, as mysterious to the British heroes of the Mabinogion tales as they themselves are to us.

		Water is used in folktales for divination, both in its reflective mode and as a portal to the “realm of the future.”

		There is a wealth of stories from Arthurian myth of drowned lands, and folktales of human and water-faery marriage, which can only succeed if they are bounded by strict rules of conduct. The guardians of wells are traditionally young women who support the mundane work of the land. If they are disrespected or affronted, folklore tells us, the waters will rise and cover the land—and it is such a story that commences one variant of the myth of the Fisher King, who reputedly buried the Holy Grail (whose prototype was the Celtic magical cauldron) under Chalice Hill in Glastonbury.

		These very few examples are given to indicate a potent area for study.

		

		Water and the Ancients: Portal and Repository

		We know that the water was of major importance to the Celts and their forebears. Water as a portal to the Otherworld seems to have been an accepted belief in the Bronze Age, and archaeological evidence of their ritual practice has been widely documented. If these were our proto-Druids, and the Celts assimilated parts of their practise, then we have a strand of water-magic that we can see surface far later in the traditions surrounding sacred bodies of water. Let us explore further:

		

		Votive Offerings

		Depositing artefacts in water for ritual reasons was an important part of Celtic practise and probably the most significant action for which we have evidence:

		

		Arguably the principle trace of religious activity in the late Bronze Age ... is the casting of precious objects into watery places, such as rivers, pools and bogs ... A distinct patterning emerges from the finds.¹⁰

		

		Professor Hutton goes on to explain that the English rivers chosen all flow to the east, through settled and rich areas, and on trade routes. The directional aspect of the rivers is something extra to ponder. As modern Druids, we could make a connection with the element air, and the place of the sunrise, whilst remembering that this is modern conjecture, not necessarily relevant to the mindset of our Druidic forefathers.

		With evidence for the regionality of other Celtic customs in these islands, it is significant that the practise of depositing precious objects is important throughout the British Isles. From it, we can make the following suppositions:

		

		

		Bodies of water were, or contained, spirits with which the Druids had relationship.

		

		Those spirits were dangerous and had to be appeased with gifts.

		

		Those spirits were beneficent and helpful and so were given gifts.

		

		Those spirits witnessed life rites and were given gifts at significant times.

		

		Bodies of water were portals to the Otherworld.

		

		Through those doorways, deposited gifts could reach deities.

		

		As a core and unifying belief, the sub-aqua gods or portals through water were recognised throughout the islands.

		

		

		There were vast hoards of precious objects deposited into water in England, Scotland, Ireland, and Wales. For Druids, it is interesting that on the famous Druid stronghold of Anglesey, a rich cache of nearly one hundred and fifty items of treasure deposited during the pre-Roman Celtic period was dredged from Llyn Cerrig Bach in 1942. Examples from all over the British Isles include cauldrons, axes, sickles, harness and vehicle fittings, weapons, jewellery, and personal ornaments.

		These are considered votive offerings—those made in fulfilment of a vow or in gratitude or devotion. Many had been deliberately damaged or broken, and were destined for Annwn through the portal of the lake, doubtless discharged with Druidic ritual to the ancestors, gods, and goddesses.

		It is difficult for us to realise just how huge a sacrifice is represented by some of the objects, but the discovery in Anglesey of the offering of a whole chariot gives us an inkling into the personal or tribal wealth that could support such a sacrifice, and the dedication to offerings, connection, and ritual that we can infer from it.

		

		The Edges of Territory

		In inner terms, we reach water at the end of our territory. Like the moon, which can alter our perception of reality, like the wilderness in which Pwyll found a doorway to Annwn, so water can act as a portal. It has been said that the Celtic folk-soul yearns to the west, the place in our wheel of the year of water, the shore, and the enchanted isles. And, in these liminal spaces, we have to recognise the liminal places of the mind—the edges of the territory that we can tread and still retain a level of control that makes us the productive and proactive participant of the experience, and not its victim. Water, like moonlight, has a glamour that we must recognise if we are not to fall under its spell.

		Remember, as you prepare to gaze into the deep pool, set sail on the fathomless sea, cast your offerings into the well; as the veils thin at the liminal spaces, the liminal times; as the sun sets and the moon rises and life seems to hold its breath, that this is still a path of discipline. You are developing techniques and gaining connections to support you in your travels, and will not venture further until you feel that you are ready.

		

		The Protections of Your Regular Work

		So far, the supports that you have practised have been:

		

		

		Setting up a sphere of protection, which allies you to the egregore of the Druidic current

		

		The repetition of openings and closings to all of your inner work; stick to, and rely on, the routine to see you through

		

		Setting your intent and altering it only by a conscious decision

		

		Feeling free to question/change any aspect of your inner landscape with which you feel uncomfortable

		

		If in doubt, turning your back, and imagining the scene fading as you come home

		

		At any time, cleansing and purifying your inner and outer space with any of the elements:

		

		–Sprinkling with water you have blessed

		–Sprinkling with salt you have blessed

		–Lighting a candle to the beneficent force of the universe

		–Letting the wind blow through your space

		

		

		Smudging (walking round with cleansing sage smoke), using incense

		

		Using sound, bells, or any resonant notes to clear a space

		

		

		Maintaining your balance, setting your intent, with the glory of the sun and the earth, the water and the moon, you move on to your practical work.

		

		Study Break 5

		Water and the Moon

		Having gone out to the edges of territory, having stood in imagination under the light of the moon and contemplated shape-shifting and liminal space, it is worth taking a moment for reflection.

		In the eye of the sun and your everyday awareness, read the suggestions below in light of what is sensible and appropriate for you. Trusting solely to good intent can mean coming to grief on the physical plane, wide open to unwanted attentions and interference. Druids, despite a heritage of having stopped battles by walking between warring men, are not naive about the dangers of the current world. And the tendency to be seriously spooked by an overwhelming experience is not to be underestimated. Be realistic in what you are comfortable with. A warning echoes down the years from the mystical landscape of Glastonbury: Dion Fortune reports having to minister to those who went up the Tor and were traumatised by having a real experience that they had gone to seek, but weren’t prepared for.

		I do not understand the cosmic patterns that keep some safe whilst others come to grief; neither do I know your psychic makeup, nor how vulnerable you might be at this time. Fortunately, Druidry is about personal responsibility. Do what is right for you now, and, if in doubt, leave it until you are sure. Use strategies—walking with friends, staying in your car, or delaying until conditions are appropriate—for your physical and psychic safety. For example, moonwalks can be taken in Britain very early in the evening in our big cities, whilst shop workers are still thronging the streets, never thinking to look up. The magic is in your intent and execution.

		Our last symbol was the Celtic cross, a sun symbol whose central intersection marks us in the here and now and connects us to the directions and the elements. It is now time to contemplate the vesica piscis, a fluid image of intersecting circles, forming a central lozenge, which adorns the cover of Chalice Well in Glastonbury. It is good to meditate upon it and feel what response it evokes. As the sun symbol is masculine, so the vesica piscis is of the moon and feminine, with its central lozenge and the waxing and waning moons built into its patterning. The two complete circles can represent the sun and the moon, with their intersection as the perfect blending of their influences upon us, and the fluidity of the design is reminiscent of the smooth, curving progress of water. The fusion, of course, reminds us of the magical interface whereby we can access the energy of regeneration from Annwn.
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		Nature Ray

		Moon Work

		Make an effort to see the moon regularly, checking the rising and setting times (available through the Internet). This work is ongoing and can be as large as we are willing to make it. Below are some suggestions to set you on the way:

		

		

		When you see the moon, pause to allow moonbeams to bathe you in their energy. Use your breath and imagination to fill your being with the mystery of lunar light, connecting you to the energy and magic of the night.

		

		When the sun and moon are both visible, visualise a sun and moon bath, mingling the strong, clear energies of the sun with the fluid, constantly changing essence of the moon as you bathe in gold and silver light.

		

		Pay heed to the moon cycle, even if she is elusive.

		

		At night, reflect on your immediate plans and how they harmonise with moon energy.

		

		

		In a solar year, the new moon gives you thirteen opportunities for starting new projects. Plans can come to fruition at the full, and you can symbolically “get rid” at the wane of the moon—perhaps of a negative character trait, for example. Both women and men respond to the moon cycle; simply observe yourself and note down your conclusions.

		

		Water Work

		

		

		Make a birdbath in your garden.

		

		Find and visit a local body of clear, pure water.

		

		Examine the terrain as another example of sacred space, the territory of the feminine. Start to make relationship with it.

		

		Give gifts—organic and biodegradable!—to a stream or pond.

		

		If and when appropriate, take some water for your ritual use.

		

		

		Can you imagine this body of water as a portal? Is it deep or swift flowing, dark or bright and sparkling? Spend some time thinking of its qualities and jot them down. Are there any trees reflected in this water? If so, what sort are they? What impression do they give you?

		

		Knowledge Ray

		Learn how to read a moon calendar. It will have the phases of the moon and the astrological signs through which the moon will pass every couple of days. If you wish to study these, it might help to use colour as an aide-mémoire. Each sign has an affinity with one particular element, adding its quality to the moon’s influence:

		Earth: Taurus, Virgo, Capricorn; grounding and stability

		Air: Gemini, Libra, Aquarius; clarity and inspiration

		Fire: Aries, Leo, Sagittarius; vigour and passion

		Water: Pisces, Cancer, Scorpio; intuition and love

		

		

		Research folklore around the moon from all cultures.

		

		Take your opportunities to observe the moon, and jot each down. How often do you see the moon in a month?

		

		Research and learn dowsing.

		

		Check your local map for watercourses and wells.

		

		

		Using your source of pure water energetically, make sun and moon water. If you have no natural source in your area, use distilled, purified, or local bottled water. Leave a clear glass vessel filled with water for a few hours in the heat of the sun or under the light of the full moon, setting the intent that it will become imbued by the energies of the heavenly bodies. Add to your bath water to take a meditational bath and connect to these energies, or sprinkle it to purify and bring them into your home and garden.

		

		Visualisation for This Session

		Settle in the centre of your meditational space, with the visualised Celtic cross spreading out and the markers for the quarters. Follow the usual instructions for relaxing and protecting yourself:

		Set your intent: to pursue your understanding of the moon and the waters, and the strange kingdoms to which they give access.

		

		Withdraw to your inner space ... It is evening. Stand tall and relaxed, noticing with each breath the energy field of your landscape around you and your own energies and magnetism flowing in harmony with your surroundings ...

		Look around ... let your eyes follow the path made by the moon’s beams to a track ... Walk along the shining way, feeling the earth beneath your feet and the silver lamp above, guiding you ... As you walk, you feel a connection with the life of the night: a hidden owl blinking; a fox just out of your vision picking his way delicately through the landscape ... Sense the unseen natural world around you: the rustling of leaves in the breeze; the creaking of a tree branch. A silent bat flutters in front of your eyes and is gone. You imagine the spiders and insects in the undergrowth. What else do you sense, as you walk your magical way?

		When you feel saturated with the life of the night and the moon, you come upon a slowly moving body of water, smooth and shining, and there are stepping stones that continue the path ... You step onto them without hesitation, slowly pacing your way towards the centre of the lake ... Near the centre is a large stone on which you can sit, with the water lapping all around you. The slight current is pulling the water past your stone, and in the distance you can hear the noise of a distant fall of water ... The sounds add to the total peace of the scene, with the moon shining down serenely ... You are here by right; you are an integral part of the landscape ... Relax, with the blue night sky and the deep black of the water melding into one ... As you stare to the distance, you notice a mist forming ... Gazing with relaxed eyes, you see it thicken in places, and the action of the moon illuminating parts of the mist to form a dim figure, rising from the water. A female figure of unearthly beauty, bending and then stretching to cup the water in her hands and to allow it to pour out as a stream in the moonlight ...

		The smooth surface of the water is an extension of your awareness, and you can imagine that you could travel with the water wherever it might go, to the lakebed or out with the slowly moving waters across the land to the sea. Your extended awareness allows you to see the distant misty image with absolute clarity ...

		The guardian of the lake reaches deep into the water; her hair is misty with droplets of water. She withdraws a silver chalice that catches every gleam of moonlight and reflects it back dazzlingly. The guardian lifts the chalice high above her head, swirling it clockwise, spraying out a circular shower of drops. Before they can land on the surface of the water, she dips it again and repeats the action anticlockwise. It is so swift that the second shower hits the water only fractionally after the first. The drops bead the surface of the water, joining up to make the silver outline of two intersecting circles, a vesica piscis, with the woman in the centre.

		You are breathless with wonder, understanding that you are at a portal, the interface between the worlds: light and darkness, earth and water, Arbred and Annwn, the world within and the world without, observing a mystery of water and moonlight. Through the centre of the vesica piscis silver light pours down into the lake, and the smoke rising from it blends with the mist of the figure; a change is slowly occurring. When the guardian is half-obscured, you see her leap and dive like a huge salmon, its tail slapping the centre of the vesica into rippling silver beauty, and then she is gone.

		Soon the power of moonlight and water will wane, and you send your thanks for the vision. Quickly you stand, and as the silver vesica piscis fades from the surface and the column of moonlight withdraws, you find in your hand a perfect, small object, personal to yourself, gleaming silver ... What is it and what does it represent? Are you happy to give it to the lake? If so, you throw it with all your might. It arcs across the water, and as it descends, you see the last vestiges of mist form into the shape of a woman’s hand, which catches your gift and pulls it under the water, and then you are left with the stillness of the night, the unruffled surface of the slowly moving water and the distant sound of a waterfall.

		Clouds gather, signifying the time to return, and at that thought you find yourself treading the stepping stones purposefully, with the water brushing the stones and murmuring farewell, and then you are making your way back to your starting place. As you reach it, the moon path winks out, leaving you in the centre of your space in the moonlight. You breathe with the energy of the natural world, before you turn and allow the scene to fade from your vision ... You become aware of your physical body and start breathing more deeply, moving your fingers and toes and coming back to everyday awareness, full of life and a sense of wonder.

		

		Take your time to ground yourself, stretching and having a drink or snack if you need one, and then jot down your experiences in your journal.

		In the previous chapter, you checked your physiological changes—how things felt in your body. After the visualisation, check these again. You should feel energised and well, and perhaps sensitised to all of your body workings—breath, pulse, digestive system, and so on. If you feel too watery, ground yourself by touching the ground or by walking on the good earth, doing a bit of weeding, or attending to practical tasks.

		

		Devotional Ray

		To fulfil the devotional aspect, make the appointment: the moon is more elusive than the sun, so make a special effort to engage with the moon and water.

		Here are some suggestions, intended as springboards for your imagination, so feel free to use, ignore, adapt, or make your own rules. You can combine some with the idea of a pilgrimage to show gratitude:

		

		

		Use a water filter to ensure your drinking water is pure without buying into the plastic bottled water industry.

		

		Find some watery music as a background, and meditate on the water of the Earth (about 70 percent) and the water in your body (about 60 percent). Imagine the waters responding to the moon, and feel the energy of “levity” lifting you up, so that you rise into a dance to the glory of life-giving water.

		

		Have a moon bath beforehand, perhaps, or purified water as a ritual drink to restore you afterwards. This exercise is between you and spirit; be completely in the moment and focus on your intent, which is to show gratitude. If you feel self-conscious, leave it until you can make your focus strong enough to do it properly.

		

		Take a trip to the sea to contemplate the seat of all life, rolling dense under the life-giving sun. Give appropriate gifts, and bring one back if it is offered—a sea-smoothed stone, for example, for your nature table.

		

		Take a moonwalk.

		

		Give thanks at moving bodies of water, and imagine your message being carried to the sea.

		

		Greet the moon at the times when she goes into each of her phases, regardless of her visibility.

		

		Remembering the votive offerings of our Druid ancestors, make your own special offering to the water, as a marking of your Druidic journey so far. Look back over your work in your magical journal first. What have you gained and what are you most grateful for—a sense of order in your studies, a feeling of connection to the creative spirit, a more aware relationship with the natural and everyday world? What would symbolise what you have gained? How will you make your offering—perhaps as a vesica piscis of willow twigs, a tree of watery places?

		

		Leave a natural offering on a tree you can utilise as a “rag tree,” using trailing grasses, leaves, or rushes. Dip it in water first to bless it, and carry your message of thanks. Many countries now have a National Tree Day. Find out if there is one near you and what, if anything, is happening in your community or locality, and join in.

		

		

		With moon and water, by the tides of intuition and magic, may our Druidry be enriched.

		

		Tales from the Mabinogion: Second Branch

		Branwen, Daughter of Llyr

		The mighty Bendigeid Fran—Bran the Blessed—the son of Llyr and king of the island, sat looking over the sea from the coast of Harlech, when he saw a jumble of spars over the horizon—the masts of Irish boats approaching at speed.

		The runners that he sent returned with the news that the ships held Matholwch (Math-o-looc), king of Ireland, and his retinue, and that he would not land unless his proposition was met favourably. He wished to return to Ireland with Branwen, daughter of Llyr, as his bride.

		Now the Children of Llyr were two brothers, Bran and Manawyddan (Manna-withan), and Branwen their sister, called one of the three matriarchs of Britain. Their mother Penarddun had given birth also to twins, Nyssien and Evnyssien, who had opposing qualities; Nyssien would make harmony wherever he went, but Evnyssien would make conflict.

		The Irish landed and were feasted, in pavilions, as no house that had been built could contain Bran of the huge stature. Branwen looked favourably on Matholwch, and so she was given to him, and that night was their wedding night.

		And the unfortunate circumstance was that this happened without her half-brother Evnyssien’s consent.

		When Evnyssien was told the news later, he was furious and attacked the beautiful Irish horses shamefully, cutting their lips, ears, eyelids, and tails and ruining them, and then fleeing into the night. And when Matholwch rose from his marital bed he was met by his courtiers, full of the insult, and by their insistence they straightaway got ready to return to Ireland.

		When Bran found out, he met Matholwch and soothed him with gifts of replacement horses and honour payments, and harmony was restored, although not quite as it had been before. So, as further reparation, Bran added to the gifts a mysterious cauldron that had come originally from Ireland on the back of a giant who had been driven with his wife from that land. The gift of this cauldron was that any dead man who was placed within it would be restored to life the next day, but without the power of speech. And harmony was restored between the kings, and the treasure loaded onto the ships.

		So Branwen made ready to sail for Ireland with her husband, and once there she behaved as befitted a queen, giving gifts, and in due course she gave birth to a son. Perhaps she was a little homesick for a sight of Harlech and her giant brother, for the child was called Gwern (Goo-ern) or “Alder,” the tree associated with Bran. In the second year of the marriage, the courtiers of Matholwch started remembering the insult to their horses and mocked Matholwch, demanding that, now he had an heir, he put away his foreign wife. Their revenge on the Island of the Mighty was that Branwen should work in the kitchens at the baking, and every day, the butcher would give her a box on the ears. And to keep this secret, no contact was allowed by the Irish with the Welsh.

		So the matriarch of Britain became a lowly kitchen worker, and over three years, she had not one friend and no hope of rescue. But every day, Branwen, from her own meagre rations, set out crumbs, and in this way tamed a starling and trained it with great stealth. And eventually, with fear and trembling, she sent the bird with a letter to her great brother Bran. And then, through day after day of drudgery, she waited.

		When the news reached Bran, there was fury in the court at the insult to the dignity of the family and grief for the suffering of their only sister. Straightaway a council was set in place to rule the land whilst the sons of Llyr were away avenging the insult, and Bran’s own son, Caradog, was chief amongst the council.

		One day the Irish watchers looked out to sea, and went running to the king, saying that the sea was covered by a forest, and in its midst were two lakes separated by a mountain. No one could understand it, and so Matholwch sent for Branwen, who was washed and dressed and treated like a queen again, and she explained the mystery. The forest was made up of the masts of the ships from Wales, come to revenge her. Her brother Bran was wading, as no boat was large enough to hold him, and his burning eyes on the sides of his nose were the lakes and the mountain.

		The king and court were terrified that the island would be ravaged, and withdrew to a far part of Ireland, removing a bridge across the broad river so that the Welsh could not follow. And when the avenging army came, and asked Bran how to cross, he replied, “He who would rule, let him be a bridge.” He lay across the river, and hurdles covered him and the army crossed.

		Matholwch’s heralds met them, offering reparation for the insult to Branwen, and to depose Matholwch in Gwern’s favour, but Bran refused to answer until they came with different terms. So they decided to build a hall that could contain Bran, to do him honour, so that he would make peace. By Branwen’s advice, to avoid further harm to the two countries, Bran agreed.

		So it was arranged, but the Irish hid a warrior by every pillar of the house, hung up in a bag, and when Evnyssien went to see the mighty house and asked what was in the bags, he was told that it was flour. To test that, he squeezed every bag, and his hands crushed the skulls of all the two hundred hidden warriors. So the kings came to parley in peace, and sovereignty was bestowed on Branwen’s son.

		Gwern was brought along to the evening feast, and his uncles were delighted to see their small nephew, son of their beloved sister. He went to each in turn, and Evnyssien called for the child to come to him, but as soon as he did, Evnyssien gathered him under his arm and ran him headlong into the fire so that Gwern died instantly. Bran leapt up, catching Branwen to prevent her from following her son into the flames, and drew his sword with his other hand. The armies sprang to their feet and commenced fighting.

		Then the Irish remembered the magical cauldron of rebirth, and lit fires under it, and every night they placed their dead warriors in it, who leapt out reanimated and ready to fight, with only the power of speech lacking, for none may return from the realm of death and tell of their experiences there.

		The beleaguered Welsh fought this terrifying new foe with less and less chance of surviving the conflict, until Evnyssien, seeing the danger of a total defeat and overcome with remorse, hid amongst the Irish dead and was thrown into the cauldron. As soon as he fell into the belly of the cauldron, he stretched to the uttermost extent of his muscles and sinews, and as he cracked the cauldron in four pieces, his heart burst and he died.

		When the battle was over, the sole survivors of the Island of the Mighty were Bran, wounded in the foot by a poisoned spear, and seven of his followers. Bran knew that his injury was mortal, and so he instructed his companions to chop off his head and take it with them, promising that he would remain their faithful companion and entertain them on the journey. And so they arrived on their home soil, and there Branwen turned her face to Ireland, and thought of the wreckage of the two lands which had come about partly through her. Her heart broke, and she died and was buried there, at Bedd (Beth) Branwen, which can be visited to this day.

		The seven who returned followed Bran’s last instructions to the letter, and travelled for years, hearing of the overthrow of the council left by Bran by Casswallawn, son of Beli. As Bran had predicted, they feasted in Harlech for seven years, and at Gwales in Penfro for eighty years, and it assuaged their grief. All the time, Bran’s head entertained them and the birds of Rhiannon lulled them and caught them in a timeless enchantment. And this was called “the assembly of the wondrous head.” But, also as predicted, at the end of eighty years, one of the companions opened the door facing Cornwall, and the remembrance of all their loss was restored, and they hurried to fulfil the last of Bran’s wishes, burying his head in the White Hill in London, with its face towards France, for the protection of the island. This was one of the three fortunate concealments, and then the companions parted and went back to their own lands. Later, Arthur came along and dug it up, thinking that he would be the only defender of Britain, but he soon reinterred it in the White Mount. And there, to this day, Bran, in the form of the raven, lives in the White Tower of London.

		

		
			[contents]
		

		9. Pliny, Historia Naturalis XVI, trans. A. R. Billington, M.A. Oxon.

		10. Ronald Hutton, The Pagan Religions of the Ancient British Isles (Oxford: Blackwell, 1999), p. 184.

		

	
		

		
			[image: 58541.jpg]
		

		

		Co-habitees of the Natural World: Teachers and Totems
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		The Druid sits in a sacred landscape, breathing slowly, sensing the rhythm of the earth, the wind, and the planets, his attention directed deep in the earth, high in the sky, and moving with the breeze through the branches.

		The landscape settles around him/her, accepting, and the life of the land carries on undisturbed. On the periphery of the scene is a movement, and you sense the Druid’s response, as s/he glimpses through half-closed eyes a flash of russet through the trees: you imagine the musky scent of fox. From behind the Druid comes the trill of a blackbird, settling the scene, the sound subtly opening a glimpse into a world like this one, but with deeper, richer colours, where the unseen life of the insect, arachnid, mammal, and bird kingdoms teems, and the landscape shimmers with energy ...

		

		Watching the changes of the natural world, you are expanding your awareness. The connection you foster is becoming a vital part of your life as a human and a Druid. And the land supports many non-human people—the tree, shrub, and herb people—with whom you are making relationship.

		You may have made natural ornaments to adorn trees, have stroked bark, been “baptised” by showers from branches, or have told your story to a favourite tree or stream. You may have recognised guardian trees, territory markers, and natural portals, reminding you of the nearness of Annwn, the Otherworld which informs and enriches our world. You may have “seen” the Druidic current in the rays of the sun and moon, the feeling of the breeze. And you have doubtless noticed the fast-movers: the elusive birds and animals, the fellow lung-breathers—native and domestic mammals and birds—with whom you share your locality.

		

		Animal Representations in Art

		How much more aware of indigenous animals must ancient man have been. Across millennia, from Palaeolithic cave art to contemporary tribal paintings from other cultures, man in touch with his environment has always celebrated animals in art. The reasons for this are more complex than was formerly thought: our explanation that the ancestors drew to gain success in hunting doesn’t stand up to the evidence that the animals most depicted are not those most hunted for food. In ancient times, as today, the reasons for artistic expression were many, and might have included ritual connection, man-to-animal sympathetic magic, and accessing the qualities—such as strength and virility—of the animal. There are cave paintings in the British Isles as well as those more famous examples from the continent, and it is tempting to see these very few examples—for example, the bison-headed sorcerer from Derbyshire—and to hope that he and his ilk were the ancestors of the Druids.

		Winging forward to the Iron Age, the heyday of the Druids, the Celts had a strong connection to the animal kingdom. Domestic, farmed, and wild animals are well represented in their exquisite art and craftwork, which abounds with strange, part-transmuted images of animals. As well as being masterpieces of creativity, the forms show us their fluid nature, as seen through the eyes of the period. A deer’s body becomes three flowing lines, reminiscent of a snake; a bird holds part of its own body in its beak; the lines of a hound are reminiscent of a dragon, as it sprouts another head to become a creature of dream or nightmare.
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		Are these images telling us more about the inherent nature of beings than a camera-like depiction would? Of course they are. When we look at a sinuous, unfolding animal figure preserved in metalwork and enamel, it is as if the essence of the animal is being poured out from the cauldron of Annwn to find form in our world. This is our clue. As with other aspects of our studies—the landscape, the directions, the elements, the sun and moon—we can now apply our multilayered understanding of the nature of things to animals.

		

		Tribal Totems

		The fact that some British tribal names incorporate the names of animals may show their association with animals in a totemic way, and some individual families with ancient roots have traditions of animal alliance, carried forward to the present day, with examples such as dogs barking before the death of a family member. From the Druid Animal Oracle we learn that

		

		A number of tribes or clans were reported to be descended from animals—such as the “cat people” of Scotland and the “wolf-tribes” and “dog-heads” in Ireland ... some families were said to have animal ancestr ... Most tribes had their totem animals, clearly shown in their names, such as the Caerini and Lugi in Sutherland (People of the Sheep and People of the Raven), the Epidii of Kintyre (Horse People), the Tochrad (Boar People), Taurisci (Bull Folk), and Brannovices (Raven Folk).¹¹

		

		Archaeological findings indicate that certain indigenous animals had a ritual significance to the Celtic tribes, and burials included many bones. Whether these were to supply a ritual animal presence or food for the afterlife, or both, we do not know, but animal remains, especially heads, around grain storage pits and in foundations, show us their importance as symbols of renewal, protection, and fertility. The building of Neolithic ritual structures demanded bones as ritual ingredients, to add potency to the build. As reverence for the past and a sense of continuity of practice continued down the centuries, we can assume this also applied in the Iron Age.

		The bones of domesticated animals predominate, but there have been ancient interments of stag’s skulls and antlers, and many examples of horse burial, notably in the chariot burials in North Britain. At Thornborough Henge, a chariot burial featured the magnificent interment of four horses, buried nose to tail.

		So our ancestors depended on animals for their food, for their strength, for farming, for transport, for decoration and the making of instruments, for leather—this constant relationship obviously spilled over into the area of ritual and celebration. Well into recorded history, some ancient buildings have been found to have a horse burial as a foundation deposit. The British connection to the totem animals of the land is apparent still in what is culturally barred to us—think of the range of readily available animals that we choose not to eat, and ask yourself why. The taboo on eating totem animals except at specific times is still enshrined in British rural customs, though these have largely fallen into disuse in the last century—eating hare in the spring, or goose at Michaelmas, for example.

		To the Druids, animals were links with the Otherworld that they used in divination:

		

		[The Celts] have soothsayers too of great renown who tell the future by watching the flights of birds ... ¹²

		

		And, in the misleading nature of prophecies, Druids used animal associations in the “riddling, prophetic speech” for which they were famous:

		

		... to which the Druidess is said to have replied, “Diocletian, this is no laughing matter. Not until you kill the boar will you be emperor.”¹³

		

		This prophecy was fulfilled when, after years of hunting boars, Diocletian eventually killed Arrius, surnamed “the Boar,” and became emperor soon afterwards.

		

		Heraldry and Coats of Arms

		Tribal and personal animal associations naturally lead us to modern-day examples of symbolic animals—the national and county coats of arms that hark back to a mediaeval past.

		The noble animals of Britain are enshrined in the coats of arms of the country. There is a system of symbolism particular to heraldry, although it does not take into account a spiritual component to the choice. Yet the clues are there: for Druids, for example, white heraldic animals might be especially symbolic of an Otherworld connection. Other devices include the four elements, not as naturalistic drawings, but bars, thick lines with differing borders. The heraldic associations with tree representations are recognised by Druids—the oak representing antiquity and strength and the yew immortality, for example. A prime symbol, the Celtic cross, symbolises the unity of heaven and earth.

		Of our native animals, the heraldic symbolism is as follows; look at the list and see if you feel that it is accurate and relevant to your Druidic idea of the qualities of each animal. Jot down your immediate impressions in your journal.

		

		Bear (Celtic “Artos”): Strength, protection of one’s kindred

		Bee: Many Druidic associations (“ask the wild bee what the Druid knows”), industry

		Boar: Symbol of Gorlois of Cornwall, bravery

		Buck: Fighting if provoked, harmony

		Bull: Valour, generosity

		Cat: Liberty, vigilance, courage

		Chough (Cornish crow): Symbol of King Arthur; strategy, observing

		Dog: Courage, vigilance, loyalty

		Dragon: Uther the Pendragon, ruling house; valiant defender of treasure; protection

		Hawk: Tireless in achieving objectives

		Fox: Resourceful in own defence

		Hare: Peaceable and retired life

		Hedgehog: Provident provider

		Horse: Service to king and country

		Owl: Vigilance, acute wit

		Ox: Valour, generosity

		Pig: Fertility

		Ram: Authority

		Raven: Bran, giant protector of Britain; divine providence

		Serpent/snake/lizard: Wisdom

		Swan: Poetic harmony, learning, light, love, grace, perfection

		Wolf: Reward from perseverance and hard industry

		

		Most famous amongst heraldic animals are the two supporters of the royal heraldic shields: the lion (the sun, “dauntless courage”) of England and the unicorn (the moon, “extreme courage, virtue, and strength”) of Scotland. Equal with them is the red dragon (“defender of treasure; valour and protection”) of Wales. Together, they perfectly symbolise the solar, lunar, and earth energies of the stable kingdom. The mystical Island of the Blessed, Ireland is not represented by an heraldic animal, but supplies the Otherworld component: a singing harp—the mystical bridge between this and the other world.

		English county coats of arms also feature animals whose symbolism is worthy of study, chosen as they are with due reference to past associations with the land, and many of the animals are white, perhaps a distant vestige of otherworldly origins. Buckinghamshire (swan), Derbyshire (ram), Northamptonshire (hart), Nottinghamshire (dog), Oxfordshire (horse), and Warwickshire (bear) all have white or silver animals. How and why these animals were chosen would be a fascinating study of our forefathers’ relationship with animals on a practical and mythical level.

		

		Animals on Boundaries

		In Britain, almost exclusively in the world, there is a strong tradition in carving figures—often of animals—on our chalk hills. And one, the White Horse of Uffington, carved approximately 2000 bce, is especially relevant to Druids. The horse, considered by some to be a dragon because of its bizarre “beaked” head, is a masterpiece of fluid lines that are typical of Celtic art. The white horse gallops across the greensward, perhaps as a magical tribal figure, perhaps as a tribal boundary, at the place where the lands of three tribes meet. Its position might indicate a safe place for parley, trading, and so on, or it may be a territorial warning, from one tribe to the other two, not to encroach. The horse figure is similar to those on tribal coins, notably those of the Dobunni tribe, whose lands extended to the White Horse site. Their horse is distinguished by having three tails and is accompanied by a stylised sun wheel.
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		The British special relationship with the horse manifests in its use as a stylised motif throughout the Iron Age, and the continued tradition of our cutting of turf horse images. The shape of the lost Westbury horse led to conjecture in the 1800s of an association with the goddess Cerridwen:

		

		So there are arguments, albeit frail, inconclusive ones, that the Westbury horse, with its sickle tail and stunted appearance may hark back to the old dark gods.¹⁴

		

		The British special treatment of the totemic horse is deep-rooted; during the privations of World War II, the British distaste for eating horsemeat could not be overcome, even though this was accepted on the continent.

		There are records of other hill figures, now lost, that might also be tribal totems. The excavation of “the Wandlebury enigma,” a supposed goddess and horse with a giant Celtic warrior, is regarded as gravely flawed, yet the excavation was based upon documentary evidence of something; there was some sort of a figure on the slopes of the Iron Age hill fort. Like the similarly lost red horse of Tysoe, it was well attested, although its form may never be known. As we walk the land, knowing that the ancient gods might have been excised in the turf, and their scouring and maintenance regarded as symbolic duties, adds another dimension to our experience.

		

		Personal Connection to Animals

		Some people are naturally drawn to animals, or one species of animal; many develop a bond far deeper than that of “owner and pet”—an interspecies relationship, so that it is impossible to think of the person apart from his or her animal. Even those who have no wish to own animals have marked preferences: a quick way to categorise people is “cat or dog?” Rarely does a person feel an equal affinity with both, and frequently people have a marked aversion to one.

		A rich source of the restrictions surrounding the eating of totem animals comes from Irish sources; to eat one’s totem was to break a spiritual bond that inevitably led to disaster. In present times, some modern Druids who feel a special bond with a species eschew eating it, whilst others include certain meats in their diet at significant times to honour their Celtic heritage. The pig, a magical animal gifted to Pwyll’s tribe from Annwn, was a favourite meat for celebrations, and in Ireland warriors hotly contended for “the hero’s portion.” Even today, in England, ham is associated with the ritual aftermath of a funeral, connecting us to those ancient feasts.

		

		Man into Beast: Animal Totems in the Mabinogion

		We have not yet come to the Mabinogion tales that deal with the complete and magical transmogrification of man or woman into a totem animal, but the relationship between animals and humans is already established in the first stories, and we will read the others in the light of this new understanding.

		Looking at the totem animals so far, we find that the stag leads Pwyll to the gateway of Annwn. The stag symbolises kingship, a single virile animal that fights to be acknowledged as leader by the herd. He is strong and vigorous, in the full flush of his maleness. He is “crowned” with antlers—the symbol of authority and kingship. In these islands, stag hunting has regal associations.

		Gwawl, Pwyll’s rival, is associated with his totem by being subjected to the game of “the badger in the bag.” The badger lives underground, within the earth, as Gwawl lives in Annwn, the “land within.” It is an old animal, connected to Rhiannon’s father, Hefeydd, “Old Bronze.” The badger is a creature of habit, maintaining the continuity of its line by living for generations in the same sett and travelling the same paths; in the third branch, we will see how the enmity of Gwawl and his friends continues against Pwyll’s family to the next generation. The badger stands for stability and the accepted order, which would be attained by Gwawl’s marriage to Rhiannon—“like marrying like.” Badgers are long lived and their only danger comes from humans—characteristics they share with the inhabitants of Annwn. In this case, Pwyll’s arrival results in the overthrow of the natural order of Rhiannon obeying her father and marrying within her community, and causes Gwawl to be thwarted and abused, as well as causing the departure of Rhiannon from Annwn.

		Rhiannon, a likely tutelary deity for the territory of Dyfed, is intimately linked with the horse, a most magical totem of these islands. She rides a horse associated with the moon by its colour, the time of her appearance, its smooth method of locomotion, which no mortal can chase successfully, and its set course. The horse is strong and free, qualities which are expressed by Rhiannon in her active role: choosing a husband, leaving her world, rescuing the situation after Pwyll’s foolishness, and being privy to the decisions concerning her punishment. She exemplifies the nobility of the horse and has to ape its behaviour as part of her punishment. The disappearance of her son is inextricably linked with magical activity involving a newborn colt. In these islands, the breeding of horses has always been equated with fertility, prosperity, and sovereignty, which ratified the king’s position. In the story of Manawyddan, Rhiannon again undergoes a punishment with a horse motif.

		She is also associated with birds, whose magical song connects to the Otherworld, Annwn, and casts enchantment on humankind. It is a vestige of her continuing connection with the land of her birth and her divine aspect.

		Pryderi, Rhiannon’s son, is naturally associated with the colt, born at the same time of year, and returned after the defeat of the monster that tried to abduct it. He subsequently rides it, as it has been put aside especially for his use. He could also have a connection with the puppies that were killed after his disappearance, to simulate his remains.

		Pryderi is the only person who appears in all four branches of the Mabinogion, and throughout he seems curiously unformed, undeveloped, in keeping with his association with young, immature animals.

		Branwen is connected to birds through the name that she shares with her brother—Bran, meaning “raven.” Although removed from her homeland, like the other characters she has access to a personal totem when in distress, when she finds a lunar, feminine symbol in the form of a starling. As with other, much later folktales concerning animal help in defeating stronger opponents, Branwen gains help in extremis through gift-giving and sharing food. Birds are messengers from the Otherworld—in her case, the Island of the Blessed, Ireland—carrying messages to the known world of the men of Britain, the Island of the Mighty.

		From reference to only two stories in our repository, we see that there is a rich vein of knowledge attached to our native animals. In myth and folktales from all over the world, we find that this is true, and that an exchange of favours and kindnesses is often an integral part of these stories.

		

		Animals: Mythic and Real

		We are becoming aware of those animals that we actually see on our walks, whose habits we can and should study as they contribute to the ecosystems of our areas. Depending on how rural the location, in Britain these will most commonly be squirrels, rabbits, birds, horses, deer, cats, and dogs. You can make special efforts, enlisting the many areas of educational help there are, to see badgers, bats, or animals native to your own country.

		And then there is the connection on a more intuitive level with all the indigenous animals of our land, to help to access their qualities in our lives. Should we distinguish between the two aspects of an animal, the physical and the symbolic? But that would be like separating our spiritual and our everyday lives. If we feel drawn to a particular animal, it is impossible to separate the actual characteristics and the esoteric qualities; one feeds into the other. Imagine its essence, its essential self filtering through the mists from Annwn, to inform its physical being.

		

		Stop reading, and take a moment to reflect on your walk ... Have you heard birdsong? Visualise the birds high on the branches, or see them flying high above you. When are they solitary? When in pairs? When in a flock, before migrating? Have you seen a squirrel or other jumping, scuttling animal, climbing and leaping? Relive in your mind’s eye its movement, its quick bright glance. Remember when you last saw a horse; see its firm muscles rippling under its silken skin, the sense of strength contained ... Do this with any animal that you choose for a couple of minutes, making clear, bright images.

		

		Then do this on your daily walks: spend some days paying special attention to the movement of animals and birds, and consciously look for evidence of them: footprints, scratches on trees, scraped hollows and burrows, nests in bushes and trees.

		Studying animals makes us aware of how our sophisticated brains—always jumping from past to future, speculating and comparing—distance us from real engagement with the world. Animals are essentially themselves in a way that we have to try to relearn, and studying them can be of inestimable value.

		

		Wild Men and Hermits

		One character who appears in Celtic stories is the wild man or wild herdsman. Shaggy, dressed in skins, accompanied by a huge dog, he tends animals and is in tune with the wild. He is encountered on the edges of known territory, between the everyday world and the place of a hero’s adventure. He is the husbandman of the wild places, and can act as a challenger to ensure the worthiness of those who would go there. He appears in Arthurian myth and can be glimpsed in the hermit in the Chapel in the Green, although there he has been transposed into the wise adviser.

		The Druid as hermit is removed from the concerns of the world, but rather than being elevated, he is earthed, grounded, and hence has more affinity with the natural world, including animals, which approach him without fear. He is the prototype of the saint who tends animals in his secluded forest fastness. The hermit withdraws after a period of outer activity, to live between the worlds, to mentor others on their journeys. His opposite is a very different figure—the soul in distress, another inhabitant of the wild places. The most elevated British personage as a soul distressed to madness is Merlin, and in the context of this chapter, it is interesting to note that he is deeply associated with the stag—riding one and using stag antlers to kill a rival. In the wild, he underwent healing by withdrawal and exposure to the healing ambience of the forest, with a piglet as his confidante.

		As Druids, we know that exposure to nature can bring about a complete change of consciousness by reminding us of our proper place in the natural world. Every animal and bird encounter becomes suffused with a profound meaning that cannot be quantified in rational terms.

		

		Animals and Elements

		We are familiar with the animal associations with the directions: the hawk, stag, salmon, and bear, all of them powerful symbols in the Celtic mythos. But other animals can be attached to the elements by association. For the north, the earthbound animals, the burrowers and hibernators; for the south, those known for strength and prowess, their fleetness and vigour, and especially those marked with antlers and horns. All birds gravitate to the easterly, air quarter, with the hawk or any sharp-eyed predator as an archetypal symbol of clarity and focus. The scaled creatures devolve naturally to the west, as would those creatures we anthropomorphise as having “loving” habits—swans, for example, which mate for life. There are no hard and fast rules about these placings, so take a few minutes to let your mind roam now as you think of examples and exceptions. Where would you place singing birds as messengers from the Otherworld, in the east or the west? Where do focussed predators such as otters and pike belong?

		The object is not to make hard and fast rules; like their malleable forms in Celtic art, the qualities of these animals are not fixed. If you did the experiment in a week’s time, you might draw different conclusions, so jot the results down in your journal, and see if your opinion has changed when you review your entry later.

		

		Personal Totems

		Our search for a totem, an animal symbol to support us through our Druid work, began when you took your first walk and started noticing the animals and birds, and when you studied their relationship to the elements. Do you feel a connection with the animal of your predominant element? There is no right or wrong answer. Now ask yourself the following questions. Ignore the practicalities! Here there are no moral aspects to “taming” wild animals, no dangers attached to being friends with dangerous predators. This is just an imaginative exercise.

		

		

		With which animal would you most feel at home?

		

		With which do you share most habits? Are you slow and thorough, steady and precise, or quick and elusive, bright and constantly after new goals?

		

		If you imagined an animal curled deep within you, what would it be?

		

		What quality do you most lack? What animal, bird, or fish might possess that quality and how might you cultivate it, contact it, and access it to make you a more rounded person?

		

		

		Now think of animals despised or feared by the human kingdom: make a short list and, for each one, try to think of at least one positive quality that it has. (For the rat, for example, adaptability or survival instinct.)

		You might see this as a way of choosing a totem, but the other, vitally important aspect to this says that the choosing is a two-way process. The connection we can make is not an intellectual exercise, but a bridging between the spirit and feeling of the student in his or her inner world and the animal in its own reality. So after jotting down your answers to the questions above in your magical journal, dismiss them from your mind. This is not a connection to enter into lightly, and should be left until it feels right to you.

		

		Shape-Shifting and Transformation

		We have already mentioned fearsome mediaeval creatures—werewolves and witch transformations, most commonly into hares. In the later Mabinogion stories, heroes are turned to animals by the Druid’s wand, not so much as punitive justice but to aid the individual’s growth and understanding, as a period of rehabilitation spent imbibing the qualities of the animal before being accepted back into their community.

		A more positive example of transformation into animal is Arthur, transformed in the famous T. H. White story “The Sword in the Stone.” There our quintessential Druid, Merlin, transforms Arthur into many different animals, in order to learn the lessons of kingship. Although a modern retelling, it feels as if White has accessed a mythic strain of wisdom. When the time comes for Arthur to pull the sword out of the stone, he receives mystical messages from all the animals he has shared experiences with, giving him the strength needed, and also instructing him in the ways of being a proper king. In the safety of our inner world, we can learn similarly as we grow into being Druids.

		Finally, we have the story of little Gwion, brought to the attention of many Druids by Philip Carr-Gomm as a great Druidic initiatory story of these islands. In this tale, ritual transmogrifications aid the greater transformation of a mere mortal into the preeminent Bard of these islands, Taliesin. It was written down around the twelfth century, but was informed by much older poems, making it part of our inherited ancient wisdom.

		So settle back to enjoy the (much abbreviated) story ...

		

		The goddess Cerridwen (Kerr-id-wen) had two children: a girl as fair as the sunshine, and a son Morvran, also called Avagddu (Av-ag-thee), “utter darkness,” famed for his ugliness. To compensate for this, Cerridwen decided to give him a magical gift of wisdom and knowledge, brewed in a potion. In charge of the cauldron she left the blind man Morda, with his assistant, little Gwion, to stir the mixture for a year and a day whilst she added herbs of virtue at the appointed times. And at the end of the time, as Gwion stirred, three drops from the viscous mixture landed on his thumb, and instinctively he sucked it to take away the pain. Those three drops contained all the magic; the cauldron shattered, and the rest of the mixture poured in a poisoned wave across the land.

		Instantly, Gwion knew all things, and with his foreknowledge, understood his danger from Cerridwen, who descended like an avenging fury. He changed into a running hare, and, without breaking step, she became a greyhound, and closed on him, exactly matching his feints and swerves until he was within reach of her snapping jaws—and he fell down the bank of a river and transformed into a salmon, thrusting his way through the water with his muscular body, hotly pursued by Cerridwen, who had become a “water dog,” an otter. And as her bright eyes fixed on his thick shoulder, and her sharp teeth glistened in her wide-stretched jaws, he leapt—and as a bird, he flew high into the air, but a shadow above him showed him Cerridwen as a hawk, with a cruel beak and claws. She began her descent, wings raised, talons extended, but just before she grasped him—he plummeted down and transformed into a grain of wheat on a threshing floor. And there he hid, until scaly sharp claws began scratching near him, and Cerridwen, a large black hen, peck-peck-pecked at the grain until she swallowed Gwion, and he was gone.

		And nine months later, she bore him forth as a baby, and tied him in a leather bag that floated out to sea, until it got caught in the weir of Gwyddno Garanhir, to be found and rescued by his son Elphin, who had been promised the day’s catch. As he opened the bag, the glory of the child shone from it, and Elphin cried, “He is Tal-Iesin, the radiant brow!” And as such he became known.

		Together they had many adventures at the court of Maelgwyn, and Taliesin bested the king’s court poets with advice and a stream of inspired verse. And when he went to the king’s court, the king’s false bards could only respond with the sound “blerm, blerm.”

		(Try it: hold your lips together loosely, start humming, then agitate your finger across your lips to replicate that childish “blerm” sound of the unworthy.)

		

		Internalising the wisdom from this story is your job. Allow its meaning to sink down, and we will refer to it later, hopefully transmuting our “blerming” of rote learning to inspired utterances worthy of Taliesin!

		May the spirits of the animals aid our journey.

		

		Study Break 6

		Co-habitees: Teachers and Totems

		As with previous study breaks, the suggestions below are just that, to be used and adapted; you are crafting your own Druid path. And it is quite possible that time frames might go awry with your studies. Do not worry—just use your magical journal to make notes, and leave memory markers for yourself on relevant pages. What you are doing is forming a continuous practise that will incorporate all aspects of what you have worked on so far. For example, on any given week, you might be

		

		

		Visualising a connection with animals

		

		Planning to take a bark rubbing before the leaves fall and you forget the species

		

		Making a batch of blackberry jam

		

		Contacting a bat watch programme to go on a guided walk

		

		

		All this and arranging to meet a friend to celebrate the full moon with a walk and a companionable drink at the end of it.

		This is living Druidry—real life with a constant backdrop of your interaction with the natural world. Is your intuitive reaction that there is just too much to fit into your busy day? It might overload you to adopt new habits in conjunction with all your old ones. But if some of those old habits are excessive telly watching, socialising as a way of filling time, shopping, or taking on responsibilities that are onerous and not really necessary, you might want to drop some or all of them, with a sigh of relief. Only you can balance your life, but if you wish to feel, act, and live like a Druid, some things have got to give, and the choices will be yours.

		Now, responsibilities have been mentioned before. Druid study no longer involves travelling to a college to immerse yourself in arcane researches for nineteen years, though a part of you might wish that this were so. It certainly doesn’t involve cutting yourself off from non-Druidic social activity or neglecting friends and family, but does require prioritising and organising time to include things important to you, whilst being fair to those who have a legitimate call on your time. Whoever these people—friends or family—may be, you have made contracts with them on some level, and you cannot mature and progress by neglecting your other commitments. When you reevaluate these to make time to pursue your Druid goals, remember to do it gradually, with care and compassion.

		Children of Druids—in my experience—tend to be (secretly) immensely proud of their parents, affectionately thinking them a little odd, but certainly more interesting than those of their contemporaries. Which might coincidentally be the way that loving Druids think objectively of their children. And Druids are good adult role models by parenting well yet still maintaining their own interests and beliefs. No one, especially a child, respects a doormat. Fortunately, Druidic activities are often easy and fun to share with children—lighting fires, star gazing, tramps in the woods, pressing leaves, making bread—so don’t be too exclusive about them. It is easy to share an outdoor fire with the children, perhaps cooking over it, before claiming your quiet time for spiritual fire gazing, communing with the moon, or whatever, when they have gone in to watch a favourite programme or do homework. Druids living in parts of the world where spiritualities other than mainstream religions are frowned upon will, of course, make their own decisions based on the discretion needed in individual situations. But a Druid parent will naturally want to share their wonder in the natural world with their children, quite apart from the sense of spirituality it engenders.

		With regard to this study break, your children might actually have introduced you to animal behaviour. Children naturally spend hours observing cats, rabbits, or guinea pigs or playing with the dog in a way that adults have forgotten. “Never work with children or animals” is the old show business maxim. Most Druids agree that, between them, these two can remind us of the spontaneous joy in life and pleasure in the moment to which we all aspire. If we have no place for them because our Druidry is too serious, too important, we’ve missed part of the point—and we may miss out on many wonderful pointers along the way.

		

		Nature Ray

		Here are some suggestions to help with your conscious acknowledgement of and access to animal energy. Try a few, and persist with those you feel of benefit.

		If you exercise using yoga or tai chi, practise:

		

		

		Asanas (poses) based on the cat, crow, crane, frog, snake, dove, rooster, or fish.

		

		Movements such as repulse monkey, parting the horse’s mane, strike the tiger, golden cock stands on right leg, horse-riding stance.

		

		Many other exercise movements have wonderfully atmospheric names that will appeal to Druids: gaze at the moon, scooping the waves, flying dove spreads its wings, flying wild geese.

		

		

		Without a background in any exercise system, of course, you need no instruction to copy animal movements. Take time each morning to bend and stretch according to your capabilities, in imitation of an animal. Perhaps “robin pulling a worm” or “fox rolling on the new seedlings” could be your contribution to the pantheon of classic postures?

		Research the habits of one or more chosen animals or birds:

		

		

		Get down to the eye level of any animal you choose. How does the world look from this viewpoint?

		

		Go for a walk at the same time that your animal would.

		

		Put up bird feeders. Which birds eat which food?

		

		Find out at what time birds wake, feed, and roost; organise yourself to observe them.

		

		

		Make a list of animals indigenous to your country and common in your locality. Have you seen them all in the wild? Find a local nature organisation and go on an expedition to see them—it need not be immediate; just get it in the journal.

		Most of us haven’t the room or inclination to cut an animal figure into our lawns. If you have space, you might want to plant a shape in bulbs and wait for the spring.

		

		Knowledge Ray

		This is your chance to immerse yourself in animal symbolism from as many cultures as you choose. It is fascinating to plot the similarities and differences in meanings attached to animals and species around the world. Can you find strands of commonality?

		Note how many animals with “darker” aspects are symbols of wisdom as well as ill-omen, reminding us of the light and shade of being human, and the scary nature of power.

		Let us take an example of how you might research by imagining a page of your journal:

		

		Animal research: [date]

		Owl: Heard from open bedroom window [date], (Info from the Internet) Italian “strix” or “strega” means “witch.” (Pliny—some women could shape-shift into owls.) Symbol of wisdom, knowledge, ill omen, and death.

		My reasons for associations: nocturnal—therefore “hidden things” and the moon/the feminine.

		Physical attributions—soundless flight: large eyes, squat figure like a hooded man or woman; hunter and killer; screeching cry (heard this last week!).

		Myth: Classical—totem of Athena, goddess of wisdom; guardian of the acropolis. Welsh—transformed faithless bride. Arthurian—Merlin’s totem (from The Sword in the Stone). Guides the souls of the dead in many traditions—Native Americans, China, Japan, and India.

		Folklore (from books on shelves): Hearing a screech owl—death/loss of virginity (Wales).

		

		

		Check out Druid animal source material, such as the Druid Animal Oracle.

		

		Read folktales—which animals predominate? Of horses, fish, dragons, and geese, which are the friends and which the foes? Which have an ambivalent image?

		

		Look at local ancient and modern traditions (for example, the Mari Llwyd horse in Wales and varieties of Hobby ’Oss festivals in Padstow, Minehead, and Banbury).

		

		

		Visualisation for This Session

		In this visualisation, you will connect with the accepted totem animals of modern Druidry. Allow enough time; the “spaces in between” are important, and to race through without pausing might be disorientating. Between each section, allow time to truly feel yourself back in your inner reality, a centred Druid, and put each experience away with care and awareness.

		Follow the usual instructions for relaxing, protecting, and withdrawing to your inner space. Set your intent: to gain a deeper understanding of the gifts of the animal kingdom.

		

		You are in the centre of your protected space, at the crossing of the two straight lines of the Celtic cross, which is energy within the ground, invisible to your outer senses. Breathe deeply and sense golden lines emanating from under your feet in the four directions, to the perimeter of the circle. You are in harmony with your surroundings, and feel the landscape as a sentient being, each blade of grass and tree breathing with you, and at the point of the four directions, other sentient beings are emerging from the mists of the horizon ...

		You know that when you turn and open your inner eye, you will discern in some way the bear of the north, the hawk of the east, the stag of the south, and the salmon of the west, surrounded by coloured mists, and you feel a thrill of anticipation at the thought of contacting such sources of power.

		As you turn to the east, a bird calls; another joins in, and soon the dawn chorus fills the air, from a feathered choir hidden in the bushes and trees ... Look into the clear light of morning, and see a hawk, soaring high ... Through the shining air you focus on the outline, the feathering of the wings with the sun shining through, displaying each filament. Its sharp eye glitters, and the sky shimmers; you feel your eye locked onto the hovering form ... And the essence of bird, of light bones, soaring flight, spreads out, enters your understanding, as the birds of Rhiannon fly behind your eyes ... You raise your arms in an imitation of the hawk’s wings and it gazes down at you, before circling slowly three times, and flying towards the horizon ... You think for a moment of the sacred wren, hiding in the ivy, the starlings gathering before their long flight to sunny climes, the silent flight of the owl, each with its gift. Filled with focus and clarity, you bow to the east. Feel yourself rooted in the centre of the Celtic cross shining beneath the grass, anchoring you, as the essence of bird withdraws from your body, leaving its shining imprint in some special, sacred place in your inner vision, to be accessed at will. Touch the ground if you need to, and when you feel ready ...

		... turn to the south, with the sun high overhead ... On the wind, you sense the hot, musky animal scent of a large mammal ... Sense the muscular strength of the stag, and it approaches the southern junction of the perimeter, where it stops, immobile, the epitome of poised energy, contained vigour ... Its head is crowned with majestic antlers, and you sense the red energy around them, blurring your vision, pulsing, as the calm, regal eye slowly surveys the landscape ... You sense the pulsing energy of every muscle, every sinew, the strong bones and the shining hide, vigour and strength, and a corresponding awareness awakens in your own body ... shining streams and paths of nerves, sinew, and muscle as a multicoloured moving mandala, making you aware of the contained vigour and potential within yourself ... Every breath that oxygenates your blood pours fresh vitality into you, translating into health ... You are a strong, vital being, and at the height of this feeling, the stag tips back its head in a full throated roar to the high sun, and you open your arms wide to receive, perhaps bellowing in return ... As the sound leaves your throat, the stag, in one bound, is gone, the air clears, and you feel yourself revitalised, shifting and moving to “shake down” the feeling ... You bow to the south. Feel yourself rooted in the centre of the Celtic cross shining beneath the grass, anchoring you, as the essence of the stag withdraws fully, leaving its shining imprint in some special, sacred place in your inner vision, to be accessed at will.

		You turn to the west, to be transfixed by the glory of the sunset, and the mystery of the darkening landscape. Trees and shrubs circle a deep well, catching the last rays as the sinking sun hits them. A tree bends forward, fluid branches arching over the shining dark water. On the twigs are bunched clusters of hazelnuts ... Feel your mind stilling and clearing like the unruffled well as you focus on stillness and an engagement with the landscape, with the sentient yet differing life forms which are breathing in the dusk: the impassive green life of the hazel, the grass, the timeless rocks, the enveloping depth of the water ... Your impartial, unquestioning wonder at the diversity of life causes a flow of gratitude and love as you gaze and gaze, as if drinking at the well of love and life ... Underpinning the whole scene is a sense of deep wisdom, timeless sagacity ... Your mind quests to find the source and you fix on the hazelnuts dropping one by one with a quiet “plop,” rippling the surface ... Watch as each successive nut adds to the beauty of interlacing ripples, until the shimmering surface allows your awareness to sink down with the next nut, slowly, slowly, flowing easily through the deep water, to a motionless silver creature, a great salmon hanging effortlessly, its silver scales glowing, its rainbow eye all-seeing. You too are hanging motionless, feeling for this enchanted time that the water is your natural element. Time is meaningless, as the emanations of the salmon, the oldest of the animals, shimmer towards you, surrounding you with the feeling of ineffable love, transcending all other emotions ... Float quiet and serene, accepting the gift of the salmon into the core of your being before it gently begins to withdraw, leaving you to float to the surface, carried on a tide of love, until you return and bow to the west ... Feel yourself rooted in the centre of the Celtic cross shining beneath the grass, anchoring you, as the essence of the salmon withdraws fully, leaving you with the timeless energy of love deep within, to access whenever you wish.

		And you turn to the north, looking up to the starry bear of the heavens padding across the sky, its light pouring down onto the fierce, furry figure of the bear standing, tall like a human, where the centre line intersects the circumference of the circle. He shakes his head and upper body, and his fur sends out waves, making the air shimmer, and the hairs on your body stand on end. You feel connected to this animal who, of all the animal kingdom, most resembles yourself ... You feel his nature, his solidity, and that impetus pours down to your feet ... groundedness and continuity, rooting you to the glorious earth ... The spirit of the bear flows back through the centuries, mother to daughter, father to son, just as your bloodline does, connecting you to the whole of the living earth which has nurtured your family, your race, your tribe, over successive generations of movement, migration, and settling ... And the great mouth of the bear opens, and you feel the earthiness of your system: digesting, excreting, procreating in due season ... The bear swats at a honeybee flying around it ... You remember the marvels of the natural world, the fruitful earth which supports you, separate but totally interdependent, and you stretch and glory in your earthiness, in being here, now, and this feeling is stored somewhere safe within, to access when you wish ... and as you stretch, your awareness focuses on your feet, and the shimmering air retracts its impulses, and you are left, returned to a full awareness of your true self.

		You are in the centre of your protected space, at the crossing of the two straight lines of the Celtic cross that, invisible to your outer senses, is an energy within the ground, anchoring you safely. Relax, and as you breathe deeply, begin to sense your physical body and feel the need to move it very soon ... You are in harmony with your surroundings, but your impression of the landscape is fading now, leaving you as a separate entity, about to leave and return to your natural habitat, the everyday world. Breathe your thanks to the land and the four animals, and with every breath sense the landscape fading, fading, as you return gently to your everyday awareness, stretching, eyes opening, feeling relaxed and well. Write a quick report in your journal and ground yourself in the usual way.

		

		There may be times when you wish to return to just part of this visualisation, to access the gifts of the totem animals. If you are feeling unloved, for example, contacting the essence of transcendent love might help to balance and put your worries more in perspective. If you feel you are “floating away” due to excessive study, the bear could be the balancer. For difficult choices or decisions, you might access the clarity and vision of the hawk, and if you are recovering from a debilitating illness, the stag’s energy might aid recuperation. These are just suggestions. Think of one or two examples of your own, and jot them down in your journal.

		Remember the reason for the repetition of the round of the circle in your visualisations—to ensure that you are familiar with your internal “territory,” and supported by the correspondences of the quarters. Once firmly established, they are the bedrock from which the wells of your magical creativity can spring.

		You might have expected to go on a journey to make a connection with your own totem animal, but being told when to do this is not the best way to establish a genuine, lasting, and real relationship. When you feel the time is right—and it might be now, or in a year’s time—devise your own inner journey to meet such a helper, setting your intent and starting from the inner landscape in which you feel so safe and protected, the space that is under the aegis of the magical Druidic current. There are many routes to magic you can explore, starting always from this space: cloaked with Druidic integrity of intent, you have a lifetime to investigate them. And sometimes, in rare flashes of clarity, connections come spontaneously. Cultivate the mindset to recognise and respond to such moments, and at the same time actively pursue them. Most people naturally synthesise the two approaches.

		

		Further Visualisations

		A starting point for visualisations might be an observation—scratch marks on a tree, the scent of a fox, a stoat racing across a path. Set your intent to learn something more of the animal. The advantage to this is that what you actually have observed in the real world is what you have “filtered in” to consciousness because it is relevant on some level. Reading or watching a wildlife programme might similarly give you the impetus to explore a connection in your inner life.

		As an exercise at any time, spend five minutes seeing scenes from the Mabinogion stories as if on a living tapestry, the characters and their associated animals playing out their destined parts in their mythic stories. Allow stag, badger, birds, and horses to people your inner landscape and present their aspects to you … perhaps before you sleep?

		

		Devotional Ray

		How to access this ray in relation to animals? Here are a few ideas:

		

		

		Be kind to the fauna in your garden. If practical, and you want to make the commitment, acquire a hedgehog, chickens, or ducks as natural predators.

		

		Do not use slug pellets that will harm their natural predators.

		

		Use organically approved methods of protection from aphids and other garden pests. Ironically, this often brings one closer to our individual responsibility of interfering with the food chains: manually scraping black fly from your broad beans instead of spraying them engages you with the man/nature dynamic necessary for us to harvest and feed as our ancestors did.

		

		Start a wormery.

		

		Start a compost heap.

		

		Help with the campaigns to protect the honey, bumble, and other bees. All are necessary for pollination, having different seasons to accommodate the differing plants. Bless them; they are under threat and vital to life on earth as we know it.

		

		Subscribe to an animal charity, or sponsor a hive; look up initiatives on the Internet.

		

		Find out about local wildlife issues; become involved, if you have time. Read in the local papers and follow local initiatives if you haven’t already done so.

		

		Put up bird feeders and bat boxes, and leave space in the garden for hibernators.

		

		Leave wild areas as beetle runs and “nurseries” for larvae and grubs, many of which are beneficial. Bless them and commend them to the spirit of all the animals that might benefit.

		

		If you are a meat eater, consider the morality of buying cheap, unsourced meat that might have been bred in inhumane conditions. Perhaps decide to eat less meat, but of a better quality.

		

		On your walks, bless the signs of animals on the route. Follow in your imagination those invisible wild ones that live in the trees, the burrows, the holts, and the setts. Where are they in their life cycle? How many broods or clutches do they have in a year? Notice when you see the young—often more easily spotted than their wily parents!

		

		

		A blessing on the furred, the feathered, the scaled, and on us, the naked. May the harmony of the animal kingdoms be safe in our hearts and respected in the world.

		

		Lessons from the Mabinogion: Second Branch

		The Relevance of the Story of Branwen, Daughter of Llyr

		Branwen’s life speaks clearly of a woman not “in her right place,” but the lessons apply to us all, regardless of gender. Her trials start when she is removed from her tribe. In the modern world, this is regarded as a natural part of our development, when we leave home to go to college, for example. By virtue of education and job, we often finally settle far from where we were born. But Branwen is special, one of the matriarchs of Britain—although her only son is murdered whilst young, so the term “matriarch” obviously applies to her status.

		Branwen is not a giver of sovereignty to her husband, but a producer of kings in the royal line; the Celtic system was of matrilinear succession, whereby a king was succeeded by his nephew, his sister’s child. This makes her a treasure of the kingdom, the producer of Bran’s heir and, as such, her place is in the land of her birth. It is significant that Bran also sends away a magical cauldron, possession of which might symbolise plenty and harmony, at the same time. Sending Branwen to an alien kingdom cut off from Bran’s lands leaves her unprotected and open to abuse, and, when she has produced an heir, she loses status in the eyes of the Irish. The whole of the kingdom is damaged and diminished by this, and rescue becomes a priority.

		Evnyssien’s role is fascinating. The twins, Nyssien and Evnyssien, are as two parts of a person, the good and the bad, split at birth. Evnyssien, of all the brothers, intuits the threat inherent in Branwen’s marriage, although because of his nature he can only articulate this in jealous rage. It is his tragedy that his retaliatory action is so repellent that it disguises the validity of the protest and its significance. Horses have a strong connection to sovereignty, and Caitlín Matthews has made a connection between actual examples of threats to the country and instances of horse-maiming. Mutilating the Irish horses is a crime against the harmonies: it shudders with a resonance that seems to shake the kingdom, and presages the subsequent war.

		Matholwch immediately offers to step down in favour of Gwern, Branwen’s son, in order to avoid a war: a clear indication of the importance of the uncle/nephew matriarchal continuation of the bloodline. Bran accepts this as an appropriate alternative to his ruling the country himself.

		

		The Important Points of Branwen’s Story

		

		

		Branwen is sent away from her land.

		

		Evnyssien sees danger, and attempts to break the contract by violence.

		

		Bran gives away a magical treasure to make reparation for the insult.

		

		Branwen’s royal child is acknowledged by the Irish.

		

		Branwen loses status and is mistreated when she has fulfilled her role.

		

		Branwen finds support from a totem—a starling.

		

		Branwen is reinstated when she is supported by the might of her brother’s army.

		

		Evnyssien breaks the contract again, by murdering Gwern.

		

		Bran sustains a mortal wound during the battle.

		

		The magical cauldron is used against the Welsh.

		

		Evnyssien saves them by sacrificing himself and breaking the cauldron.

		

		Bran’s head is severed but uncorrupted, and capable of speech.

		

		The survivors live in magical space for eighty-seven years, ministered to by Bran’s head and Rhiannon’s birds.

		

		Bran’s head is buried to give protection from attack to the island.This sad story seethes with the mistakes of the semidivine in their human judgements. Its especial poignancy comes from the fact that the Children of Llyr are obviously a loving and close-knit family, showing that opinion even from that solid support can be misguided when it comes to our life path; only we can know what is best for us. It can teach us Druidic lessons about care of ourselves, worth, appropriate action, and finding our correct place.

		

		The Druidic Applications of Branwen’s Story

		Branwen’s troubles come from her separation, and remind us of the value of family: our Druidry is supported by real, human relationships. Yet we can lovingly and dispassionately consider the actions of others, especially those closest to us, and should trust our own judgement. When sorting family disputes, Evnyssien reminds us that action, however good the motives, is counterproductive if it is expressed badly and fuelled by anger.

		As Druids, we act in a way that maintains our self-respect, even when we are not treated respectfully. “A Druid is as a Druid does.” Be a Druid; emulate the noble qualities of Branwen, Rhiannon, and Pwyll in your conduct. From Bran we learn an important lesson about service, a vital part of Druidry, and we could do worse than to take his motto as our own: “He who would rule, let him be a bridge.”

		Whatever your personal circumstances, you can receive comfort from the Otherworld. Take the larger perspective; observe and wait with dignity, and be kind. Allow yourself time for grief and take solace where it is offered; look for it in the natural world.

		

		Branwen’s Story: The Ideas in Practice

		We might extrapolate the following Druidic lessons from the main points of the story:

		

		

		Find that place where you are at home, and respected for being yourself—geographically, financially, emotionally, and spiritually. Know your worth.

		

		Branwen’s status is not honoured appropriately by her brothers. Take responsibility for understanding your gifts, not relying on the outside world, even your nearest and dearest.

		

		When under stress, take support from the natural world and your totems. Borrow their qualities, use their strengths; find within your inner landscape the Druidic current to support you.

		

		Do not ever give away your treasures, or they might be used against you. Whilst openness is a good quality, an appropriate sense of privacy is essential to Druid work.

		

		Remember that the support of the archetypes is accessible on some level—as exemplified by the head of Bran and the birds of Rhiannon, reaching out to comfort the bereaved.

		

		Lastly, Bran’s mythic transformation reminds us the giant king is buried in the land, protecting all of us. This is a mystery teaching, not to be understood necessarily by your reasoning processes. Trust the bigger picture, even if you cannot see or understand it.

		

		

		May our Druid journey be blessed with honour and right-dealing as we find the place for our unique gifts to be recognised and respected in the world.
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		The Celts: Core Connections

		and Associations
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		The Druid sits in a landscape, quietly sensing the rhythm of the earth, the peace and safety of the sacred space. S/he thanks the spirit of place for its acceptance, and asks to see a wonder.

		The landscape settles around the Druid: the scene is entering timelessness ... With your inner eye, you see beyond the Druid’s glade, sensing that the landscape has become more ancient, that the trees now stretch for miles, rich with the deep green life of the virgin forest as it was thousands of years ago ... There is a crashing of huge animals with antlers in a distant clearing ... The air settles again and the Druid breathes the dank richness of the loam; the canopy of the trees filters the light to a soft green. There is movement and a scene emerges through the golden gloom, hazy but distinct. Hounds are barking on the edge of a thicket. British tribesmen approach, on horseback and running at a crouch, balancing long spears with crosspieces near the blade. In a flash, the undergrowth seethes as if stirred by a whirlwind, there is a hot animal stink, and a boar erupts into their midst, wicked tusks and sharp hooves flashing, menacing the hounds. And then, before a spear can be thrown, it is gone, with the hunt in hot pursuit ... and the image fades ... the glade is still once more. The trees of the virgin forest fade and the Druid is still there, as the rustle of the leaves and the bird’s song distances you from your glimpse of the past ...

		

		The Druids in Their Historical Context

		As within, so without: walking this path, we have activated our connection and interest on all levels—including the physical. So the appearance and lifestyle of our Celtic forebears, as well as their spiritual beliefs, are fascinating. For some of us, wherever we live in the world, these will be our literal ancestors of blood. For others, they are ancestors of spirit, for whom we feel a connection because they have worked with the magical energy of the land, which we call the Druidic current.

		Our romantic yearning is towards the ideal of a golden age. The ills of modern society—greyness, corporate-speak, the disempowerment of the individual—all incline us to the simpler, more joyous times of pre-Roman Celtic society. But is this vision truthful?

		To place Druids in their proper context, the Celts had a well-ordered society with a hierarchical structure, devolving down from the tribal king, through an aristocracy of warriors, landed men, and farmers. According to Caesar, a biased commentator, the majority were very much subjects, often indentured to the more wealthy and only one rung above slaves. Scholars drawing on other sources that do not agree with this, explaining it as propaganda designed to justify colonisation. The Greek polymath Pytheas, who visited Britain around 325 bce, describes the British as established traders, friendly to strangers, with skills and civilised habits. They maintained their ancient traditions, which supports the idea of a gradually evolving but unbroken line of belief and practise to which the Druids were the natural successors.

		Warfare was a recognised part of life, and bravery in battle was esteemed. Contrasting the attitudes of Celts and Romans to fighting, we find that for the Romans victory was all, and they operated as part of a disciplined whole to achieve it. To the Celtic warrior, exhibiting personal bravery and honourable conduct were of equal importance, and battles could be resolved by single combat. Like Celtic warriors, modern Druids take personal responsibility: acting with honour is more important than any outcome and, in our view, the end does not necessarily justify the means. Aside from warfare, the tribal system was stable and cultured enough to respect the peaceful arts, and to allow for the ranks of the Druids to be trained in colleges for years before attaining a status at least equal to that of the king.

		The difference between the social system of the classical commentators and that of the Celts, and the comparative freedom granted to women in Celtic society, have led to accusations of Celtic barbarism. Although the commentators tried to emphasise the uncouth nature of the Celtic warrior, they made many observations on lifestyle that we can relate to. The Celts had many feasts of long duration. They respected cleanliness and health and were fined for becoming too corpulent. The sexes enjoyed an equality and lack of hypocrisy around relationships and rights that resonate with modern thought on openness and responsibility for our conduct. Many mediaeval Welsh and Irish laws that almost certainly contain vestiges of ancient law are impressively humane and enlightened by modern standards.

		

		The Tribe

		There is an aspect of Celtic society that sits uneasily with modern thinking. We have a romantic yearning for “tribe,” for connection with others in small communities. But the reality of tribal society is that it is welded by an onerous system of obligations and tasks, of expectations and commandments that put the needs of the tribe always above those of the individual—a system still pertaining in tribal systems today. Those who have spent student days sharing houses will remember the conflict of interests between individuals and the needs or greater good of an artificial community—and how most of us resented its restrictions.

		Yet, still, somehow, our intuitive, imaginative response to tribe is positive. The Celtic tribal system—small, accountable, understandable, in which individuals, not organisations, had power—is one that we find inherently attractive. So how can we reconcile all these aspects to gain something of use?

		Deciding which aspects of the tribal state can be used in our work is a valuable exercise. Let us take the ideas of stability, structure, and good order which a tribe needs to exist, and apply them to our way of ordering our lives, our personal relationship with the outside world, rather than to society in general. All are useful aspects of a Druidic life. Ask yourself these questions about your Druidry in connection with your family and the wider world:

		

		

		Is your life well ordered, so that the basic requirements—money, job, leisure time, cleanliness, and so on—are efficiently handled, with enough time for each?

		

		Is there enough stability in your life? Is there too much?

		

		Do you make time for spontaneity and celebration?

		

		Are you pursuing your spirituality on the back of someone else’s sacrifice?

		

		Do your Druid studies deprive your family, or have you devised a balanced system that is fair to all?

		

		Look at the Celtic hierarchical structure: in your life and relationships, do you take your turn as king, wise councillor, provider of food and protection, worker, priest?

		

		Do you have a close, supportive “tribe” of like-minded friends and family?

		

		Do you acknowledge that part of yourself—the Druid—to be the equal of kings?

		

		Are you developing your Druid wisdom and knowledge to be of use to others?

		

		

		Jot notes in your journal on these questions.

		

		Celtic Family Connections

		One thing we know from the commentaries is in the vitally important area of childrearing: Celtic women were good mothers. It was Celtic practise to put children out to foster with the families of friends, to learn the skills they would need for adulthood before returning. This contributed greatly to the cohesion of life, maintaining friendships and making allies, and the bond between foster child and parent was sacred. Instances of fostering in the Mabinogion include Pryderi as a baby; Gwern, Branwen’s son; and Pryderi as a young adult, in the third branch of the Mabinogion, with his foster child–parent relationship with Manawyddan. In the fourth branch, Lleu is not brought up by his mother, and in the story of Taliesin, “Gwion Bach” emerges from Elphin’s fosterage to become Taliesin, premier Bard of the island.

		The mysterious and secret upbringing by benevolent foster carers of British heroes reflects the actual practice at the heart of Celtic society, and pertains also to King Arthur, who is spirited away by Merlin immediately after his birth to a safe foster home until of an age to be restored to his rightful place.

		Part of our understanding of good parenting today is of having care and control over our own children, with responsibility for their guidance, but it has its down side. Abiding by the model of the nuclear family is frequently stressful, and it is worth seeing how to expand our ideas of parenting if we feel the isolation of modern family life. Many parents lean heavily on informal arrangements with friends, forming “temporary tribes” of people in the same situation, which support the adults and give children the chance to socialise.

		The generous magical current of Druidry teems with relationships, from family groups and interworld contact in the Mabinogion to our relationships with the natural world and the forces that guide it. But is this emphasis on tribe and family really anything to do with being a Druid? The pursuit of Druidry is partly about fostering appropriate relationships, about setting up systems that support our path. Take a moment to think which of your family members are, by their generosity of spirit and open-mindedness, supportive of your aims in life—even if you keep the spiritual aspect a secret. They are the people who are your “tribe,” as are like-minded friends, inspirational authors, and the great ones from the current who inspire our work—Merlin, Arthur, Rhiannon, and many other characters whom we have yet to meet ...

		Make a chart or drawing of your supportive network. For some, it will be largely in the apparent world. If you are without the benefit of family, inner contacts may seem more important, but achieving a good balance is the aim. We are incarnated as social animals to make relationships on this plane, with real human beings, so if you are very isolated, then cultivating like-minded friends is an area that you will want to consider developing. When working with the inner realms of subjective reality, truth, and meaning, normal human interaction with friends and family can keep you grounded, walking the path of the society in which you live, in a mature and acceptable way.

		

		The Physical Evidence of the Celts

		One of the Druid’s beliefs has been widely accepted—to wit, the immortality of the soul ... so they burn or bury along with their dead things useful to the living ... ¹⁵

		

		Archaeological finds paint a wonderful picture of the flamboyant and creative mindset of the Celtic peoples, and this extended to their appearance. The Celtic peoples had a sartorial style and a love of colour and patterned cloth distinct enough to be recognised throughout the empire. The attention they paid to hygiene, grooming, and hair care is evidenced in finds such as mirrors, tweezers, combs, and hair ornaments. Much is made in the Mabinogion of the beauty of the women, and particularly their flowing hair, ceremoniously washed weekly. In the Mabinogion story of Culwch (Cul-hooc) and Olwen, she is first glimpsed visiting servants to have her hair washed, and the hero Culwch has his hair ceremonially cut by Arthur. To get an impression of the ritual importance of hair, add to this that his magical quest is to gain a comb and scissors! Boudicca, queen of the Iceni, who led the rebellion against the Romans, was described as a terrifying woman with a mass of tawny hair loose to her hips, a multicoloured tunic, and a thick cloak and brooch. The Romans were impressed with the stature of the Celts, mentioning particularly the size and fierceness of the women, who would fight alongside their men. Descriptions abound in the Mabinogion of rich, flamboyant clothes, fine ornaments and rings, and golden accoutrements and furniture. Lavish surroundings and embellishments symbolised the rightness of kingship and the harmonious society, and certain tools, such as chessboards, were important enough to symbolise sovereignty. Not only food, but games, ornaments, and cultural artefacts included as grave goods showed the importance given to all aspects of life.

		Although many accounts were written so many centuries later, the ideal of beauty has remained constant from the time of the Roman invasion. Diodorus says that the Celts were tall and good-looking. Typically, men of high rank shaved but maintained moustaches in the “soup strainer” style. They bleached their hair blond with lime, which made it thick and shaggy. Multicoloured shirts or tunics with embroidery were popular, with belts in a variety of materials, the richness of which probably denoted status. They wore trousers, and the thick, woollen Celtic cloak was famous, being striped or chequered in various colours. As battle garb, the Celts had bronze decorated helmets, a form of chain mail, and a large shield, though some went into battle naked. Strabo notes their love of ornament rather disapprovingly, and the torcs and gold collars of the Celts are perhaps the most distinctive mark of status in their culture. Many remain to delight our eyes in museums.

		It is worth thinking at this time of the qualities of a culture that displayed itself in this way. Strabo rather sneers at the Celts’ “simplicity” and “vehemence.” I respect the quality of simplicity, and interpret vehemence as passion and engagement, the opposite of the Romans’ cold-blooded attitude to empire. Joy in life is a quality revered by Druids; simplicity and honesty are qualities to aspire to. Celebrating your creativity and individualism is a good way to emulate the Celts, so individualistic in their dress and ornamentation.

		

		Put the book down for a moment, relax, and imagine the bustle of a Celtic village: the roundhouses and penned animals; the tribespeople on their way to small fields of grain. Smell the smoke curling in the air ... see a warrior riding, his fine clothes, sword, and shield denoting his status ... See the fine hunting dog trotting by him ... the women spinning wool ... a cauldron of dye steaming over a fire ... young girls in the doorways grinding grain with quern stones, talking as they work ... a baby lying on a sheepskin ...

		

		What Is Your Style?

		Can you tell a Druid from his or her appearance? No, not necessarily, but, as within, so without, so you might indulge in an overt display of “Celticism” in your dress and decoration, which is fine if the outer show is not substituting for the real work! As before stated, the first role is to fit in with society, to progress with our spiritual work unnoticed and unhindered. So it’s a question of degree. We all have a persona for the everyday world, which hints at the more authentic self we keep private. If you have the urge to “Celticise” yourself with body adornments, bizarre hair stylings, and period clothes—why not? Druidry is about fun and celebration, amongst other things—then you might consider joining a Celtic reenactment society, which may supply an authentic experience of the Iron Age lifestyle. It can offer the chance to meet with like-minded people, and will be a learning opportunity both for yourself and the wider public.

		Celtic scholars have built up a full picture of Celtic life that you can easily research, and this will be part of your study session. Celtic society, rules, communications, pastimes, traditions, warfare, laws, houses, music, hunting, and so on are all fascinating insights into the ancestors whose priests worked with the magical current of the land.

		

		Everyday Life

		Researching the everyday life of the Celts, and drawing comparisons with your own life, sets the challenge. We must take appropriate ideas to enrich life, rather than grafting on a lot of archaic practises artificially. Not many of us would choose to cook in a cauldron over an open fire all year round, but camping gives a welcome opportunity to engage with a simpler way of feeding ourselves. Camping is immeasurably improved by adopting some Celtic practise—as we can testify when insulated with sheepskins while we sit round our campfires. Not many of us want to opt out of society, but considering a simpler lifestyle might encourage us to downsize and use fewer resources than hitherto, to our benefit and that of the environment. Becoming more seasonally adapted is very much in the international psyche, with initiatives to buy local food, eat seasonally, become less wasteful, and so on. All of these could be rebranded “living closer to the land, being responsible for our relationship to the earth”—exactly what practising Druids try to do.

		The core beliefs of Celtic society we will incorporate into our idea of ourselves as Druids are ideas of honour, of respect for valid traditions, of generosity, of hospitality, of knowing our place in society, at home, and in our inner life. These go with having the resources, friends, and family, and knowing when to pass responsibility on to others, so we are the personal centre of a network of support on all levels.

		Simplify to the point where you can be aware of those qualities; downsize to a reasonable extent. Have a day without television, an evening without electricity. Cultivate traditional family recreational activities. And every seasonal festival is an opportunity to celebrate in a way the ancestors would have understood, whether with a full-blown ritual or a family barbeque feast.

		

		Druids and Druidesses

		It is only fair to say that some scholars do not find evidence of female Druids in the classical texts. Women are mentioned in the context of Druidry and Druids, but they are not actually named as such. In the famous account of the massacre of the Druids on Anglesey, Tacitus describes the women with the Druids as dressed in black, with dishevelled hair and waving burning brands. He compares them to the Furies, a source of terror to Romans, and this not only explains the soldiers’ fear and initial refusal to advance, but also reinforces the opinion that Celtic women were as warlike and ferocious as their menfolk.

		Sources that name women from Gaul as “Druidesses” are from the third century, late enough for the term perhaps to be misapplied to any soothsayer. Certainly these women, rather than being a separate priesthood, prophesied events whilst earning their living in more humble ways—something which perhaps resonates with today’s Druids.

		

		Diocletian had to settle up daily for his lodging with a certain Druidess ... ¹⁶

		[He] used to say that this was when Aurelian consulted the lady Druids of Gaul to know if supreme power would pass on to his descendants ... ¹⁷

		[To Alexander Severus, emperor] ... a Druidess shouted out, “Go your ways, but do not hope for victory, nor trust you your soldiery.”¹⁸

		

		In a later chapter, we will discuss more fully the Druids as diviners and seers.

		There were many strands of study to ancient Druidry, and women were involved in these and held a highly respected place in the community because of it. Divination is a speciality of the Euhages (Ovates), a class of Druids, and healing is an honoured part of the holistic spiritual approach to life practised by Druids. Other documented areas are art and performance, judgement, arbitration and advice giving, and knowledge of the natural world. As we have accounts of women practising—and being respected practitioners in—some of these roles, I consider them bona fide Druids. Men and women carried on an ancient tradition, which was too deeply ingrained in the relationship of land and people to be stamped out by Roman brutality or the laws and systems they imposed on the country.

		Many Orders of modern Druids have an honourable short history of even-handedly according the title of Druid regardless of gender, and the largest Druid Order, OBOD, has always had an even gender balance, both of members and of Druids with recognised roles in the Order. Modern Druids of either gender may specialise in any of the Druidic arts they feel drawn to, and most try to gain a broad knowledge base of most aspects of Druidry as a good grounding—rather like taking a foundation course.

		

		What We Know of the Gods

		We know from Caesar that the Gauls believed they were descended from the god Dis, a father/underworld entity who provided a connection to their ancestors. The bedrock of belief was in a god figure who would hold the tribe safely, overseeing its health and that of the land, and mating with a goddess to ensure its fertility. The king was the embodiment of this divinity, explaining the Irish insistence that he must be without blemish or imperfection. In the Mabinogion, Bran, with his huge strength, magical cauldron of rebirth, and enchanted life-in-death protector role, clearly exemplifies the tribal god-king. Our semi-divinities, the heroes of the Mabinogion, have counterparts in the myths of Ireland, whose divine pantheons are part of a sophisticated mythic history of invasion.

		Many names of gods and goddesses have been recorded from specific localities. What is most important is not the individual god/dess names—of which we have thousands—but rather the type or job of divinity. Specific types were worshipped over large areas, especially those who embody:

		

		

		Aspects of the natural world

		

		The fusion of man and nature—ploughing and agriculture

		

		The sun and moon—the bright shining ones and the silver wheel

		

		Qualities—wisdom, virility, victory, prosperity and so on

		

		

		It may be part of your studies to find names for local deities, based on traditional associations with your area. Know that you are emulating your spiritual forebears when you do this. Naming deities is not absolutely essential, but the magical resonance around exchanging names is understood intuitively by most of us; it is a natural way of advancing your relationship with place.

		

		What If Your Land Is Not Celtic?

		As well as walking your land this session, use the map you have made, and a larger map of the area, to think about its actual history.

		The Celtic influence is immensely attractive to those drawn to Druidry, but wherever you live, we’re not trying to impose a Celtic provenance to any land or feeling deprived if there is not one. The magical current emanating from the earth and shaped by those who interact with it in a specific way is accessible to us wherever we live. There are traditions of nature-based religions all over the world, with magical relationship coming from the unique interaction of man/nature that is dictated by the terrain. Finding out the magical history of your particular area, seeing what is actually there, looking at past evidence, and intuiting the responses of ancient man to the land is a wonderful thing to do.

		When you walk, compare what is important to you with the priorities of people of the distant past. Walking on moorland, you notice the flat landscape and the high sky. But project back two thousand years and our ancestors’ focus might have been on the minerals under the earth, the gods of the deep crucially important and having to be propitiated daily before a descent into the mines. You might already celebrate fields and cattle, not realising the importance of the nearby river as a trade route; your town might have grown from being the only fording place for miles.

		And it is not only the ancient past that concerns us. Understanding man’s interaction with the land through the ages up to the present day gives us a rich repository of resources to draw on, to incorporate into our own personal practise as Druids. All of this opens our outer eyes to the complexity of the world and how it has been formed, just as our inner eyes are opened by visualisations. Druidry is not an escape. It is a deepening of our involvement in life.

		

		Put the book down, and send a blessing out to your ancient land; to those who have shaped it; to the ancestors, both known and lost in the mists of prehistory.

		

		Archetypal Images

		Within the Celtic pantheon, behind the personalities of the stories, we have strong archetypal images to use: King Arthur, the noble king; Merlin, the wise magician; Gawain, the headstrong champion. And the Mabinogion supplies similar archetypes, in stories that might have contributed to the later Arthurian myth.

		One of the oldest of our native poems, the Gododdin of Aneurin, is a series of praise poems to the noble warrior, a very strong archetype for the warlike Celts. It is interesting for us as Druids to think of how this warrior energy should manifest today, in society and in ourselves: perhaps in uprightness and honour, in integrity in supporting the disadvantaged and right causes.

		Our other challenge is in interpreting the Celtic female archetypes, many represented in Arthurian myth, so many having suffered from a mediaeval Christian overlay. So Guinevere, “the faithless wife,” actually represents a strand of “flower brides,” one of whom we will meet in a later story. We might interpret her as the youthful face of sovereignty, ratifying Arthur’s kingship by their marriage and her symbolic gift, the Round Table, yet never “owned” in a mundane world relationship. Other women of archetypal status include Igraine, the bearer of kings, Morgan le Fay, enchantress and challenger, and the Lady of the Lake, the Otherworld protectress and sponsor.

		After reading the four branches of the Mabinogion, many correlations will be found with these archetypes. Jot down those that you recognise already.

		Working with the archetypes, which would have been potent also to the ancient Celts, is a valid way to extend what we are doing. So far, our inner world has been a landscape, which is beginning to be “peopled” with the animal kingdom. By considering the archetypes, we are reaching beyond, through, or more deeply into the landscape. In one of the first visualisations, we considered the archetype of the wise Druid, who holds the key to the work we are doing. He or she could be considered the sponsor of all the work, and could be contacted for guidance in it. You might find his or her counterpart under another name in one of the early Welsh tales.

		If you feel drawn to an archetype residing in the magical current of Druidry, you might incorporate it into your visualisations as a set purpose. As with making relationships with the undifferentiated aspects and spirits of the natural world, you will set your intent and observe the rules of courtesy that accord through the realms, from the most mundane to the most elevated or spiritual. You might also wish to work with or call on individuated aspects such as Rhiannon (wise queen, mother, protectress), Pwyll (noble hero, achiever), or Bran (wise king, with gifts of protection and divine utterance).

		

		Working with the Archetypes

		Working with archetypes is very powerful, and there are aspects to be aware of before you start. It is a profound thing to try to access the wisdom of an embodiment of the essential quality or qualities that lie at the core of all our beings. It is essential to work out boundaries and an appropriate way to ensure you benefit from the encounter, and we will tackle this in the study break. But one potential problem we will deal with here.

		In the Druidic magical current, the archetypes will take certain forms. They are part of the not-incarnated “family” to which we belong, and spring from the culture that has formed us or to which we are irresistibly drawn. When you appeal to one of the archetypal forms to be a sponsor, to give you aid, to help you develop the qualities that they embody, you can make a powerful connection that can enrich you and be of immense benefit.

		The danger is in misinterpreting your connection in a literal way, and feeling that this connection is proof of something else. To give an example: a prosaic, very practical woman might work with the archetype of Morgan as enchantress. After a time, she feels a connection. It does not mean that she is the incarnation or reincarnation of an actual enchantress Morgan! An inner connection with an archetype from the magical current of Druidry is to be appreciated and cherished—a privilege that might be withdrawn at any time; a reverberation that sounds on the inner planes that, whilst it colours your life, will not manifest in everyday reality. Otherworldly figures live in the Otherworld; we live in the apparent world. Our magical imagination provides the interface, but we will not change into another being.

		Another aspect of this type of work is to feel that you are “holding the energy” of an archetype. Druid rituals allow for powerful experiences. A formal opening and setting of intent, performing ritual, and then disengaging from the magical energy with formal thanks and closing, is setting up a space-between-the-worlds where such things can be explored with safety. You make it a strict habit to gently disengage from your inner world at the end of each session, by allowing it fade, by closing a curtain, or by turning your back and deliberately re-engaging with your body and the apparent world. Disengaging from archetypal energy at the end of each visualisation is another vital habit to adopt. You should bring back enough insights to work gradually upon your psyche and effect change, give protection, allow dormant parts of your personality to flower, and make you a more rounded person.

		Forcibly attempting or imagining the embodiment of an archetype in the mundane world is like searching for the actual Holy Grail. It is a trap that the literal-minded might fall into, a delusion of grandeur. To mix up literal, spiritual, and psychic reality is unhealthy thinking—a blurring of the boundaries not helpful to any aspect of your life. At the very least, it can lead to grandiose claims, which seem ridiculous to others.

		Of course, because of your personality and inclinations, you may feel drawn to a particular archetype or have a fondness for a particular mythic character. I liken this to the homeopathic dictate that there are certain “types” that have predilections and characteristics in common—and a leaning to the attractions of a certain archetype. I am not a reincarnation of Gawain, nor are you. But he is there when we wish to access his qualities of humanity, loyalty, solar clarity, strength, and honour. It is simply something to be aware of and grateful for. Pondering precisely why a particular otherworldly influence has such a strong place in your affections is also a fascinating avenue of exploration.

		With the blessings of our ancestors, of blood and of spirit, we continue on our path.

		

		Study Break 7

		Celtic Connections

		These study sessions are just a start in your explorations. Work through them, always with the permission of your inner self, which manifests as your intuition. Adapt the ideas sensibly to personalise your study plan whilst keeping the bigger picture in mind: to keep your feet on the track. More and more often, you will find a list of suggestions from which you can choose. The theme of Chapter 7, ancestry, can be researched on a number of levels—personal, cultural, esoteric. Use it as an opportunity to really start to personalise and take responsibility for your study.

		

		Nature Ray

		In chapter 2, you identified significant trees in your landscape. In Study Break 3, you attached a gender to some. In the spirit of building up our web of correspondences, now is the time to equate them with archetypal qualities. As you stroll, consider the most ancient parts of your walk in the light of these questions, which you can adapt to apply to the actual features:

		

		

		If this tree/stone were an archetype, which would it be?

		

		Which landscape feature appears wise?

		

		Which appears protective?

		

		Which appears mothering?

		

		

		Be playful: anthropomorphise (give human characteristics to nonhuman forms) and see what ideas pop into your mind. A “grandmother” tree, perhaps ... a “Rhiannon” silver birch, shining in the moonlight, with a hunched, squat stone as Gwawl, watching nearby. Let your mind roam free and be light, not serious. Your ideas can change with every walk, though some natural features will have such a presence that their associations will seem fixed from the outset.

		Raise your eyes to the horizons in the four main directions. This will involve three or four pauses on your route, to see each view in its pole position. Along with the energies of the quarters, the compass points, can you now make a correspondence with an archetypal quality? A church steeple might conjure a magician, joining earth and sky. A rounded canopy of a huge tree could curve over the landscape protectively, like a mother. Think of the totem animals and your imaginings of the ancestors to help you place either generic archetypal names or specific characters to the directions, using the Arthurian myths and Mabinogion characters you’ve met so far: Arthur, Merlin, Morgan, Guinevere, the Lady of the Lake, Lancelot, Gawain, Pwyll, Rhiannon, Pryderi, Bran, Branwen, and so on. Draw the wheel and place the heroes on it, with notes, when you return.

		Think of your ancestral connections: are you walking the land where you were born? If not, think back to the landscape you grew up in. Make comparisons and find the differences with your present surroundings, and jot them down in your journal. When you go on vacation, do you search out familiar surroundings or look always to new terrain?

		How rooted in the soil were your own ancestors? Where is “the family home” on the land, regardless of where you live now?

		How do you think the land shaped your predecessors? How will where you’ve chosen to live help to shape your descendants?

		

		Knowledge Ray

		Start researching the archetypes, identifying their qualities in relation to your own. Which are strong in qualities that you lack? This is a huge topic that can take as much time as you wish; do not limit it just to this study session. Research the area of history that most interests you and resonates most strongly with your Druid work.

		When meeting with any being in your inner landscape, the rules of courtesy apply. Greeting, introducing, asking politely, should come naturally. It is possible that you may meet with a challenger in some form, but there is no need to deviate from these rules if you do. Challengers have a valuable role in the inner world—one function perhaps being to protect you from an experience for which you are not ready.

		A typical exchange might start with an introduction and a question that you can answer by restating your intent. The questioning is not a one-way process, so feel free to ask anything that seems relevant to you.

		Trust your feeling about the encounter. There is no shame in not going through with your original intent if it seems too advanced, if you feel uncomfortable or overawed by the support that you are offered. Politely withdraw or explain, say goodbye, and see the other “person” withdraw from the landscape. If you wish, retrace your steps as normal and terminate the session, feeling your energy completely separating from your inner world as you return to mundane reality, and using your grounding techniques as necessary.

		It is difficult to construct an “archetypal” visualisation that will be relevant for each student, so we will consolidate the process of feeling the essential elements of your inner landscape, and then use this as a safe space in which to link to the past.

		You may like to plan your own visualisations to link to an archetype—perhaps the image of the wise Druid, who could counsel and advise.

		As an example of visualisation involving an archetype, imagine that you feel frustrated at work in some way. You set your intent to become free of this, and Bran, as protector of the islands, can help you take the long view. As rescuer of Branwen, his remit is to send aid when he is petitioned. He is kingly and generous, and can help you to make the most of any situation. Or you may use Rhiannon: as an otherworldly being, she also can take the long view, and she has a fertile mind and quick wits to help you see a way out of your difficulties, as she resolved her own.

		The Druidic rule when working in this way is always to set a proviso to your statement of intent, such as, “for my higher good,” in order to ensure that you are working with the harmonious tides of life. And always start from a position of strength, meaning from a place of stability, maturity, and acknowledgement of the loving beneficence of the world. As humans, we are prey to petty attitudes, which we have to put aside in favour of the bigger picture when we work as Druids. If you are drawn to this type of work, there are guidelines on right practise and Druid ethics in later chapters and study breaks. For now, go gently, exploratively, “for the good of all beings.”

		Visualisations that help to change the way you view the situation should enable you to make small but significant changes in the real world, and eventually realise that you are free of the feeling of servitude you had. How “Bran” or “Rhiannon” help is down to your individual situation. This is experiential, and no one can predict or dictate your “script.” Send thanks and gratitude to the archetype you use, preferably including a gesture or gift on the physical plane, whether or not you feel that you have had help. Often these things can only be discerned with hindsight.

		

		Visualisation for This Session

		Follow the usual instructions for relaxing, protecting, and withdrawing to your inner space. Set your intent: to gain an insight into the history of landscape and the human interaction with it.

		

		As you lose your awareness of outside concerns, sink into your inner landscape, with a feeling of profound relaxation, of “coming home,” and of anticipation.

		You are in the centre of your protected space, and stand tall and relaxed, noticing with each breath the energy field of your landscape around you and your own magnetism flowing in harmony with your surroundings. Can you “see” or imagine the fields of energy emanating from bush, shrub, tree, water, and stone? Can you “see” the interaction with your own energy? Sense the Celtic cross glowing on another plane, anchoring you.

		As you have done before, turn slowly and greet the north, east, south, and west. Take your time to feel with your inner senses your intent and energy reaching out to the direction, and feel a reciprocal tide returning to you, bringing you the stability of the north, the clarity of the east, the vigour of the south, and the intuition of the west. Settle your body as a repository of these wonderful energies ... Now feel the line of energy that runs through you, linking the sky and earth. Sink to the earth and sit upright, surrounded by the serene yet potent atmosphere of the genius loci, the spirit of place ...

		Soon, you begin to discern a path; if it feels right to you, begin to walk along it, feeling your footsteps and enjoying the surroundings as you come to a new landscape, also of supreme natural beauty. Two trees arching over the path make a natural frame for the lovely prospect. This, although adjacent to your usual landscape, has its own spirit, shaped through the aeons by the interaction of weather, natural erosion, the cycle of birth and death, and the effects of the human population that were once a part of it.

		There are indents and hummocks on the sward, perhaps evidence of buildings or ancient roads and field systems ... You feel as if your eyes can penetrate the ground to see postholes and ancient foundations ...

		There is a large stone embedded on the edge of the path, weathered and grey, reaching to hip height. The air sparkles around it, thin and clear: it is a witness to all that has happened on the land. Breathe out as you lean both hands on the stone, feeling its safety and stability, feeling a safe connection. Your breathing tunes you into its vibrations, and you become still as the stone, silently waiting ... The landscape shimmers and you see, growing up as if on a living stage, the dim outlines of a past time, perhaps a Celtic agricultural scene with growing grain in the fields and a few houses or roundhouses, people going about their business, ducks and chickens on the trackway ... Safely you watch, as if on a Cinemascope ... What period are you seeing? Do you wish to tune in to any particular period? If so, ask the spirit of place, through the stone, for this to be shown to you, to help you understand the coherence and continuity of human life on the land. Watch the scene shimmer and change ... concentrate on the harmonious industry of the place ... Is it an Iron Age farm, a Neolithic stone axe “factory,” a horse run, or a busy port, full of traders? What sense do you get from the scene? A feeling of the natural order of human life, father to son, mother to daughter, through the ages, all reliant on the good earth for food, the sea for fish and trade, the trees for shelter and warmth, their neighbours for support and affection ... It is a scene of right order, of contentment, and that quality is transferred to you, its witness. You watch for a long time, with no inclination to do anything other than absorb the inherent rightness of humankind’s interaction with the natural world, feeding your soul ...

		You become aware of your hands on the stone, and gently withdraw them, with thanks to the stone. The air becomes stiller, less charged, and when you look up, you are just in time to see the last vestiges of the ancient scene disappearing like mist on a summer morning ... You breathe your farewell, feeling its gifts deep within your being ... and you know the time has come to retrace your steps, so you turn deliberately and start walking, feeling your feet on the track ... You find yourself back in your familiar landscape, in the centre of an invisible circle of energy bisected by two lines, the Celtic cross.

		Feel yourself safely back in your “inner home,” surrounded by the elements and safe within the magical current of your chosen path, then disengage from it, becoming aware of your body and the need to move and stretch. You breathe more deeply, your chest cavity filling and the movement flowing into a gentle movement of your whole body ... You focus on the everyday reality to which you are returning, bringing back the positive feelings that you have stored from the scene you have witnessed. Open your eyes when you are ready, ground yourself, and make your report in your journal.

		

		Devotional Ray

		This is the session in which to honour ancestors. On the wheel of the year we have a time set aside for this, at Samhain, but it should not restricted just to that time, of course. At all seasons of the year, our lives are lived with the background of those who went before; our ancestors of blood, spirit, and community. On your daily walks, think of the manmade aspects of your surroundings—from isolated cottage in the wilderness to city apartment—and silently bless and honour those who have gone before and left their mark on the landscape, who have lived and worked there.

		Consciously foster the connection with the past; make time for your older relatives. Be aware that a loving connection is not broken by death, and that you can still communicate. Family wounds and dysfunction are not within the scope of this book, except to note that many feel that it is possible to come to terms with these retrospectively. For this huge subject, help in the form of specialist books and counselling might be appropriate.

		Respect and make time for older neighbours. Practise gratuitous acts of kindness towards them—and be prepared to receive the same. Older people have much to give.

		Find ways to interact with your community of all ages. Fostering your creativity means that you attract friends who share your interests, regardless of age.

		Respect the customs of the community, honouring those who have gone before at significant national times. Armistice Day and the sale of poppies are the most overt displays of national respect in England. Druidry is a path of respect, and showing it to those who died for their beliefs transcends politics, and in no way implies any agreement or collusion with governments or policies. Honour the decisions made by simple, ethical people who were working for the common good, no matter what your personal beliefs and opinions on the military and warfare.

		Look at the past through gentle eyes: things can only be judged by the mores, customs, and mindsets of the time. When our descendants look at our actions, we hope they will be kind enough to do the same, eschewing judgements formed from their superior hindsight in favour of a compassionate understanding.

		We are the ancestors of tomorrow: may our lives be an honourable legacy to our heirs.

		

		Tales from the Mabinogion: Third Branch

		Manawyddan, Son of Llyr

		After the burying of the head of his brother, the mighty Bran, the grieving Manawyddan (Man-a-with-an) was at a loss, being unwilling to go to his cousin the new king, having himself some rights to his title.

		Another of the companions, Pryderi, the son of the deceased king Pwyll (Poo-ith), offered him lodging, and land in Dyfed, and the hand of his mother, Rhiannon, in marriage, and sovereignty of the seven cantrefs. In this way, the four of them—for Pryderi had a wife, called Cigva (Keeg-va)—should enjoy life together there. Manawyddan accepted the offer of hospitality, so they travelled together there and were feasted by the women.

		Manawyddan’s admiration for Rhiannon’s conversation and beauty grew until Pryderi’s suggestion of their marriage seemed good to him, and Rhiannon agreed. So the four lived as constant companions, progressing through Dyfed, hunting and enjoying themselves and the bounty of the fair land. Pryderi went to Oxford and pledged his allegiance to the high king, Caswallon, and then he returned to his good life and his friends.

		Whilst they were feasting in Arberth, the chief court, they took it into their heads to ascend the Mound of Arberth as Pryderi’s father had so long ago. A clap of thunder greeted their arrival on the top, and a mist so heavy that all became invisible to each other. When the mist lifted, there was a dazzling light, and they looked out on a deserted countryside. There were no houses, fires, flocks, dogs, or signs of habitation; only the empty court and the four of them remained. They searched the countryside, but there was no evidence of humankind anywhere, and they had to hunt for their food and live off the wild bounty of the country. And this they were happy to do for two years, before Manawyddan suggested they should travel to England and trade to make their living.

		When they got to Hereford, Manawyddan and Pryderi set up as saddle makers, colouring the leather with a new process and a rich blue dye; and the inhabitants flocked for the new saddles, until they had sold out. But at night the saddlers of the town plotted to kill the newcomers who were stealing their trade. The four, being forewarned, persuaded Pryderi from fighting and instead escaped to another town. There they made shields coloured in the same exotic way, so that they cornered the market in shield making, and, once again, to Pryderi’s chagrin, had to leave ahead of an angry group of traders. In the third town, they became shoemakers, embellishing them with gilded buckles so that they became the fashion. After having to escape again from irate shoemakers, they decided to quit England and return to Dyfed.

		After a year of living off the land, they were approaching Arberth again, and the two men got up to hunt one morning. The hounds were ahead of them, and suddenly retreated from a copse, looking fearful, and a shining white boar emerged, racing from them, challenging the dogs as soon as they stopped, then retreating again so that they followed, until they had all come near to a caer, or castle, made of new stone, and into this the boar and dogs disappeared.

		Manawyddan urged caution, knowing that it had been produced by the enchantment which had stripped the land of people, but the youthful Pryderi insisted on following his dogs, and he did not emerge. He found nothing in that caer but a huge courtyard, and in the middle was a marble fountain, with a golden bowl beside it, suspended by golden chains reaching up into the air. Transfixed by its beauty, he reached out, and as he put his hands on it, they immediately stuck fast; he became dumb and his feet stuck as if they’d grown roots.

		Manawyddan waited, but no one appeared. In the evening he went back to Rhiannon and Cigva, where Rhiannon accused him of being a bad companion and hurried to the magical caer. Finding Pryderi, she rushed to him, laid her hands on the bowl and immediately she also lost the power of speech and movement. And in the night, with a great peal of thunder, the caer and its inhabitants disappeared as if they had never been.

		Manawyddan pledged himself to keep faith with Pryderi’s wife, and together they once more returned to England to try trade as an employment, but, as before, Manawyddan’s talent at shoemaking made life dangerous for them, and when they returned to Arberth it was with a bushel of wheat, so that they could farm the land in peace.

		The wheat grew in Manawyddan’s three fields tall and straight, a bumper crop, and he decided to harvest the first field the following day. But when he woke, the crop had been taken, leaving nothing but bare stalks. The second field was now ready, and he decided again to harvest the next day. And the next day, the same catastrophe had occurred.

		He resolved to lie in wait for the thieves, and they returned the third night. At midnight there was a commotion, and a vast pack of mice descended on the field, running up the stalks and each nipping off an ear of grain, which they carried away. Manawyddan gave pursuit, and caught one small mouse that was slower than the others: he put it in his glove and tied it with a string and took it home. Cigva was surprised to hear the story of the thief, which was now hanging in a glove prison from a peg in the hall, and she asked Manawyddan not to deal with vermin, but to let it go. But Manawyddan was adamant. In the morning, the mouse-thief would hang.

		Dawn came, and Manawyddan ascended the Mound of Arberth with the mouse and the wood for a gallows. Two forks were in position when he saw a shabby scholar approaching: the first person he had seen in Dyfed for seven years. After some conversation, Manawyddan told him the story of the little thief and its punishment, and the scholar, like Cigva, thought it demeaning for a man of rank to hang vermin. He offered a pound for charity for the life of the mouse, but Manawyddan was adamant, so the scholar went on his way.

		When the crosspiece of the gallows was in place, a priest on a horse approached, to hear the same tale. To save Manawyddan the defilement of handling vermin, the priest offered three pounds for its release, but Manawyddan was adamant, and the priest went on his way.

		As the noose was fastened around the mouse’s neck, a bishop with his retinue approached, and again the tale of the thief of the grain was told, with the bishop offering seven pounds, and then twenty-four pounds in silver, and then horses and all his wealth for the release of the mouse. And each time he was refused, until he asked Manawyddan what he would take.

		Then Manawyddan demanded three things: the release of Rhiannon and Pryderi, deliverance from the enchantment that was on the land, and the reason for his persecution.

		The bishop replied that he was a friend of Gwawl, and had placed magic on the land in revenge for the wrong done to him by Pryderi and his humiliation by the game of “badger in the bag” at Rhiannon’s wedding feast. To complete his revenge, a war band had been transformed into mice to destroy the crops, but on the third night the women of the court, including his own pregnant wife, had pleaded to go along, and it was she who had been captured.

		When Manawyddan heard this, he made two more conditions: that Dyfed would never again suffer such enchantment, and that no revenge should be taken upon any of them anymore. And with that agreement, Rhiannon and Pryderi reappeared, walking towards them, before the mouse was delivered safely over. And when the mouse was struck with a magic wand, she became a beautiful pregnant woman, and all the habitations reappeared as if they had never been away, thriving with flocks and crops.

		Then Manawyddan and Cigva sat down to converse with their companions, and they found out that whilst they were in captivity, Pryderi’s punishment had been to have the gate-hammers of the court hanging from his neck and Rhiannon had worn the collar of a horse.

		And this ends the third branch of the Mabinogion.
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		Stones and Stars: Our Maps
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		The Druid sits in a sacred landscape, relaxing and tuning in; the familiar sights and sounds wrap around him/her like a warm cloak. The Druid’s senses are fully engaged, and you also imagine the smells of smoke from a fire, flowers, damp leaves, ripening grain. You also tune in to every sound until you can hear or sense the tiniest buzz of an insect, the constant hum of life below the rustling of leaves and birdsong, and you can watch as the Druid sinks deep into the experience, becoming a part of the enspirited land. The Celtic cross of energy shines in another plane, permeating the landscape, four lines spreading out to a magical circle, and at each of the quarters there is a filmy, ghostly impression of tall, straight standing stones. At the cross-quarters, lower, lozenge-shaped stones appear to grow from the earth. Beyond these the huge dome of the sky encircles the magical space, which can change from pure azure to midnight blue with the hours, lit by the sun and the moon and distant stars, each in their procession. The Druid feels the pull of the main planets rising and setting from east to west, the vast patternings of the constellations keeping a constant rhythm of slow change ... and beneath the Druid’s feet is the reflection of the sky’s dome, so that the Celtic cross becomes a golden sphere enclosing him/her; above and below, as the planet and the myriad life it supports swings through the universe ...

		

		As Above, So Below

		Teachers of wisdom called Druids profess to know the size and shape of the world, the movements of the heavens and of the stars, and the will of the gods.¹⁹

		

		After our contemplation of the past and speculations about history, we now lift our eyes to the wider horizon and the starry heavens. As part of the idea of the macrocosm and the microcosm—the larger universe being replicated on the ground and in the body—we can also consider the patterns and movements within the heavens and their effects upon the Earth and all sentient beings upon it.

		The sky is not a flat, two-dimensional screen with the stars projected on it, yet that is how we perceive it, with the girdle of stars and planets that circle the Earth making apparent patterns. These we have interpreted for millennia, and worldwide, as the zodiac: images of animals and mythical creatures that speak to some deep level in our collective psyche. In the British Isles, esoteric understanding is that the stellar zodiac corresponds, in its perfection of form, to Arthur’s Round Table, and the Welsh folk tradition of the stars commemorates deities and heroes from the Mabinogion in the names of some constellations. In studying the night sky and its patterns, you will be enhancing the effect that these have on your worldview and psyche. To the Druid, astrological signs do not predict human behaviour, but the heavens reflect the Earth and vice versa, so the movements above us can be sources of wisdom for the cycles of our lives.

		Caesar commented on the Druids’ study of the skies:

		

		Matters for constant debate from one generation to the next are the stars in their courses, the size of the earth and the cosmos, the nature of things, the power of their Gods and their rule.²⁰

		

		This seems to imply that the “force and power of the immortal gods” comes not only from the natural world but also the starry realms: “Only to you, Druids, is it given to understand the Gods and spirits of the heavens ... ” ²¹

		In the absence of more information, we can use our intuitive senses—and our common sense—to understand the preoccupations of the Druids and the applications they may have made of their knowledge. Tides and times, the rhythm of sowing, planting, and harvesting—all vital to a farming community—can be calculated from a sky wherein the rising times of the stars change with the seasons. Our natural assumption that the star names reflected the mythology of the time has led to hypotheses renaming the constellations after the Celtic heroes,²² and relating the zodiac to a study of the Gundestrap cauldron.

		What we can take for granted is that natural markers to the seasons were imperative for living on the land in the most productive way in Celtic times. The movements of sun, moon, and stars were the study of Druids, and the discovery of the Coligny calendar bears this out. Sky lore that improved the planning and timing of the agricultural year would have been of inestimable value.

		Star lore as a navigational aid would also have been vital, and given the trading nature of the Celtic tribes and the courses of sea travel, it is logical that they would have exchanged ideas on mapping the skies with educated men from other cultures.

		Maps also direct us across the land, of course. In the Druidic view of the three worlds, geology and astronomy are obvious topics for study to help us to map out our territory, so we will start on the ground, and then rise to a contemplation of the stars.

		

		Your Immediate Landscape

		You have drawn maps of your immediate terrain—marker trees and stones and ancient buildings. Now is the time to obtain proper maps to put your space in the wider context and look more closely at leylines, green roads, and old trackways that might be indicators of lines of energy, formed by underground springs and fault lines.

		Using a large scale map, explore the following, using these questions as starters:

		

		

		How does your own sacred area fit into this wider space?

		

		How far can you project straight lines marked by significant ancient remains? This is an imaginative exercise, so let your mind run free.

		

		Can you draw a line directly from your local landscape to the nearest ancient church, Iron Age fort, or site of earlier habitation?

		

		Imagine that your house is the centre of the world; see rays spreading out in the eight compass directions from it and pause at each ancient remain, natural land or rock formation, hill, quarry, or church.

		

		Imagine the energies winging across, under, and over the land, through ancient tracks, fault lines, and subterranean springs, and borne on the prevailing winds.

		

		Can you see why the nearest towns developed where they did? Look for trade routes and river crossings.

		

		What were the ancient industries?

		

		Do you live on cattle or sheep land?

		

		Is there fast-flowing water? Is it good agricultural land?

		

		Look for mineral wealth and rock for quarrying.

		

		

		If you are excited by this form of study, you will need more than one map to fully explore the geology, natural history, and history of your wider environs. The deeper you go, the more you will gain of how ancient peoples looked at the landscape and how they lived. And, in Britain, you will come upon those relics of ancient ritual: markers, single stones, artificial hills, stone circles, and henges.

		

		Ancient Stones in Tradition

		As Britain is the land of chalk figures, so too it abounds with stones of all kinds. From the prolific remains in Cornwall, through the southern huge henges of Stonehenge and Avebury; up the country to the myriad circles of the Peak District; from deep in the mystical repository of Wales and the Isle of Anglesey; through the British Isles to Callenish on the Isle of Lewis, stones are mute witnesses of our past, mute evidence of the ritual practise of our ancestors. And to extend our study, we could take in Ireland and Carnac, also well blessed with remains.

		It is clear that stone circles celebrate diversity, each nestling idiosyncratically into its particular landscape. Many are egg-shaped rather than circular, and many break the rules experts try to impose. It is impossible to count the stones in a circle, says folk tradition; they seem to defy any attempt to “tie them down.” This belief implies movement and animation, which is corroborated by many stories of stones as transformed human beings who regain that form at certain times of the year—to dance, to go down to a local river, and so on. The common stone legend of people being petrified as a punishment for transgressing the Sabbath is a Christian overlay to older stories. Many circles have a marker stone near a ring, interpreted variously as a king and knights, a fiddler and dancers, and so on. We can take folklore that places mysterious happenings at specific times as pointers to ancient seasonal celebrations. These seasonal and animistic beliefs around stones are very exciting to Druids, of course. Nwyfre, the life spirit, moves slowly in the stone people, yet still it moves.

		Single markers and circles are regarded by some earth energy experts as “acupuncture points” on the meridian lines of the earth. Dowsers and sensitives experiment with sensing the energy in those places, and as a Druid you might like to investigate similarly. The idea of the stones transmitting the energy of the earth leads us to the qualities inherent in the stone that the ancestors used. Quartz, so valuable in modern technology for its ability to hold an electrical charge, is a significant component in all these stones. Their careful choice by the ancients is evidenced by the Stonehenge bluestones, transported all the way from the Presceli Mountains, and presumably chosen for their more-than-ordinary qualities. One last factor to consider is the way many stones were shaped, for three possible reasons:

		

		

		To amplify their significant qualities—to give off or store energy

		

		As indicators of gender—an example being the Avebury avenue

		

		To imitate and reflect the larger landscape that they were placed in

		

		

		Most of our forebears would have lived and died within sight or knowledge of only one monument, absorbed in the life of the land and their relation to it at times of the seasonal festivals. Without the wider knowledge that we have, they would truly have internalised their connections to land and monument and their relationships to life. The proto-Druids who devised the building of such monuments might have held the knowledge of the whole network and its arcane purpose. It is a wonderful thought that through books, archaeology, computers, the media, and the ease of worldwide travel, we all now have access to knowledge that only the most privileged and educated class would have been privy to in ancient times.

		

		Trackways, Sacred Space, and Boundaries

		Many of the circles are orientated to sunrise or sunset at specific times, and many are circled by simple boundaries such as shallow ditches and mounds. Enclosed in this way, physical barriers clearly mark the difference between the world of the everyday and liminal space where a different plane of existence may be contacted. As modern Druids, when we visit sacred sites, it behoves us to notice every boundary separating these ancient sacred spaces from the more mundane landscape.

		It is there that we pause to settle ourselves, to concentrate on the more-than-natural and set our intent, to introduce ourselves and gain permission to enter. It is there that we see the circles in the context of the wider ritual landscapes in which they “grow.” We must try to think our way into the mindset of the proto-Druids, to unlock the secrets of the stones. And an important component of that study is both how they were approached and how they were set apart. The earthworks known as cursus (banks surrounded by ditches) were used as processional routes, and one suggestion is that they also allowed a large area of land between the mundane and the sacred area, making it impossible to come upon the latter unawares. The larger henges may once have been approached by tracks lined with stones, and at Avebury there is an interesting “gender” component referred to earlier: the avenue leading to the henge is lined with stones alternating between thin uprights (male) and lozenge-shaped (female) stones.

		Good trackways would have been of vital importance to ancient traders, and the reality of their development is enshrined in the Mabinogion in the dream of Maxen Wledig, whose wife Elen instigates a set of trackways across Britain. For this reason, Sarn Elen—“Elen of the Ways”—is a protector of travellers whom Druids might like to call on today.

		In your walks, you have looked for and learnt to value liminal space, the place where the veils are thin. Pathways by their very nature are liminal, leading from one space to the next, and many trackways are associated with death, being considered either spirit paths or coffin roads, used as paths for walking the coffin to the burial, or both. But even those used for mundane purposes had their own magic. There are many ancient tracks in Britain, evidence of a vibrant trading economy before the Romans came, and a number of these routes can still be walked, at least in part. The fact that the Romans made use of some when devising their system of roadways (as with the Icknield Way) has preserved them into modern times for us, and the Ridgeway, a chalk track cutting through the emerald of the grass and passing the ancient figure of the White Horse of Uffington, is a popular choice for modern pilgrimage.

		In many cultures worldwide, crossroads, bridges, and fords have their especial magic, being fraught with danger. The traditions around these particular liminal spaces are often to do with predestined events, and meeting entities there could be ill-omened, presaging death. We take travel so much for granted that it is hard to imagine what a perilous undertaking a journey was for our ancestors.

		

		Relax, put the book down, and think yourself into the past ... Imagine yourself walking one of the green ways of Britain ... Think of the weather, the dangers of deep water ... man and animals ... See yourself, pack held on your head, staff in hand, fording a river at its shallowest place ... The undercurrent sucks around your legs and pulls at you as you wade slowly ... As you climb up onto dry land, there is a small shrine, where you pause, drawing your image in the dirt with a stick, giving thanks for your safe delivery and resting before you continue ... then rouse yourself to normal consciousness and continue.

		

		Even today, with our blasé attitude towards travel, we cannot guarantee a safe end to any journey, and this is acknowledged by the enduring popularity of St. Christopher medals.

		As Druids, engaging with the spirit of the journey for a safe passage should come naturally to us. It is all part of being aware in every aspect of our lives, and how we do it will be up to us. Following general Druidic principles, we will probably have a set of words we use for general protection, and to this we can add an aspect based on the time and place—invoking the protection of the east, perhaps, before embarking on a motorway in high winds, or the west, in the event of a sudden torrential downpour which makes driving hazardous. This is all part of the tuning in and awareness of the Druidic lifestyle.

		

		Spirits of Sacred Place

		If you are able to explore sacred sites, start your awareness exercises long before you arrive. Tune in before you get in the car: set your intent and make the journey part of the experience, rather than a necessary chore to be got through.

		When you arrive, you might repeat your intent if you wish, asking for an experience appropriate to your abilities. Introduce yourself and ask for permission to explore. And then open up your senses and listen. If you go in a group, set ground rules before you leave your vehicles. If you are with your family, just pursue this course discreetly. A walk of a few metres undertaken in silence can take on the guise of a pilgrimage and have a profound effect. Enter a site consciously, and connect to the landscape as you find it, with no preconceptions. The site might be exhausted through constant visiting and you may feel nothing. Conversely, if you are the first person consciously to connect to the land for years, you may feel alarmed by a rush of energy. Those psychically gifted may sense the otherworldly guardians of such places, and their introduction may be with an actual presence. Where do such energies come from? They could have been magically produced and set to guard a sacred place by the ancestors, or prolonged magical interaction with the space may have produced entities that still remain. Intuitively we feel that ancient Druids had techniques tuning them to especially potent places in the land. Many man-hours of labour were dedicated to setting up circles, and their magical protection would be a logical next step. It behoves us to honour this work, and consider the ancient theocracy, the forerunner of the Druid class, which masterminded their construction.

		There is a sense as you look at the map of the ancient British Isles, with its many Neolithic trackways and circles, not only of the trading routes, but also of the pilgrimages that must have been undertaken to sacred sites at set times. If you are able to visit a circle, regard it in this light, as a sacred journey with a set purpose. Research it first; if there are any seasonal alignments, try to go at the right time and the right season, to get a true sense of the monument as it might have been experienced in the past. Circles as markers of equinox and solstice, of sun and moon sets and rises, can connect us to the concerns and priorities of our distant ancestors—to the observance of seasons of the natural world which were essential to the health of the Celtic tribes. It is a profound connection to the sense of history we can make through contact with these stones.

		

		Sun, Moon, and Constellations

		Stone circles are markers of the movements of the sun and moon particularly. Although there have been theories that some plotted the movements of stars, projecting back to the skies that were viewed by our ancestors, these are not widely accepted. The movement of the constellations would show a significant change over time, so enshrining these in such long-term projects as stone circles would not be helpful or accurate.

		Astroarchaeology makes for fascinating research. Midwinter sunrise and sunset were important alignments (for example, at Stonehenge and Newgrange), as were those around the Imbolc period. Plotting the cycles of the moon, with its approximately nineteen-year cycle, demands far more detailed observation and positioning of stones than the stable course of the sun, but was done, according to some sources—Alexander Thom’s midsummer full moon alignment at Callenish, for example. Libraries of books have been written about various circles, henges, and their alignments, and this is a fruitful area of study for the modern Druid.

		

		N

		

		May Day

		Sunset

		

		Aligns Henge:

		Midwinter

		Sunset

		

		
			[image: Druid-2.tif]
		

		

		Equinox

		Sunrise

		

		Long Axis:

		Midwinter

		Sunrise

		From earliest times, in various cultures, people have taken the imaginative leap that allows them to find significant patterns and shapes delineated by the stars. We are all aware of the astrological signs; above our heads whirl and prance Aries, Taurus, Gemini, Cancer, Leo, Virgo, Libra, Scorpio, Sagittarius, Capricorn, Aquarius, and Pisces.

		The night sky that we see is not precisely the same as that of the ancient Druids, but the same constellations were visible—and without modern light pollution, they would have been much easier to see and plot.

		

		Over a couple of thousand years, the movement of our planet (the earth’s wobble) in relation to the skies means that there is a difference of 23 degrees between what is visible and what we notate astrologically. There is a cycle of about 26,000 years which is the source of the talk about the Age of Pisces or the Age of Aquarius as the precession of the equinox shifts. In fact, the sun no longer enters the constellation of Aries on or about March 21st, but rather is found in Pisces, slowly shifting even farther back to Aquarius ... Yet, astrologically, in the West (as opposed to India) we still call 0 degrees of Aries the moment of the equinox. As Western astrologers, we have chosen to do this because we are concerned with the seasonal connection between the sun’s journey and the zodiac. We would see a birth in late March as having the characteristics of Aries: fiery, cardinal, spring energy, even though the sun is actually back in wet, mutable Pisces.²³

		

		So actually, in astrological terms, we are acting “as if” we are still viewing the stars that the ancients saw.

		There was undoubtedly a body of lore attached to our stars, and some might still exist that relates back to ancient practise, which we would wish to use in a Druidic context. These are murky waters, with many anecdotal clues with no proper provenance; like stars, the clues wink out just as we feel we are about to grasp them. Much is based on traditional belief. Perhaps our best course of action is to immerse ourselves in traditional star lore and myth, and then adapt it to our modern Druidic needs, emulating the goddess Cerridwen in the Taliesin story as we work our magic with reference to astronomical tables and the movements of the planets.

		There are constellations that relate directly to the Mabinogion stories. Cassiopeia, or Llys Don—the court of Don—commemorates the matriarch of the family of the fourth branch of the Mabinogion. The Milky Way is today named Caer (or Sarn) Gwydion in Wales, and the Corona Borealis is Caer Arianrhod. “Caer” means a fort or castle; these are the strongholds of a brother and sister whom we will meet in the fourth branch story. Arianrhod—the silver wheel—is associated with the moon, with all its waxing and waning implications of death and rebirth. Caer Arianrhod has also been identified terrestrially, an outcrop of rock in the sea, and this reflection of the patterns of the sky on the earth is not an isolated incident. Gwydion is a Mercury figure: multitalented, a magician, and a psychopomp; the Milky Way is the track Gwydion made to find his lost son. Caer Sidhe, the tower or castle revolving through the heavens, is taken to mean the zodiac, and it too also has terrestrial locations, in either Puffin or Lundy Island. The names of constellations do exist in Celtic myth, tradition, and folklore, and these are listed in the Barddas of Iolo Morganwg. His list of constellations includes several (presently unidentified) that commemorate historical and mythical British figures. As well as the two instances above, the following connections have been made to the following major constellations:

		

		Lyra: Telyn Idris or Arthur’s harp

		The bull or the twins: The large horned oxen

		Leo: Twrch twyth (the woodland boar)

		Aquila: The hawk

		Pegasus: The horse of Llyr²⁴

		The galaxy: The circle of Gwydion

		The bear: The great plough tail

		Orion: The yard

		Cassiopeia: The palace of Don

		The zodiac: The circle of Sidi²⁵

		

		To these we can add the one English star reference in popular knowledge—Arthur’s Wain, or the plough.

		Taliesin, in his incarnation as an actual sixth-century poet at the court of Urien, famously said that he came from the realm of the summer stars, and modern Bards might also choose to find inspiration from the stellar regions.

		

		The Coligny Calendar

		In 1897, more than seventy brass fragments were found in Coligny, Ain, France, that have been reconstructed to show a Celtic calendar that correlated both solar and lunar movements, based on a lunar month and with an extra month, Mid Samonios, added periodically to bring it into line with the solar year. It is presented as sixteen vertical columns that display sixty-two months over a five-year cycle. The twelve lunar months of each year have an extra month added every two and a half years. Interpretations vary, but a strong lobby believes it proves the start of the Celtic year around Samhain, marked as a three-day festival. Three of the four fire festivals are marked on the calendar, with only Imbolc missing. New, full, and first-quarter dates have been suggested as the start of each month, but it is indisputable that the month was divided into a dark and light fortnight as a common form of Celtic timekeeping. Pliny tells us that the Celts measured months, years, and ages of thirty years by the moon, which is supported by the calendar’s periodic addition of extra months to the simple five-year cycle, and then a final, additional shorter round.

		Unlike the various modern and interpretative lunar “Celtic tree calendars,” the Coligny calendar’s definitive names for the months are rooted in history—a period around either the first or second century. Here we have Celtic names that reflect what was happening in the natural world, a genuine relic of Gallic Celtic times. The following table is the work of Caitlín Matthews, from The Celtic Tradition:

		

		

		
			
				
				
				
			
			
					October/November
					Samonios
					Seed-fall
			

			
					November/December
					Dumannios
					The darkest depths
			

			
					December/January
					Riuros
					Cold-time
			

			
					January/February
					Anagantios
					Stay-home-time
			

			
					February/March
					Ograonios
					Time of ice
			

			
					March/April
					Cutios
					Time of winds
			

			
					April/May
					Giamonios
					Shoots-show
			

			
					May/June
					Simivisionios
					Time of brightness
			

			
					June/July
					Equos
					Horse-time
			

			
					July/August
					Elembiuos
					Claim-time
			

			
					August/September
					Edrinios
					Arbitration-time
			

			
					September/October
					Cantios
					Song-time
			

		

		

		

		

		Although there is no written evidence that this calendar was in use in the British Isles, Caesar’s contention that the British measured their time from sunset to sunset, and that European Druids came to Britain for training, might make it likely that this was the case. As modern Druids, we can marvel at the sophistication of thought and depth of study which supplied the data for this huge bronze tablet, and the craftsmanship of its making, perhaps to preserve Celtic lore at a time when the Romans were enforcing use of the Julian calendar.

		

		Terrestrial Zodiacs

		In light of the connection of mythic venues to both stellar and terrestrial locations, we can look at the modern theories of various terrestrial zodiacs in Britain. The most famous is the Glastonbury Zodiac, the result of an “epiphany experience” of Katherine Maltwood in the late 1920s. Such sudden realisations about landscape are not uncommon: famously, Stukely and Watkins had sudden revelations in their understanding—of Avebury as a temple and the system of leylines, respectively. Nigel Pennick regards this type of experience as a relevant part of the Celtic landscape.

		The natural landscape around Glastonbury, with additions of some manmade features, falls into the configuration of the twelve signs of the zodiac. Since its discovery, further zodiacs have been discovered in Pendle, Hebden Bridge, Upton upon Thames, and Nuthamstead in Hertfordshire. The use of manmade features to supplement and add clarity to the figures, and the unlikelihood of the terrain remaining unaltered over millennia, means that scholars regard such zodiacs sceptically, but they have taken on their own spiritual life through the energy generated by the commitment of many seekers of earth mysteries. What a wonderful Druidic notion that, as we are shaped by the earth, so the earth is affected by us not only on the mundane level, but on the esoteric, allowing the sacred nature of the ground to be revealed.

		

		Stories Enshrined in Landscapes

		Wales has many onomastic place names—that is, names that mark mythic events. The Nantlle Valley particularly abounds in geo-mythic connections from the fourth branch of the Mabinogion. There are many sites worldwide associated with mythic characters and with folklore explaining natural phenomena through tales of giants and devils, and ancient place names that guide us into the past life of the human population. All are a rich source of study.

		The monumental remains around Avebury have in recent times given us a different understanding of how we can interpret the landscape in the light of ancient mysteries. The main remains of West Kennet long barrow, Silbury Hill, and the Avebury processional ways and circles were constructed over a vast time period. Nonetheless, their significant grouping, according to Michael Dames, indicates a correspondence to the life of the Goddess as written by our ancestors in the landscape. Confronted by the actuality on the land, one is forced to acknowledge its mythic resonance. The theory is that the whole landscape mirrored the cycle of the Goddess, from giving birth at Swallowhead Spring, only flowing (or fertile) at certain times of year, through the Avebury complex, possibly used for rites of passage, and with a now-lost structure (the Sanctuary) a place for young women. The two long avenues of stone were processional ways for males and females, leading to the marriage ring of the Avebury stones. From thence, we are drawn to the image of the pregnant Goddess, the huge and mysterious manmade Silbury Hill. The cycle ends at West Kennet long barrow, where the aged Goddess retreats. The layout of the tomb, with its long passage (body) and various chambers (limbs), can be interpreted as a visual representation of the body of the Goddess. This mythic interpretation adds an additional dimension to the way we look at landscape, to bear in mind as we go on our walks and on to the next study break.

		May the mysteries of the land be revealed to us!

		

		Study Break 8

		Stones and Stars: Making the Circle a Sphere

		As you saw in the visualisation at the beginning of this chapter, it is now time to see the “magical circle” in its real form: the sphere that surrounds us. Reflecting the ovoid shapes of many stone “circles,” we enclose ourselves in a protective and supportive egg of energy, through which currents can pass from the earth, sky, sea, and cosmos. When you go into your inner space, you will start from now on with an awareness of the invisible sphere whose boundary is your outer circle, enclosing you in a dome of light.

		On your walks, trees—like stone uprights—remind you of the all-important vertical axis, reaching to the sky, puncturing the air and penetrating the earth. We need constantly to remind ourselves of all the planes of the mundane world; referencing our surroundings on the horizontal and vertical planes helps us to do just that. Bird watchers will have an advantage, having trained themselves over the years to scan the skies. Hopefully the process of extending your horizons has already begun in previous chapters, and now it must be consciously enlarged on every walk.

		

		Nature Ray

		As usual, there are a number of suggestions for you to choose from. Although many can be pursued in your usual locality, do try to take at least one trip, as suggested. Looking at maps or books cannot substitute for actually visiting a farther landscape.

		

		In Your Immediate Environment

		

		

		Raise a stone in your garden at a significant spot or direction.

		

		Orient and raise a stone circle in your backyard or garden—it need not be large.

		

		Observe the night sky. Which stars intuitively call to you? What shapes do you see in the sky?

		

		Plant something in your garden or in some other way mark a constellation on the ground that you can see above in the sky.

		

		Make a stone marker for the rising of a heavenly body at a significant time—perhaps your birthday?

		

		

		We can make a profound connection to our sense of history through contact with stones. Choose them carefully for any of the above projects—perhaps using one from a spiritually significant place. Our early source of Druidic remnants, Iolo Morganwg, instated a gorsedd (a ritual meeting place) on Primrose Hill in 1792, by first making a circle of stones from his pocket. Experiment with “portable circles” in this way when you are out in nature. Ask the space first and do it with a view to focussing and honouring the area. Start to carry a compass on your walks. Check compass readings against the position of the sun, the way trees lean and grow moss, and so on. Keep referencing all your findings of compass, map, and book-based research with what is actually happening on the earth.

		

		Venturing Farther Afield: Visiting a Sacred Space

		Travel to a recognised ancient place of power, using the awareness exercises suggested in this chapter, including an element of pilgrimage. If you can manage more than one trip to the same place, you will have a wonderful control experiment—what are your impressions at different times? Does the sense of power and energy of the circle seem to fluctuate with the differing seasons? When are moon- and sunrise and -set at the time of your visit? Are there alignments indicating at which times of year you should visit? All the habits of awareness you have developed will stand you in good stead.

		

		Knowledge Ray

		

		

		Research the alignments of your nearest circle or ancient site.

		

		Research ancient trackways, beacon hills, or ancient markers relevant to your area.

		

		Research star myths. Which figures from Celtic stories or folklore are suggested by the classical stories?

		

		Visit a planetarium.

		

		Find out which constellations are visible or prominent at each of the festivals.

		

		

		Visualisation for This Session

		Follow the usual instructions for relaxing, protecting and withdrawing to your inner space. Set your intent: to travel to a magical space to observe the workings of the starry heights and their relationship to the earth.

		

		It is a clear, dark night. From the centre of your protected space, bow to each of the directions, or greet the space in your own way. Pull your cloak or a blanket around you, and settle yourself comfortably ... Lie back and begin to lose your awareness of outside concerns, sink into your inner landscape, with a feeling of profound relaxation, of “coming home,” and of anticipation ... You sense the familiar mist arising and feel the workings of magic around you ... There is no rush, but you become aware tha ...

		... you have travelled to a place of potency, a magical hill that rises high and proud above fields cloaked in darkness ... You hear the faint lowing of invisible cattle in the pasture far below ... You feel connected to the land, your body supported and held, fitting into the yielding nooks and crannies of the grass-clad earth ... yet at the same time you are suspended between earth and sky, aware of the night air all around you and of the soundless swoop of a hunting owl halfway down the hill below you ... The Celtic cross of your stability is deep within you, anchoring you, and so you let your mind roam free ...

		As you concentrate on the deep midnight blue of the sky, the stars burn more brightly; the sky is no longer a two-dimensional screen but a moving stage of images, bright starry shapes which assume human dimensions ... figures of gigantic stellar beings who begin to move and have their being against the backdrop of the sky ... And the clouds become the sea, on which boats of stars are approaching from Ireland, to the court of Bran ... The moon shines down, and from her aura the outline of a beautiful maiden rides a shining horse across the sky as Rhiannon looks for her earthly lover ... A constellation becomes a vast cauldron ... Through the clouds you see a huge head of a golden man: the head of Bran, from which streams music and poetry, and the movement of the stars is inextricably linked to his melody ... Enjoy the spectacle of these mythic figures enacting their stories ... relax ... and the song of Bran takes on a keener note, and the stars outlining the figures seem to glow more brightly ... Light from them streams down to earth, making columns of brightness illuminating the land ... The song of Bran descends to earth through this light and reminds you of the deep cave beneath your relaxed body, wherein is buried the head of the giant, keeping these shores safe ... And each of the mythic figures has claimed its own territory, funnelling light onto the land ...

		Rhiannon’s figure is still above you, but also replicated in the soft curves of the landscape ... Her horse is now carved into a hillside, to gallop there forever ... Become aware of the mythic landscape around you, of the correspondences between the bright distant stars, the planets, and the green and fertile earth ... Zodiacs and myths: all are to be found on the land if you have eyes to see ... Each deep well might be dedicated to a goddess ... each rocky outcrop to a god ... The landscape is a spiritual repository whose clues can be read, whose wisdom should be honoured ... The air is alive with the magical current of Druidry pouring into the land, bringing your attention back to yourself, the hill, the landscape around ... The lowing of the cattle could be those of our ancestors; the dark shadows could conceal our Druid forebears, pacing the land, marking the earth with sentinel stones as clues to their knowledge ...

		Breathe deeply and feel your awareness returning, and with the moving mist you realise that you have been transported back to your sacred inner space ... and as you acclimatise and settle back there, you realise that it is time to rise ... Stand in the centre and stretch to the clear night sky, then close your inner eyes and send out thanks and gratitude ...

		Allow the scene to fade from your awareness as you come back into your body, or turn and walk away, with your inner landscape fading beneath you or disappearing as a thick curtain is drawn, as you walk back to your everyday reality.

		

		Become aware of your body, breathing deeply, beginning to stretch your fingers and toes, and bring back a sense of health, balance, and well-being as you open your eyes. Have a drink and snack to ground you, and make your notes.

		

		Devotional Ray

		Devise a “sacred circuit” around a place that is recognised as having sacred resonance already, or that has an archaeological or some other significance for you. Take time thinking about why you will do this and set your intent. Walk it with awareness, making offerings and pausing along the route for observing, thinking, and visualising. Your intent could be:

		

		

		To enclose the space within your awareness

		

		To mark the seasons of the year symbolically at the appropriate directions, taking seeds, flowers, and fruit to the respective quarters, perhaps with a natural offering of mead, bread, or honey to the deep northern winter quarter

		

		To add to the air of sanctity given by other pilgrims’ energy, thus helping to preserve it for the future

		

		To honour a particular god or goddess or other character attached to the place by folk tradition

		

		

		Do not do this by rote. Plan, but stay alert and be prepared to adapt in light of what the site suggests to you—whether that is an intuitive feeling or something as prosaic as the weather conditions. Give blessings and thanks all the way round, and imagine those blessings spreading out along energy currents to other sites and the land surrounding them.

		There is a good example of investing an area with intuitively felt sanctity that happened around the turn of the twentieth century—the actions of one man that still resonate in the southwest of England. Wellesley Tudor Pole, a spiritual seeker and psychic, and the instigator of the “silent minute” of World War II, devised a pilgrimage route around Glastonbury, to open up and activate the area as the heart centre of England, with London being the head centre. Tudor Pole went on to found the Chalice Well Trust, building on the esoteric work of the Chalice Well founder, Alice Buckton, and developing the internationally famous peace garden that is a place of pilgrimage today, in a small town that still draws spiritual seekers like a magnet.

		Enspirit your land and your regular walk with a coherent mythopoetic story that arises from the natural features. Continue to make offerings to the natural world as you walk each day. If you cannot make up a story, then choose a Celtic myth or folktale and see if it resonates with the landscape.

		Set your intent, as you drift into sleep, to explore in dreams the magical and spiritual landscapes that you might never visit in the physical sense. Sink into the experience with a glow of gratitude and return in the same spirit, refreshed and ready for the new day.

		May we bless and be blessed by the sacred land and starry sky every night.

		

		Lessons from the Mabinogion: Third Branch

		The Relevance of the Story of Manawyddan

		Manawyddan’s is a human story of a man of generosity and resource. It brings us into contact with our mythic ancestors and their best qualities.

		In the earlier story of Branwen, Manawyddan is on the sidelines of history, supporting his siblings. In this, his own story, he has been left landless and without family after the disastrous war with Ireland and is at the whim of fate for his future. As the dead king’s brother, he has claims on the kingship that he does not intend to pursue. Instead, he is offered the ultimate prize: to become the consort of the physical representation of sovereignty in Dyfed. This role brings circumstances and responsibilities that see him tramping the tracks and roadways of the island until he reaches a resolution.

		Manawyddan’s story tells us much about interaction between the worlds and how past actions can impact on present reality. His story is salutary in indicating how we can make our way in the world as Druids, whatever our life events—it is through his bad fortune that Manawyddan’s sterling qualities of character are revealed.

		In analysing the tale, Manawyddan emerges as a very positive role model for the mature Druid. He is a hero with whom we can identify through the ups and downs of his life, although hopefully ours are not so extreme, for Manawyddan has a fair amount of misfortune to contend with. His brothers, nephew, and sister all die as a result of the war in Ireland; he loses the entire population of Dyfed, for whom he has a ruler’s responsibility; he has to earn his living by manual labour; he is driven from towns under the threat of violence; his new family is spirited away; and magic threatens the ruin of his livelihood. And it is only by his wits and human resources that he succeeds in redeeming them all. From such a role model, there are many pointers as to how to live our lives in a Druidic way.

		

		The Important Points of Manawyddan’s Story

		

		

		He does not stand on his rights and contest the high kingship.

		

		At a crossroads of life, he is available and flexible, taking what life offers.

		

		He takes on a foster father’s role for the entire family of the dead Pwyll.

		

		He is inventive and resourceful as the unexpected occurs.

		

		He takes responsibility for his life, and is self-sufficient.

		

		He is not too proud to learn skills and engage in menial tasks, for the greater good.

		

		He is wise.

		

		He avoids trouble caused by envy and jealousy.

		

		He recognises magic and cautions others to avoid its traps and dangers.

		

		He constantly reinvents himself to get by in the world.

		

		He uses his wits to discover his enemies.

		

		He gets into a position of power from which to negotiate.

		

		He plays the game right until the end, holding out and negotiating until the outcome he wishes is achieved.

		

		

		Through adopting these attitudes, Manawyddan rescues his family and restores the land, its queen, and its heir.

		But as our lives will hopefully not be rich in manipulative magic, disappearances, threats of murder and retribution, how might we incorporate the lessons of Manawyddan into our lives and practise?

		

		The Druidic Applications of Manawyddan’s Story

		The larger message of the story is especially relevant to us, regardless of gender, relating to the complex family relationships common in our society. As relationships falter and new ties are made, we—like Manawyddan—can become embroiled in circumstances that are nothing to do with us. They are dictated by the past actions of others, situations that started simmering long before we came on the scene. Women, equally with men, might find themselves in the position of Manawyddan, steering their families through turbulent times caused by past actions and attachments.

		All the negative enchantment stems from wrongs done years before Manawyddan arrives; he inherits the problems caused by the mistreatment of Gwawl, whom he has never met. When the country is under enchantment and Rhiannon and Pryderi are spirited away to an otherworldly punishment, Manawyddan’s strength is in keeping his distance from the magical events. He takes care of his responsibilities to himself and Pryderi’s wife, attending to the practicalities of living one day at a time, until he can take decisive and effective action to redeem the situation.

		

		Manawyddan’s Story: The Ideas in Practice

		We might emulate Manawyddan in the following ways:

		

		

		Don’t be unduly attached to your present external status or rank—such insistence might block other opportunities.

		

		Take life as a flow, adapting to it and making decisions on what is offered.

		

		When you take on responsibilities, keep faith through good and bad times.

		

		Cultivate skills that are of use in the world.

		

		Be prepared to make your way in any environment and succeed.

		

		Don’t think that things are beneath you; earning your living is honourable and necessary, even if it does not use all your talents.

		

		When in others’ territory, disguise your qualities and fit in with the locals.

		

		Guide companions away from headstrong decisions and avoid trouble.

		

		Learn to recognise magic, coincidence, and synchronicity and do not be tricked into acting on impulse.

		

		Balance loyalty to your family with common sense and a broad overview.

		

		Do not get dragged into the folly of loved ones.

		

		Use common sense and a sense of perspective when others rush into disaster.

		

		When pushed into a situation, take steps to gain a position of control.

		

		Think around all aspects of situations and possible outcomes when negotiating.

		

		Trust to your wits and common sense, but do not be blasé: make sure you put in the effort required to succeed.

		

		

		This branch of the Mabinogion has a modern theme: many of us, like Manawyddan, have to reinvent ourselves, keep learning new skills, and travel for our work—sometimes around the globe. It is a world of challenges, and as Druids we will try to welcome and embrace them. Lastly, we recognise an aspect that is not made explicit: this is a story that resonates down the years of a lonely man who finds a home, of a mature love that is a meeting of equals. As a supportive brother and foster father, an adaptable and honourable provider, Manawyddan is a man for all ages and an eminently fitting consort for the mature aspect of sovereignty, Rhiannon.

		All men contain within them a feminine aspect, the anima; all women contain a masculine aspect, the animus. Being a spiritual being is partly about becoming aware of this dynamic. In our explorations to become mature and fully rounded Druids, we have excellent role models in our archetypal ancestors, Rhiannon and Manawyddan.

		

		
			[contents]
		

		19. Pomponius Mela, De Situ Orbis, 111, 2, 18 and 19, trans. T. D. Kendrick, in The Druid Source Book, ed. John Matthews (London: Brockhampton Press, 1998), p. 20.

		20. Julius Caesar, De Bello Gallico, VI 13–18, trans. A. R. Billington, M.A. Oxon.

		21. Lucan, Pharsalia, 1, 450, trans. A. R. Billington, M.A. Oxon.

		22. Michael Bailey, Caer Sidhe: The Celtic Night Sky (Chieveley, UK: Capall Bann, 1997).

		23. Sarah Fuhro, e-mail to author, November 2009.

		24. Michael Bailey, Caer Sidhe (Chieveley, UK: Capall Bann, 1997), p. 23.

		25. Caitlín Matthews, The Elements of the Celtic Tradition (Shaftesbury, UK: Elements, 1989), p. 331.

		

	
		

		
			[image: 58794.jpg]
		

		

		Taking Centre Stage: The Bard
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		The Druid stands in the sacred landscape, looking up at an overcast sky, slowly scanning the grey clouds from horizon to horizon. A breeze, reflecting the activity in the stratosphere, stirs his/her robe and blue cloak. The clouds begin to race, featherlike, streaming in layers of white and grey ... Like the feathers of a goose, the tones blend miraculously ... The Druid stands enthralled by the cosmic spectacle, lightening every minute, picking up the glow from the hidden sun.

		Gradually, through the thinning clouds, a patch of rich sky-blue appears, and three rays of sunlight pierce through to strike the ground, enriching the colours, enchanting and bringing a small illuminated space to magical life: deep brown velvet-toned trunks and earth, vibrant green of grass, the sun sparkling off individual leaves ...

		The Druid raises his/her arms and spontaneously begins to move in praise of the wonder of nature: sounds accompany his/her movements ... Unselfconsciously the words pour from the Druid’s mouth, pulled from the depths by a profound feeling of thankfulness and love ... The song finishes and the Druid becomes still, the scene mists over and shifts ... Momentarily, you see the Druid in the middle of a hall, with wood smoke and feasting and many listeners held spellbound by a bardic poem of celebration and wonder ... and then that scene fades, the clouds open, and sunlight floods down upon the Druid from a clear blue sky.

		

		
			
				
			
			
					The Bard
			

			
					Enchanter Creator Artist Performer Singer Guide to the Otherworld Repository of poetic treasure
			

		

		

		

		The nearest we can get to divinity is to join the universe in an act of co-creation. At our least spiritual, we are dull, apathetic, and waste time self-destructively. When our emotions are engaged with life, however, when we are open to the wonder of a spiritual impulse powering through the world, we yearn to express ourselves creatively.

		You might have a blockage when it comes to creative impulses. If you’ve been in love, you know how emotionally involved you can be, how open, expansive, and generous. Yet you didn’t paint like Leonardo or write poetry like Yeats. So what price engagement and creative output, if you haven’t the skills to produce masterpieces? The answer is that true creativity is not validated by a positive critical evaluation of the result. Intent and heart are the measures of personal worth here: creativity feeds into our heightened state, and we live, for a time, on an elevated plane. Being in that state can result in creative acts, prompted by care for the beloved. Sometimes, in the ultimate creative act, it may result in a baby.

		But regardless of physically producing your love poem, cake, song, or garden, being in love—patently so happy that you create warmth and joy through your presence—is creative by nature: it is transformative not only for the lover. Love is not just an emotional state; it resonates with the highest, most spiritual aspect of our beings, and others respond to that—which is why “all the world loves a lover.”

		But what has this to do with the Druids who were known as Bards? They were the repository of tribal knowledge, which they disseminated through story and performance. By use of an expansive, inclusive energy, they were catalysts for transformative experiences in others, their audiences—not in the lover’s spontaneous way, but through the manipulation of their arts. Tradition accords them blue robes and an apple bough strung with bells—a token of otherworldly enchantment—as symbols of office.

		These Bards could access an energy to transform consciousness seemingly at will, to enchant, inform, and give a glimpse of a wider world to their audiences. What the lover does intuitively, entrancing us with a glimpse of the expanded world, allowing us to warm ourselves by the fire of his or her passion, the Bards of old learned through training, accessing creative energy, drawing stories from the currents of magic, the realms of the archetypes, and giving them voice in this world. And whilst the elevated state of romantic love cannot be maintained indefinitely, reaching to draw from the creative impulse of the world is an act that can be repeated at will.

		Actors today, by a combination of techniques doubtless well known to the Bards of old, access this energy as part of their job. When they say, “The show must go on,” we know that, regardless of their personal circumstances, they will cloak themselves in a persona, stilling and opening to make a connection within themselves with the character, the mood, the impulse, which they will convey to us. This is the magic of performance.

		Bards did that, as also can we.

		

		The Creative Path: A Modern Interpretation of Bardism

		What does bardism mean to us today? The word might conjure the image of a troubadour, a modern minstrel, and a performer. Amazingly, “bard” in the modern dictionary has its meaning—a professional poet or singer—still referenced back to the ancient Celts. So, assuming that most of us have no intention of treading the boards as rhymesters and singers, how should we relate to the bardic skills of the Druids? Whilst becoming a performance poet is not essential to Druidry, it is worth remembering that the nature of bardic expression is to be completely in the magical moment, to be inspired, and to be creative as an expression of an overwhelming feeling of joy and gratitude. And that is bedrock Druidry.

		Individual creativity will involve allowing the germination of uniquely personal and significant ideas and working to bring them into being. A poem, song, dance, or feast for loved ones; a wedding dress for a daughter; a sled for a young child: all of these are creative, inspired bardic acts. It is an outpouring of the wellspring of love that most often activates our creative impulse. And connection, as we have been practising it, opens us to the impulses of love and praise.

		You may remember writing poetry or music—perhaps in your late teens, inspired by first love. In that same formative period, you may have taken art exams, made comics and magazines, learnt an instrument. Looking back, you can see that the activities are linked to your dreams. They are the expression of the expansiveness of spirit you felt when everything seemed possible. Life was just beginning: you might have become a great writer, or a wonderful singer/songwriter, or have an overwhelming love affair to rival any on the silver screen. As a Druid, through working with many levels and not just the physical, you can reclaim some of those past dreams, making your life more complete and loving. And this will manifest as a more creative engagement with the world.

		For the young, life is a rich treasure house of possibilities; as we age, we can feel our life choices cause doors to gradually close one by one. Bards can reclaim the keys to some of those doors. To be a Bard is to live as a vital person, overflowing into creative acts both for personal benefit and for the good of all beings—our society, the natural world, and the invisible worlds that inform our reality. And if love is a trigger to creativity, a generosity of spirit that pours out to manifest in some tangible form, then the job of the Bard is to increase our love and connection through every level of our being—to be inspired.

		The bonus of aiming to live this way is that it is a genuinely time-altering technique. Being fully in the moment, we experience timelessness, in which ticking clocks and deadlines are simply irrelevant. We “come back” with the knowledge that time has simultaneously passed in a flash and could have spanned hours. We have been in a reality transcending our everyday experience of time passing.

		As with the walks that put Druids in the way of the magical current, so becoming absorbed in the moment—whatever the activity—and engaging fully with what is happening puts us in the way of the creative flow. That mysterious, elusive thread of our magical current, inspiration, is the key to creativity. Artists who experience a creative block suffer greatly—and this means all of us. We were born to be creative, and finding how to express that is our bardic challenge. If, since starting this book, you have become more vibrant, more interested in life, more vital and aware, this is because you are opening the doors to your creativity, the basis of all bardic expression.

		Druids have a word for the spirit of inspiration. We call it Awen.

		

		Must You Be a Druid to Be a Creative Person?

		The nonsensical nature of the question is to make it clear that I am not claiming creativity exclusively for Druids! Inspiration is available to absolutely everybody and does not rely on anyone’s cultural or spiritual affiliation. And it can manifest in any form. But we, as Druids, actively cultivate it, and for those immersed in Celtic folklore, it may show itself most often as the clear stream from Annwn, the Otherworld, coloured by the archetypes and inner contacts who have developed through generations of interaction of humans and these lands. If, in your individual case, inspiration is attached to different images, that is fine as well. Creativity should never be inhibited by cultural considerations, and there is no one Druidic way of expressing creativity. If yours is through the guitar or trombone rather than the harp, through African-inspired art rather than Celtic forms, then that is right for you.

		

		The Ancient View of the Bard and the Bardic Dynamic

		In considering the British mysteries, we are looking squarely at a Druidic tradition effaced by a diametrically different creed and set of training techniques ... The mysteries that come down to us most authentically descend through the bardic traditions and through personal encounter with the spirits of the land and the beings of the Otherworld.²⁶

		

		Let us backtrack: the traditional, dictionary interpretation of the Bard is confirmed by the classical writers. So let us consider the Bard as performer. As such, his/her work is governed by a dynamic tension between two mindsets.

		On the one hand, as the performer:

		

		

		S/he is ultimately disciplined, having honed a talent for years to reach a certain standard.

		

		S/he has developed a phenomenal memory, through holding a body of work ready for performance.

		

		S/he is simultaneously in the moment, and outside of it, able to intuitively tailor the performance to have the maximum effect on each audience.

		

		

		On the other hand, as the creative artist:

		

		

		S/he takes herself/himself away from others, to be in the way of Awen in order to produce genuinely creative and worthwhile work.

		

		S/he opens to inspiration, with no preconceptions, no prior experience, to receive whatever is out there.

		

		S/he is immersed totally in an intense experience that has a personal creative relevance. It may never be understood by another human being, it may never be seen by another, but it is creative life or death to the Bard.

		

		

		These qualities might seem contradictory, and to be a modern Bard, the second mindset might seem sufficient: find your own inspiration and live a creative, fulfilled life with no reference to others. If public poetry recitation is not essential, then why consider the traditional role of the Bard? Well, although your creative path might not ultimately be attuned to the spoken word, music, or performance, dues must be paid to this traditional method of study. Developing memory is an essential part of your training, with the reasons becoming clear later in the chapter. For now, going back to our sources, here is the ancient “job spec” for the original Bards:

		

		... as men became more civilised they began to turn their attention to higher things, prompted by Bards, Euhages, and Druids. The Bards would celebrate the mighty deeds of noble men in heroic verses, to the sweet strains of the lyre.²⁷

		Among them are makers of song called Bards. They set their verses to instruments very like lyres, praising some and satirising others ... Friend and foe alike pay heed to them.²⁸

		

		What essential points do these quotations make?

		

		

		Bards retained lore through traditional poems and stories.

		

		They recorded and celebrated current deeds and events, adding to the tribal story.

		

		Through their verses, they could chastise, censure, and bring into disrepute people from all sections of society, including the king.

		

		Through these stories, Bards indicated the right way for people to act.

		

		

		Taking these quotes in conjunction with what we have learnt already from Caesar—that Druidic training lasted nineteen years and that there was a proscription on writing down Druid material—we can also surmise that, in a nonliterate society:

		

		

		Bards, repositories of wisdom enshrined in story, functioned as stabilisers of society.

		

		As part of their remit to praise or vituperate, they exercised a control on behaviour, especially amongst the ruling class.

		

		Memory was prized as an important bardic tool.

		

		Long periods of study were necessary.

		

		

		Imagine that you have a “creativity and ideas” muscle. The more you use it, the more it comes into play. This month’s practical work will stretch that muscle, inviting you to memorise, to steep yourself for a time in poetry and music, and to try to retain some of it. Although this might not ultimately be your expression of Druidry, what these arts offer to the Druid spirit is unique and very magical.

		As mentioned earlier, Druid training lasted for nineteen years, and Caesar said that it was unlawful for them to write of sacred matters. Before we despair of our own poor memories, there is a modern comparable feat of memory: London taxi drivers learning what is called “the knowledge.” They are required to memorise the entire street system of London before being licensed. Research has shown that the memory part of their brain is four times larger than that of we lesser mortals, but hopefully their feats reassure us that memory can be trained. In the pursuit of Druidic magic, memory is important—and so is what you fill your head with.

		

		Bardism and the Modern Media

		Just a quick consideration: think of storytelling via the small and large screen, television and cinema. Here we find aspiration and higher ideals are often lacking. Surprise hits generally have these qualities; we intuitively lean towards a story that shows love, warmth, and generosity of spirit, in whatever genre. People say they like TV soap operas because they are “true to life,” but we know that life is not like that. The magic of the small screen is so compelling; it somehow convinces us that formulaic and impoverished storylines are reflections of life, even in the face of real-life experience that is far different. The images from these screens can swamp our psyches and fill our heads with damaging messages. Yet somehow they have become a part of our social cohesion, the subject of endless discussion in schools and workplaces, the edges of fantasy and reality blurring as newspapers discuss the morality of soap land characters and their actions. This is big magic, and it is not good. Ironically, time-honoured “fairy tales” and myths are censured and censored as too brutal for the young. It is an area for the Bard to ponder at the very least, and one for the Druid parent to consider urgently.

		

		Put down the book and relax ... Think about your television watching over the past week ... If you’ve watched a soap or long-running popular programme, think back over the storyline. Is it formulaic? Can you see behind the scripts to the “hooks” that keep your attention? What emotions do the stories stir in you? How is anger used or overused? What negative instincts—meanness, manipulation—are shown? Do they reflect the mindset of the people you meet in reality? What was the cliffhanger—the hook to make you switch back on next time? This is a bardic technique that you yourself can utilise, when making up stories for young children.

		Now think of a genuinely heart-warming film or television programme. What emotions did it stir? How was it life affirming? What did you do immediately afterwards—smile, discuss with friends and family, go back to your work refreshed and happy?

		

		You may enjoy TV by yourself or as quality time with your family. If you suspect you watch too much, try substituting CDs—music or audiobooks that resonate with the Druidic current. Look for Welsh and Irish legends, stories, and songs; relax with closed eyes or soft focus, and let your mind make the pictures. Or get a children’s book of legends from the library, and let your eyes take in every nuance of the beautiful pictures as you ponder their symbolism.

		What we take in through our eyes and ears is important. We are what we fill our minds with.

		The spell laid upon us by modern “bards” via the media affects us. Genuine bardic power, as opposed to cynical manipulation of our emotions, will be present in a good TV programme, and the synthesis of storyteller, director, and actor will cause changes in our thinking about the world, delivering a transformative experience. The audience is actively involved as recipients of a flow from the source of creativity.

		Which brings us back to Awen.

		

		Awen

		Awen is a Welsh word defying exact translation, but understood as the flowing spirit of inspiration, which can be accessed by the poet. As with other Welsh words incorporating the suffix “wen” or a variant, it suggests fair grace, the divine feminine, and these are the resonances we set up when we sing it.

		“Awen” first appears in writings dated back to the seventh century, but was reintroduced by Iolo Morganwg, an inspired writer on ancient Druidry, who published the Barddas in the late 1800s. This is a source of our knowledge from supposedly ancient texts, whose provenance can now never be proved. The flood of material that poured from him, from ancient sources and his own imagination, seems to indicate that he was a blessed recipient of the Awen of which he wrote. Steeped in source materials, who would be a more worthy bardic recipient of intuitive wisdom from an ancient current? In terms of our magical current, he seems to have connected to it and extrapolated a body of workable material from sparse hints in early texts. Modern Druids use this, whilst recognising that the truth of his sources will never be known. As mature spiritual seekers, we can make use of whatever we need, our only concern being that our system must have coherence, and that we have a clear understanding that this is constructed from modern and ancient sources. As Druids walking an experiential path, the ultimate test of all our material is: does it help us to make connection with our magical current? Does it work?
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		The Awen symbol is universally recognised and used by modern Druids: it feels firmly imprinted into the tradition. The triple rays reflect the symbolic potency of triplicities and can be interpreted in more than one way.

		In Iolo’s interpretation, the symbol represents the first energy, the God-name, which called the world into existence: columns of light and sound that would allow the viewer to connect with the primal energy of life.

		One modern interpretation is of the symbol as an aerial view of three stones with shadows emanating from them, tracking the equinoxes and solstices and the source of all life and our lives, the sun.

		The Awen symbol is replicated in nature by rays of light shining through the clouds, striking down to parts of the landscape as if they are particularly blessed on overcast days—a sight to elevate our spirits.

		As the number three is often used as a teaching and memory aid in Druidry, a number of correspondences can be applied to the Awen columns: light/dusk/dark, father/mother/child, love/truth/justice, Annwn/Arbred/Gwyvydd, and so on. In terms of our practical work, each study section comes under the auspice of one of the columns, as they can represent power/wisdom/love, or nature/knowledge/devotion.

		If we imagine ourselves as a vertical link between heaven and earth, surrounded and supported by the magical current of Druidry that pours from sky and land, then the Awen, inspiration, is a thread of brightness running through it, sometimes coloured by sky, sometimes by the deep green light of the earth. Sometimes it spirals inexorably into our path; sometimes it assumes the lightning flash to strike us out of the blue.

		The important thing is to put yourself in the way of it: to allow space and time. Actively put yourself into the right place, make the appointment, and then—relax, do nothing, simply be aware of the space opening up, and your spirit expanding with it. For Druids, putting yourself in the way of inspiration means putting yourself into nature, removing yourself from the everyday world to allow yourself to “fine-tune” your apparatus to pick up this elusive part of the current.

		

		Sounding the Awen

		The Awen is sounded as three long syllables: “Ahhh ... oooo ... ennn.” More than your voice is involved—feeling and visualising energy rising and flowing in your body give this its focus and power.

		As you try it, become aware of your energy “egg” protecting you and at the same time acting as the interface between you and the energetic world. As with osmosis allowing the passage of liquid between cells, you can pull in positive energy, so experiment with this in conjunction with sounding the word.

		Stand or sit up straight, and take a moment to become aware of yourself as a physical, mental, emotional, and spiritual being. Root yourself in the earth, with your head in the sky. Take a relaxed breath in and imagine a chalice of inspiration, full to the brim and spilling over for your use. This image overarches each sounding of the Awen—unless and until you find one that is personally more satisfying.

		Some suggestions for visualising whilst you chant:

		

		

		Pull the sounds into the “egg” of force surrounding you, as rays of energy.

		

		Visualise white light that you breathe in, which splits into the three rays of power, wisdom, and love, which you chant out.

		

		Draw in the energy of earth, sky, and sea as you chant.

		

		Sense the energies meeting in your body at your heart.

		

		Visualise two streams of nature and wisdom as you sing the first two syllables and pour out compassion to the world with the third.

		

		

		As well as drawing in energy that is swirling round you, you may imagine the sounds as being directional, coming up from the earth, down from the sky, and meeting in your body. The important thing is that it is a cyclic process: we do not only take in, to swell until we burst, but complete the process by returning it to the universe. No one receives inspiration by hanging on, and such an attitude is inimical to the creative process.

		Remember, the column of light that is our magical connection is constructed of threads which swirl and pour for our use, and inspiration shines through them, elusive but accessible.

		

		Sound: A Bridge to “Other”

		This is where we come to the reason why, no matter what your traumatic history with song (and few escape the humiliations of the school singing class unscathed), it is important, in the privacy of your home, to emulate the Bards of old and sing, chant, or otherwise intone. In terms of making a magical connection, of bridging the gap between this world and others, of providing an interface for work on a different plane, music has a magic all its own, which is why music therapy is of such value in the wider world.

		You can quickly prove the magical worth of sound:

		

		Take a moment to breathe deeply and relax. Think of the most evocative piece of music that you can ... Let your mind run around pop, easy listening, rock, or classical music: whatever genre you enjoy most. When you’ve fixed on a piece, open yourself to it and run it through in your head. Notice the definitive moment—perhaps a crash of cymbals, roll of drums, violin strings shearing through the music—which touches you every time, opening an inner and hidden part of you, altering and making you aware of ... something else. Or perhaps there is no one definitive moment, chord, or sound, but the cumulative effect of the whole piece ... Enjoy the sensation: is it happy or bittersweet, speaking of your longings? When you are ready, take a smiling, invigorating breath and return to your reading.

		

		You might experience this power at a concert where you open yourself to the art of the Bard. That is the magic of sound, and as such, it is a tool that we will work with in the practical section. It is a magic used in the Mabinogion, when Gwydion used his bardism to enchant the Prince of Dyfed into making a bad bargain. It is the reason that Taliesin was an honoured Bard both in mythology—at the court of Arthur in the story of Culwch—and in reality as the Bard of Urien and Owain of Rheged. The place of, and respect for, the bardic arts in the court symbolises the harmony of the kingdom.

		The Awen is not only a symbol; Iolo defined it as the “holy name” from which creation flowed, remembering the biblical phrase, “In the beginning was the Word.” We articulate the sound of the Awen, calling and connecting ourselves to inspiration, and it is the one sound that regularly appears in modern Druid ceremonies.

		If music has magic, so certain sounds are especially powerful. Holy sounds used in spiritual systems from other cultures often include the “Ahhh” sound, as well as “Ohhh” or “Oooo.” These vowels are sounds that we make when we are relaxed: just breathe out naturally but with a degree of force and “Ahhh” emerges. It could symbolise dropping our guard and relaxing in trust: a totally accepting receptive mood ideal for accessing inspiration. Awen, the brightness threading through the Druidic current, is coloured by our tradition of relationship with the land, the archetypes, and the myths. Using and integrating it will start at the next study break.

		In magic, never forget that sound is a potent bridge between the worlds. Any sound articulated with intent can transmit power. Sounding the Awen serves the dual purpose of connecting us to the magical current and to the spirit of creativity. After you keep the appointment and give the invitation, who can doubt that magic will happen?

		

		You, the Bard: Conclusions

		Expressing creativity for transformational effect, being expansive, is intrinsic to a fulfilled life; how to do it is entirely personal. It will be through activities that allow you to be fully in the moment, in the right place at the right time, and that you look back on with a sense of a job well done. The bardic, creative reality of everyday life might include a well-weeded flowerbed, a sleeping child happy after a day of play, or any other way your creative input has added to the world. You can only fully appreciate this retrospectively, as bardic creativity involves you completely in the moment. This is why we review regularly: to reflect and gain an insight into when we’ve “got it right.” In terms of living with a creative attitude, hopefully you’ll be a Bard for the rest of your life.

		Thinking back over your work and your walks, you might realise that Awen, inspiration, has been hovering over you as you have studied. With every walk, every observation, every visualisation, you have been putting yourself in its way, inviting the flowing spirit of inspiration to descend, and hopefully have been feeling some of the effects.

		You have your tools—imagination, memory, intuition—to guide you on your path.

		According to Welsh sources, the bardic colour is the blue of the sky, a true clear blue: gorm in Irish. To be “gormless” is to be unintelligent, to lack understanding. Implicit in the vibrant blue of the clear sky is the clarity with which you pursue your path, and a sense of serenity and peace. We must remember that the Bards were not allowed to carry weapons; they were peacemakers, an important part of the modern Druid’s identity. The Bards of old held a staff of office; their magical symbol was an apple branch with bells, signifying the gift of enchantment from Annwn. Enchantment of yourself, your community, and the land is in the hands of the Bard. Draw your blue cloak about you, and hold your apple bough aloft, for the work of the Bard is calling to you. And through the Druidic current, the dazzle of Awen can flash like lightning—now is the time to pursue it.

		A blessing on our bardic creativity, whatever form it takes.

		

		Study Break 9

		The Bard

		There are two aspects to your bardic work this session:

		

		

		Becoming more “bardic” by cultivating a more creative style of life

		

		Becoming more “bardic” in the traditional sense of learning poetry and engaging with the performing arts

		

		

		Both aspects will be woven into your three-strand practice.

		Like a hunter, you are going out after the Awen, the transformative flow of inspiration, to enrich your practise. Remember, make time and put yourself in the right place. Imagine that you are fine-tuning a radio or that you are a safecracker listening for the roll and tumble as the mechanism unlocks. Think about the classic posture of those actions: a poised, still figure, head tilted, eyes soft-focussed on the middle distance, listening with the inner senses. With Awen, we cultivate a relaxed attitude of still readiness, of receptivity, tempting the elusive brightness to reveal itself as a word, an image, a sudden flash of understanding. Go into nature or a sacred place of your choice: take yourself away from others and give yourself time.

		You might want to use the following or similar questions to uncover your secret creative urges, breathing out first with an “Ahhh” sound, and opening to a receptive attitude.

		

		

		What makes you happy?

		

		When did you last lose yourself in an activity? What was it?

		

		What were your childhood dreams?

		

		What role did you playact as a child?

		

		What words, phrases, quotations regularly spring to mind? Are they inspirational? If not, are you putting your attention in the wrong places?

		

		

		Always keep your journal handy and write ideas down as they occur. Awen is elusive: it is in its nature to disappear like a puff of smoke almost immediately, so when it comes it must be acted upon. Seed thoughts from Annwn are ephemeral and need grounding in our world. Making notes is the first stage, quickly followed by action. Always follow up. Rereading your journal regularly will help you check that nothing is slipping through the net. How often do you get an instinct to do something after a visualisation? A sudden urge—to make a phone call, check out the Internet, go for a walk—should be followed as far as is sensible and possible.

		Do you yearn towards artistic action? Does the fear of doing it badly mean that you never try? If so, then regard it as your duty this study session to make the first fumbling efforts. Keep them private, but start acting on any bardic yearning.

		

		Nature Ray

		The earliest poems were praise songs, commemorating warriors. For this session, as well as noting the natural changes in your walks, try turning your usual jottings and observations into an imaginative description. Think in terms of the landscape being a person, whom you will praise—for its beauty, its qualities, its worth.

		A starting point might be a statement of the intent of your writing or poem, as a first line. For example,

		

		I will sing the praise of my friendly birch ...

		

		Or focussing on how the object enriches the landscape:

		

		Imagine my walk without the beech tree.

		Green gleams in summer, fox-russet autumn carpet of leaves,

		Smooth elephantine grey bark,

		Home of the squirrel ...

		

		You might choose instead to commemorate your landscape in song—just a jingle or ditty will do to start. If you’re not very musical, then putting words to a favourite tune or chant is quite in order. This is your private creative expression; feel free to explore and to stretch your limits. And do have fun!

		Try writing, reciting, singing, or chanting in praise of:

		

		

		A tree

		

		A shrub

		

		A bird

		

		A view

		

		A time of day

		

		

		When you have explored these and other aspects, turn to praising:

		

		

		The seasons (perhaps one chant for each festival)

		

		The archetypes

		

		

		Your Totem Animal

		Find some appropriate music, and dance, dance, dance, setting your intent beforehand that this is in praise of whatever you choose. Or accompany your movement with chanting or drumming.

		Use natural objects for your other creative skills. Are you still making natural gifts of gratitude on your walks? What about making seasonal circlets and crowns to wear at your celebrations? Pressing leaves to make cards? Spraying seed heads? Could you add in a seasonal verse now, to celebrate a loved one’s birthday? Whittle, carve, paint, or otherwise record the beauty of nature, and then make up a bardic creative list, based on what you love doing.

		To pursue the special bardic activity that you choose, make an appointment. Set aside time, and set your alarm for five minutes before to make sure you’re not late. You may want to watch and practise along with an instructional DVD as you learn guitar or mandolin. Or bake bread, sew, write, sing, dance, think. Buy yourself the penknife you drooled over when you were ten, and start whittling!

		The tools of the traditional Bard—especially the development of memory—are of great worth to modern Druids, so we will also engage with these.

		

		Knowledge Ray

		We might consider Bran as the sponsor of the Bard. In his “between the worlds” form, as the magical head, he entertained the survivors of the battle with Ireland for eighty-seven years, holding them in enchantment with his bardic arts. This study session is about honouring the skill and discipline of the Bard. It is your job to learn from the wisdom of the past: to memorise, to cultivate your memory in the service of your art.

		Think back to the eight festivals and the qualities and tone of each: beginnings, burgeoning, expanding, contracting, and so on. Make a list to remind yourself.

		Now search through books or the Internet for a poem or piece of writing that encapsulates that feeling. You might know one already or realise that a verse from childhood resonates. For example:

		

		In the bleak midwinter, frosty wind made moan,

		Earth stood hard as iron, water like a stone ...

		

		These words are best known as a carol, but seem as appropriate in setting the scene for an Alban Arthan meditation. When you have found your poem, your challenge is to learn it, so be gentle with yourself and start with a short one—four lines will do if you have real memory problems. There are many “memory systems,” but the most important part of remembering poetry is that it should speak to you on a deep level. If it resonates within you, you will be more likely to call it back at will. And if you never truly master the art, your brain will have been engaged with the effort, and you will have been concentrating on elevated and beautiful thought forms, which cannot be regarded as wasted effort. Use a verse of your current poem each morning when you light your candle and greet the day. Say it softly as a tribute to the beauty of nature as you walk your circuit. Use it before a seasonal meal, bonfire, or ritual, or softly to lull a baby to sleep. Use a scrapbook to build up your poetry resource, for you to refer to through the year. Add photos, pictures, or natural objects from your landscape.

		Look also for any poetry that glorifies the natural world—the sun, moon, stars, the elements in nature, and seasonal occupations. If the whole poem doesn’t resonate with you, just learn and use the few lines that do. It is wonderful to be able to call these lyrical, evocative phrases to mind at will. And a natural extension of engaging with the Awen is that you might compose some poetry yourself, to use in the same way.

		

		Visualisation for This Session

		If you would like to, quietly play some background music that is pastoral and lyrical; see if it adds to the depth and effect of the visualisation. Take your time and engage fully with the sensations this exercise induces.

		Follow the usual instructions for relaxing, protecting, and withdrawing to your inner space. Set your intent: to open to the spirit of flowing inspiration in the universe.

		

		As you sink into your inner landscape, you breathe out with an “Ahhh” sound, bringing a feeling of profound relaxation. Notice this gently, and feel its effects on your body, as every muscle becomes heavier, warmer, and more relaxed ... Open your inner senses, looking gently round your landscape ... You are in the centre of your protected space, and stand tall and relaxed, noticing with each breath the interaction of the energy field of the landscape and the energy of your breath. Each inhalation and exhalation affects the trees and grasses around you, and the trees and grasses affect your breathing. Every part of the landscape is limned with the light of its energy field, blurring boundaries and limitations ...

		Follow the lines of connection as tree flows into air, into bush, into grass, into earth. Continue to breathe with a gentle “Ahhh” sound, and realise that, if you feel comfortable with this, you are opening yourself to this process. Feel the strength of the air and the fruitful energy of the green earth, all flowing into your energy field as you allow them. And with the out-breath, you are returning the flow, and you are an intrinsic and working part of a magical landscape ...

		You go deeper into concentration, knowing that you are safely rooted by your position in the centre of your Celtic cross ... As you flow with the rhythm of your breath, your arms rise effortlessly in a gesture of invocation above your head and you wordlessly pour out a request for the light of inspiration to enter your life ... Your body swells with your next in-breath, and is exhaled in the sound of “Awen”: “Ahhh ... oooo ... ennn.”

		The land reverberates to the sound, which you repeat twice; and at the last repetition, your arms drop comfortably to your sides and the magical singing of Rhiannon’s birds in the trees answers you ... You enter timelessness and remember the story of the assembly of the wondrous head, which brings an awareness of the head of Bran, buried safely for the protection of the land, adding stability and power to the earth on which you sit ...

		And through the trees, the sun’s glow in the branches forms into a likeness of what might be a beautiful head, with a nimbus of sunlit hair, and as if from immortal lips, you hear enchanted singing and sink under its spell ... You can catch only the merest intimation of the song, but it speaks to the depths of your being of connection, of inspiration, and the notes flood over you, filling you with the infinite possibilities of your creative spirit ... and you are still, and open, simply receiving with gratitude ... You remain here as long as seems appropriate, until a cloud passes across the sun, the half-glimpsed image of the head of Bran disappears, leaving its afterimage superimposed on the leaves ... It might take the form of a symbolic shape or gift to remind you of the constant source of inner inspiration welling up within you, simply waiting for your attention ...

		If you see a gift, take it carefully into your awareness, to act as a key to unlock your state of creativity. If you do not see anything, keep the memory of the half-glimpsed oracular head: youthful, strong, beautiful, a facilitator between the worlds ...

		The vivid, energetic nature of the landscape begins to fade as you become aware of your steady, gentle breathing, and feel yourself separate and whole ... You rise to your feet, your arms rising again in thanks and wonder for the magical land and the experience. You breathe more deeply, your chest cavity filling. The movement flowing into a gentle movement of your whole body withdraws you from your inner world and turns your focus back to the everyday reality which is now calling you ... Let the scene fade like mist in the morning and bring back the bright expansion of the feeling you have accessed ... Move your body; open your eyes when you are ready, ground yourself, and make your report in your journal.

		

		Devotional Ray

		Peace and honour are the watchwords of this strand. Right thinking, right action—the integrity of the Bard—are yours. The ancient Bards could stop wars. The phrase “without peace can no work be” begins every ceremony of the Order of Bards, Ovates and Druids. The Bards respected and honoured what was best about the past, keeping that knowledge for the good of their tribes and kingdoms.

		Up until now, you have been largely using “loving receptivity” to take in and learn from nature. You have learnt something of her changes, and you have looked at her as a giver of symbolic messages. You have responded with loving kindness and compassion.

		Now, from being the observer, you will take the first tentative steps in engaging with the power and energy of nature, using also “loving evocation.” Do this through the creative spirit by articulating the Awen—uniquely tuned to resonate with the Celtic current—quietly, discreetly, to your landscape. Feel its response. Give your bardic gifts to the forest, the community, loved ones—sing to the trees, the moon, the sunset, the sea. Offer the Awen to the portals.

		Bring that feeling back with you to your home as you pursue bardic activities—prefacing each by relaxing, concentrating on the breath, connecting to the essence of the project, followed by sounding the Awen to invoke the creative spirit.

		In this session, give honour, frequently and whenever it occurs to you. Particularly honour all poets who have gone before. Honour the creativity of your ancestors; honour the land; honour your descendants with your poetry and your actions.

		And as you walk down the street, as you drive in the car, as you engage with others at work and at home, constantly give peace. “For without peace can no work be.”

		May the flowing spirit of inspiration enrich our days and nights.

		

		Tales from the Mabinogion: Fourth Branch, Part One

		Math, Son of Mathonwy: The Foot-Holder and the Swine

		Gwydion and his brother Gilvaethwy, as the heirs to the kingdom of Gwynedd, rode far and wide overseeing its well-being. Their ancient and wise uncle Math was the king of that land in north Wales, at the same time that Pryderi was lord of Dyfed, in the south. And Math maintained the welfare of the kingdom at court, for he had always to have his feet in the lap of a virgin foot-holder, and obtained news from all quarters from the winds that heard all as they blew through the land.

		It was when the brothers returned to court that Gwydion noticed the lovesick looks that Gilvaethwy turned on Goewin, the maiden quietly sitting with Math’s feet in her lap. As the days passed, Gilvaethwy grew pale and sick, and Gwydion resolved that something must be done.

		Now, the only time that Math rose to his feet was in time of war, in defence of the kingdom, and Gwydion thought of a plan to make Math rise, and thus give his brother a chance with the maiden. For Gwydion had returned with a tale of a new animal that had been introduced into Wales. Pryderi, the ruler of Dyfed in the south, had a special relationship with the Otherworld, Annwn, since his father Pwyll had ruled there for a year. As a token of that bond, Arawn the king of Annwn had sent pigs to Pryderi—toothsome meat that Gwydion coveted for his own people. Math gave him permission to travel with a band of men and ask for some of these strange pigs—so docile and domesticated, so different from the native wild boar, so succulent, and such a symbol of wealth for a tribe.

		Gwydion led a band of twelve, disguised as Bards, to Pryderi’s court. And after Pryderi had feasted them, Gwydion, the first Bard of the islands, held the company spellbound with magical tales, and eventually he asked for some of the pigs. Pryderi explained that there was a stricture on him not to give or sell any of them until they had doubled in number and, hearing that, Gwydion asked him not to refuse, but to wait and see if a way could be found to release him from that stricture.

		Gwydion waited until the court of Dyfed was asleep, and then he made magic, taking mushrooms and enchanting them into other forms. He produced twelve black greyhounds with white breasts and gold collars and leashes, and twelve horses with saddles and bridles, and twelve gilded shields, and all the metalwork was of finest gold.

		The next day he presented them—and a solution to the problem.

		If Pryderi could not give or sell the pigs, then perhaps he could exchange them for the gifts Gwydion showed him. Pryderi took counsel and agreed to the exchange, and the men of Gwynedd drove the pigs northwards, and the places that they stopped are still to be found. And they hurried, for Gwydion’s magic would only last for a day.

		When Pryderi’s men discovered that the gifts had reverted back to fungus, they clamoured for reparation and pursued the fleeing Bards. By the time the band had returned to their own land, driving the pigs before them, the country was rising, for the winds had told Math what had transpired, and he had risen and gathered his troops.

		Then they all went out to war, but Gwydion and Gilvaethwy stole back to the court in the night. They dismissed the other maidens, and Gilvaethwy raped Goewin—and it might have been much to his surprise that a woman would not succumb to him willingly.

		Returning to the army, they discovered that the casualties were heavy, and the men of the south had retreated. The same happened the next day, so to curtail the slaughter Pryderi sued for peace and gave hostages. The men of Gwynedd were reluctant to stop fighting and harried the men of the south, so Pryderi asked for a settlement by single combat, between Gwydion, as the cause of all the trouble, and Pryderi. The men were evenly matched, but by Gwydion’s use of magic, Pryderi was killed, and there he was buried. The hostages were released and the men of Gwynedd went back in triumph. Perhaps the shameful deeds of Gilvaethwy and Gwydion appeared to them by then as dark dreams, as they rode off straightaway on a circuit of the land.

		When Math arrived at the court and prepared to lie on his couch, Goewin told him that he would have to find another foot-holder, and how Gilvaethwy had forced her, in spite of her loud protests. Math swore that his nephews should return to pay, and in reparation to Goewin he made her his wife, to hold his possessions in her hands.

		The brothers were afraid, and stayed away from court, until Math’s injunction that none in the kingdom was to succour them, that all doors were to be shut to them and no food given, forced them to return for judgement.

		Math confronted them with the loss of men and arms through war, and the dishonour that they’d done, and he touched each of them with his magic wand, whereupon they turned into a deer and a stag, and bounded out into the wild to live with the nature of the animals whose forms they wore. And a year later they returned with a fine young fawn, which Math transformed into a strapping boy, called Hydwn.

		The brothers he touched again, and they became a wild sow and a boar, and trampled through the court to escape to the wild, to live with the nature of the animals whose forms they wore. And a year later they returned with a fine young piglet, which Math transformed into a strapping boy, called Hychdwn.

		The brothers he touched again, and they become a wolf and a bitch, and raced from the court and into the wild, to live with the nature of the animals whose forms they wore. And a year later they returned with a fine young pup, which Math transformed into a strapping boy, called Bleiddwn.

		The brothers he touched again for a final time with his wand, and they stood in front of him, once more his well-loved nephews, Gwydion and Gilvaethwy, accepted by all.

		And Math addressed himself to the problem of who could become his new foot-holder.
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		Magic in the Forest: The Ovate Path
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		The clearing in the forest seems animate, teeming with life. The sun’s rays pulse through the canopy of leaves, transforming into a diffuse, mysterious light. Leaf litter on the forest floor is thick and rich with microbes and miniscule organisms. A bird scuttles up the trunk of a tree, pausing to dig deep into the bark for insects. Nuts are ripening on a hazel; acorns are green and plump. A late butterfly suns itself, and bees buzz in the woodland flowers, nuzzling and probing for nectar. The glade is a treasure house of richness for our use … Your eye is drawn to the huge trunk of a guardian tree. A dim figure is leaning against it, camouflaged in a robe of greens and browns tied with a cord of nettle rope, studying the landscape with knowing eyes … By the tree bole is a basket, within which you can see a sickle and bunches of nettles, sweet cicely, and bramble leaves, a bundle of ash twigs. From a cloth spill shiny brown-capped boletus—the “penny bun” mushrooms. This Druid is harvesting, deep green eyes shining with the serenity of knowledge. The forest supplies our wants: the Druid is at home.

		

		
			
				
			
			
					The Ovate
			

			
					Tree worker Herbalist Diviner Far traveller Explorer of the realms Protector of the earth
			

		

		

		

		The Ovate in both ancient and modern Druidry is mysterious, dealing with the spaces and borders between the worlds—natural and human, time and space, Annwn and Arbred. Delving into it, you might revisit at a deeper level your contact with a totem animal, the moon, the ancestors, and start to learn the skills of forest lore. Let us start with a brief comparison between the roles, skills, and concerns of Bards and Ovates.

		Becoming a Bard draws on a contact with the Other realms for Awen, for inspiration. Nevertheless, the role of the Bard is firmly in the apparent world, revealing its magic through the creative arts. The Ovate is a more removed, inward-looking figure—inward as in pursuing studies that rely on keeping one eye firmly fixed on the inner realms, on Annwn, the place of inner creation, from which the essential energies flow.

		

		... the Euhages [Ovates] studying the high order of the universe, strove to lay bare nature’s secrets.²⁹

		The Pythagorean doctrine prevails among them ... they have soothsayers too of great renown who tell the future by watching the flights of birds ... ³⁰

		You dwell deep in forest groves far from the light. You tell us that the dead shun the silent seats of Erebus, the pale realm of deepest Dis: the same spirit lives on in a different dimension: death, if your song is true, comes in the midst of lengthy life.³¹

		

		The magic of the Bards is personally transformative but also, by its nature, is to be shared, opening awareness of another world through song, poetry, or art. The magic of the Ovate involves each student engaging with the other realms in a subjective way that builds into a coherent relationship. It is a journey of exploration. It comes with considerable responsibilities, the foremost being the student’s responsibility to himself/herself to maintain boundaries: to check in with the apparent world, family, and friends to ensure that s/he is not falling into the seductive trap of escaping into a subjective inner reality, or blurring the boundaries in a way that impairs the ability to distinguish and function well. Druidry enhances our existing lives, and entering the Ovate realm should be as beneficial as “taking time out” in any other way that refreshes and readies us to take up our daily responsibilities—with the added benefit of bringing back deep knowledge, profound realisations, that inform the way we live our lives.

		The Ovate leaves the haunts of men to walk through the forest. To advance will be to engage in an entrancing, transforming experience of nature, experiencing more deeply the life force, Nwyfre, running through every being. But it can feel as if a single step might remove one a little too far from the apparent world, and that there is danger as well as magic here. We draw our cloaks of protection around us, prepare wisely, and walk with integrity and trust.

		

		The Work of the Ovate

		Your daily walks are feeding the Ovate strain in you and have been a preparation for this work. Ensure that you are walking with awareness, using the checklist from the earlier chapters—walking slowly, observing with your intellect and engaging your senses, practising thankfulness, and reaching out with your intuitive faculty. Deepening your knowledge is a gradual process, and this is why checking in with your journal is so useful. Is it easier now to still yourself and listen to your intuition? Can you sense from a bobbing twig which sort of bird has just been disturbed? Can you “read sign” like a hunter? Do the trees you stroke respond in any way? And what aspects of the green land have you concentrated on? What have you noted, photographed, sketched? Are you drawn to the high trees, to the tiny weeds, to the makeup of the soil and rock beneath your feet? You might be surprised when you review to see how far you have come along the Ovate path already.

		It is easier to sense the genius loci in the forest than the park, so to the wilder lands we now go. But without the distractions and reassurances of humanity, the Ovate proceeds with caution. In following the Ovate path, the bedrock elements of study still pertain: you, the student, go at your own pace, knowing that you are in control. Perhaps now is the time to join other walkers and ramblers, to allow you to venture farther afield with safety.

		Of course, without pushing the boundaries of the comfort zone, no advancement is possible. This is a balance that is made individually whilst at the same time you interact as a fully socialised being in the apparent world. How much easier for our forebears, when we can suppose that spiritual training was understood in a tribal context, and allowances might be made for the Ovate’s withdrawal from society—and occasional wobble! But these things must be taken seriously; keep your magical journal and ensure that the journey you take is for the good of all beings—and for yourself, first and foremost.

		

		Greening

		The colour green sums up the Ovate grade, just as the clear blue of the sky characterises that of the Bard. “Greening,” the life force of the natural world, is the most magical aspect of Druidry, and can clearly be seen in a sown field of wheat—brown one day, and with a mist of green the next, made up of a thousand thin spears of new life.

		Hildegard of Bingen, a mediaeval Christian mystic nun from the Rhineland whose writings are influential to this day, understood the wonder of growth in a pantheistic way any Druid will recognise. From her revelations, she introduced the wonderful concept of viridias, which seems to resonate exactly with the vibration of the Ovate. Viridias is the greening power that is the heart of the creative impulse of the world. This is what the Ovate believes in, immerses himself/herself in, and uses constantly. To Hildegard, the state of harmonious rightness of the world and humankind was damp, green, and fresh. Being divorced from the power resulted in wilting, desiccation, and aridity. Writing as a Christian, she went as far as to call Jesus “the green master.” We might personify this green creative power as a green man, the Green Knight of Arthurian legend, the Lord of the Wildwood, or however seems appropriate to us. We view with awe and wonder the greening, generative power of the earth, and its power to aid our work: the oak of a thousand years; the tiny weed that cracks concrete. The colour of the Ovate is green, say the Welsh sources through Iolo Morganwg, to indicate the growth of learning and science. Growth, expansion, deepening through the natural world: these are the way of the Ovate.

		

		The Nature of Ovate Work

		So, delving deep is the essential nature of Ovate work, deep and wide. We can compare this to exchanging our limited vision for that of the owl—seeing in the dark, neck rotating over 270 degrees, to glimpse what is normally hidden. Looking below, behind, and beyond the apparent, to sense the mystical flow of life from Annwn to Arbred. Sensing in the green richness of foliage and turf the essence of life energy, that mysterious force given so many names by so many cultures, but called by Druids Nwyfre. The Ovate is occupied in looking backwards and forwards in time, taking the broad overview of life and lives; looking for connections, symbols, indications of the cosmic harmony behind life, in order to understand our place in it.

		Merlin, who prophesied for two kings and engineered King Arthur’s conception through his magical arts, was called the Vates of King Vortigern and of Ambrosius because of his predictive abilities. In mediaeval times, Gerald of Wales reported on the practises of the Awenyddion, soothsayers who would go into trance at will to answer questions. In this state, words streamed from their lips, to be interpreted by the querent. The Awenyddion would return as if after a normal sleep, being shaken to aid their return, with no knowledge of what they had said, but describing the experience as if their lips had been smeared with honey or as if a sheet of written paper had been pressed to their mouths.

		We are told that the innermost groves of far-off forests were the places of the forest-wise Druids, so use your inner and outer groves: the inner landscape which gets richer with every visit, the outer landscape which you connect to more deeply with every walk you take.

		Give yourself the luxury of time: time to yourself; time to light a candle and ponder; to look back on your life; to stroke your hands, seeing in them the reflection of your grandmother’s or father’s; to dream back beyond the oldest photo in your album to your lineage and the marvellous mix of genes that have created you. This is the time for withdrawal, as far as your everyday commitments allow you, to broaden your horizons. It is amazing how much “inner space” you can create without being overt or hugely altering your habits. Quiet modification is the rule—establishing a quiet half hour alone for a cup of tea; going to bed early to read a couple of times a week.

		If the suggestions for the work seem irritatingly elusive so far, then that might give you a flavour of this grade! Here is a brief summary of the work of the Ovate:

		

		

		Using tools for focussing on intuition, other states, other worlds, the inner reality. Ovates were diviners and soothsayers, and in modern times tarot and oracle cards, Ogham sticks, and scrying are commonly used by Ovates.

		

		Exploring the high mysteries of the natural world. Many choose to do this in relation to ourselves—that is to say, healing work, in relation to herbalism and so on. There are many alternative and “energetic” fields of healing which might be studied as part of the work. Others might pursue astrology, astronomy, ecological issues; it is entirely up to the individual.

		

		Tree knowledge. The grade gives us the opportunity to really understand the forest, in the most practical and esoteric of ways, drawing strength and a different perspective from it.

		

		Respecting and acting to preserve the natural world—locally, nationally, and internationally—on which we all depend for life.

		

		

		The choices and scope might seem overwhelming. How to cope with such a huge body of study? Coming after the ongoing bardic instructions to memorise and create, we realise just why the decades of study to become a Druid were so necessary. We are skimming the surface here; the rest will be up to you, and you will benefit in proportion to the amount of commitment you are able to make.

		As Druids, as Ovates, we must live lightly. Recognise the level at which you have time to embrace these studies now. If you are drawn particularly to this grade, know that you have a lifetime; there is no rush, and you will be learning long after this book is just a distant memory. And your first piece of Ovate wisdom might be that we are living not simply the repeating circles of the solar cycle, but a spiral, returning each year but on a different level of life experience and study. Do not be overwhelmed; rather, enjoy each stage of exploration, knowing that you are building up levels of understanding and awareness and knowledge with each return to either of the grades.

		

		The Ovate and the Indefensible

		The quotes so far have been neutral or positive in their stance, but the commentators wrote for many reasons, one of which was undoubtedly to prove Druids barbaric and cruel. Most of these comments are in relation to divination, the province of the Ovate, so it is here that they must be addressed.

		Along with the high-minded remit of “explaining the high mysteries of nature,” we find that it was the Ovates who attended sacrifices—our first mention of sacrifice in relation to Druids. There are a couple of nasty and graphic references to sacrificial practises in Strabo, quoting the lost work of Posidonius, and references to sacrifice and divination from Diodorus Siculus:

		

		[T]hey ... tell the future by watching the flights of birds and by observation of the entrails of victims ... No one performs a sacrifice without the assistance of a philosopher, for they say the offerings to the gods ought only to be made through the mediation of these men, who are learned in the divine nature and, so to speak, familiar with it.³²

		

		So Ovates, it is said, divined from death throes and were in attendance at sacrifices. Putting this distasteful matter in the context of a brutal ancient world, the forms of execution ascribed to the Celts were all used by the Romans throughout the Empire. To take the moral high ground because Rome had outlawed human sacrifice, whilst retaining gladiatorial and massive spectacles of animal/human execution as entertainment is ironic, to say the least.

		Taking this objective overview does not disguise the fact that, on every level, such practises are totally repellent and against the life-enhancing aspect of modern Druidry. To the modern Ovate, from a moral, ethical, or spiritual point of view, sacrifice of others is abhorrent. Yet it does allow us think around the idea of sacrifice.

		Druidry is opposed to wanton, unnecessary, or unthinking harm. Just by living we are responsible for the deaths of miniscule life forms daily, and ignoring this is to deny the intertwined relationships of all things. The “vegetarian/carnivore” question can sometimes seem one of the most hotly debated areas of modern Druidry and is one best dealt with by allowing everyone to make their own moral choices. But sacrifice is a different matter: a considered act for a specific purpose. For this reason, we realise that sacrifice can only be of the self. A substitution of another is nonsensical.

		What sacrifices have you made already for your Druidry—in time, energy, commitment? Denying yourself leisure activities in favour of Druidic study?

		Sometimes our ideas of sacrifice can get mixed up with the form of bargaining we do as children—“If I get out of this, I’ll never, never (insert whatever is appropriate!) again”—born from a feeling of separation, not connection. Yet when something is of extreme significance to us personally, we feel that we should reciprocate, often by offering or sacrificing something important. This feeling is the opposite of the bribe to win favour from a deity, to win a cosmic jackpot; it is born of a deep sense of gratitude, of rightmindedness, which insists on reciprocity. An example would be emerging from the end of an intimate relationship and ritually disposing of a ring. The offering or sacrifice, should we ever feel that one is appropriate, should be personally valuable, with a significance that matches the feeling and emotion of the matter at hand. In this example, the gift is the freedom of a new life, and the ring a symbol of release from the old.

		The usual way is to give an object to one of the elements—burying, throwing into water, throwing on the fire. Sacrificed objects can also be lodged in the hollow of a significant tree, at the entrance to the burrow of an animal; it is entirely up to the individual. Offerings to the landscape, which should be a regular habit with you by now, are simple acts of gratitude. This sort of offering comes from a deeper involvement; it involves the landscape in aspects of your life about which you feel deeply, and which you feel the need to mark ritually. As you are aware, the earth or water as a repository for votive offerings, which is the form our sacrifices take, is an ancient tradition. It is a spiritual imperative that stretches back to the proto-Druids.

		

		Ovates and Trees

		Creatures of the forest, Ovates seem clothed with shadows and glimpses of the sun’s brightness. Stained with the brilliance of the young beech leaf, they make inroads into new spiritual territory like the birch, making way for mighty achievements, our equivalent of the nurturing, slow-growing trees. They have a thorough understanding of our relationship with trees, the ultimate Druidic teachers. Let us praise the tree people for their virtues:

		

		The Physical Nature of Trees

		

		

		Trees are long-lived: they give stability to a landscape.

		

		They can act as markers.

		

		Trees support thousands of miniscule life forms.

		

		Trees, as dead bodies, provide food for fungal life forms.

		

		Trees provide shelter for birds, animals, and other plant life.

		

		Their wood is the basis for human shelters.

		

		The differing qualities of woods allows for a myriad of uses, practical and decorative.

		

		Their fruits feed us.

		

		Fires from their wood warm us.

		

		

		The Spiritual Nature of Trees

		

		

		Trees are long-lived: they are witnesses of the past.

		

		They are connectors of the worlds of earth and air.

		

		They are straight focusers.

		

		Their wood aids our creative expression, through carving.

		

		They are nurturing to others in their habit.

		

		Their beauty inspires us.

		

		Every tree has its own qualities, which manifest often in the way we use them.

		

		As living parts, they imbue spirit to our wands and Druidic tools.

		

		Their inherent natures can be accessed—for example, as Bach Flower Remedies.

		

		

		Take a moment to add to this list, which is by no means definitive.

		

		The Forest as Healer

		Once a relationship has been made between you and the trees, there is a solace there that has been recognised through the ages. The forest has traditionally protected and succoured the outcast—think of Robin Hood—and is also a haven for those in extremis, in need of protection, of nurturing; those for whom the world has proved too harsh; individuals who, like a rigid tree, have broken rather than bent with the winds of fortune.

		Tradition says that the Druidic psychopomp Merlin retreated to the forest for healing when the trauma of the events of men unhinged him. Viewing the disastrous carnage of the battle of Arderydd, Merlin, echoing strands of folklore from the Scottish borders and Ireland, ran wild in the forest, with only a piglet for company, which remembers the Celtic habit of accessing totemic support at times of stress. Merlin is also closely associated with the stag, the Lord of the Forest. In these stories, the afflicted mages work out their traumas through the redeeming peace and nurturing effect of the wilderness, a simple but very profound idea.

		In the forest, beleaguered souls can find the space to run free, to explore frenzy, and to come back to some form of equilibrium. Anyone who has undergone trauma understands the need for isolation in which it is safe to simply let go of all restraints and howl. It is part of the healing process. There is modern anecdotal evidence that those traumatised by war still retreat to the wild places, and the recent initiative of taking disaffected youngsters to wilderness situations in order to ultimately reintegrate them into society seems entirely in accordance with Druidic ideas.

		In the good times, trees can be hugely instrumental in helping us to keep a sense of balance. Remember, trees are long-lived witnesses; even contemplating them is enough to bring us to a sense of perspective. You can access the healing properties of trees in simple, practical ways whenever you need to, when modern life, your family, or work drives you to a peak of frustration. Try it now, if at all practical, taking your time as indicated:

		

		Sit under a tree, or imagine that you are sitting under a tree. Regulate your breathing and gently allow yourself to let go ... Think of a mild irritation in your life, but don’t engage with it emotionally; view it as if from a distance, dispassionately ... Set your intent, which is to lose the grip that this annoyance has upon you ... Gently keep distancing yourself, so that your frustrations flow out with every breath ... They are harmlessly dissipated as they sink down through your feet, through the earth, and to the roots of the tree ... After a time, fill yourself with the slow-living, pulsing rhythm of the green tree-life ... Feel your sense of perspective returning ... You too are rooted, straight-spined, reaching out in strength to the sun’s warmth ... You are energetic and made more aware by your tree contact ... and you see the situation with grace and compassion ... more objectively, in the wider context of your whole life ... Ask for a blessing from the tree on everyone involved ... Thank the tree and gently feel its energy withdraw ... Draw your consciousness and separateness around you, affirming your completeness ... Feel yourself returning with every breath to a normal state of reality—but reality-plus; return as yourself in your highest sense of awareness, with gratitude for the wonders and blessings of life, whatever your present circumstances.

		

		You should return having lost the feeling that your strings are being pulled by others—or by your own responses—to get on with work or home life with a sense of your own inner completeness.

		

		Trees as Teachers, Healers, Friends

		In this grade, you deepen your knowledge of individual trees. There are many pointers to their generally acknowledged attributions in the form of tree essences, books, and articles, and your own research will gradually reveal your own understanding of the specific qualities of each tree. As always, personal experience and intuition are essential.

		Druidic research into trees is based on the ancient Ogham (O-ham) alphabet. Many books have been written about Ogham and its application, and it has its own arcane and fascinating terminology. It is a system of writing in a series of straight strokes cut above (or to the left of), below (or to the right of), or through a long line. The letters are read from the bottom to the top, or from left to right, depending on whether the line is vertical or horizontal. We find them on stones in the Celtic areas of the British Isles and Ireland in the first centuries ce and through the Dark Ages.

		With his book The White Goddess, Robert Graves has been hugely influential in modern Druidry, especially with his theory of a tree calendar based on the Ogham. Suffice it to say that Graves’ own grandfather, a leading authority on Ogham, had previously discounted the association of the Ogham with a calendar as totally spurious.

		The important thing that we gather from available texts is that Ogham has within it a system of correspondences, based on the letter, so that, as is usual with Druidry, there is no one simple meaning or use. It is a huge study, beyond the scope of this book, but referred to in the study break.

		An Ovate chapter is not complete without information on the Ogham, so here, much abbreviated, are the generally agreed-upon modern associations of the letters of the alphabet.
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		The twenty letters are divided into four groups of five:

		

		

		
			
				
				
				
				
			
			
					B
					Beith
					Birch
					New beginnings
			

			
					L
					Luis
					Rowan
					Protection
			

			
					F
					Fearn
					Alder
					Oracular, protective
			

			
					S
					Saille
					Willow
					Lunar rhythms
			

			
					N
					Nuin
					Ash
					Linking the worlds, communication
			

			
					
			

			
					H
					Huathe
					Hawthorn
					Transformation, enchantment
			

			
					D
					Duir
					Oak
					Strength, courage, doorway to the mysteries
			

			
					T
					Tinne
					Holly
					Warrior, energy, challenge
			

			
					C
					Coll
					Hazel
					Wisdom, intuition
			

			
					Q
					Quert
					Apple
					Beauty, healing, regeneration
			

			
					
			

			
					M
					Muin
					Vine/bramble
					Harvest
			

			
					G
					Gort
					Ivy
					Bravery, persistence
			

			
					Ng
					Ngetal
					Reed
					Change, challenge, action
			

			
					S
					Straif
					Blackthorn
					Cleansing, no choice
			

			
					R
					Ruis
					Elder
					Breaking down, the end and the beginning
			

			
					
			

			
					A
					Ailim
					Silver fir
					Long sight, new start
			

			
					O
					Ohn
					Furze
					Vitality, new impetus
			

			
					U
					Ur
					Heather
					Maturity, power, harvest
			

			
					E
					Eadha
					White poplar
					Sensitivity, inner awareness
			

			
					I
					Ioho
					Yew
					Forces of destiny, eternity
			

		

		

		

		

		Later, five more letters were added to these:

		

		

		
			
				
				
				
				
			
			
					Ch
					Koad
					Grove
					A sacred place, all knowledge available
			

			
					TH
					Oir
					Spindle
					Sweetness, sudden intelligence
			

			
					PH
					Uilleand
					Honeysuckle
					Hidden secret
			

			
					PH
					Phagos
					Beech
					Old knowledge, writing
			

			
					XI
					Mør
					The sea
					Travel, maternal links
			

		

		

		

		

		So what use might the Ovate student make of this information? Ogham letters were regarded as intensely magical—placing them carefully could stop the passage of armies. Understanding why trees have specific qualities is the start of an exploration into the secret world of the tree. We can also find many tree attributes from traditional sources and folk wisdom, which can be added to the Ogham associations. In this way, we gain a deep understanding of the indigenous trees of our lands. Use the Ogham as a starting point and start a dossier. Here is an example of how you might proceed, using a tree that symbolises regeneration and healing in the English mysteries: the apple.

		

		The Apple
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		In nature: Provides fruit as food, medicine, “an apple a day keeps the doctor away”; astringent, regulatory, sweet-smelling wood for fire, an energetic healer for those who need cleansing, produces magical cider and apple brandy.

		Folklore and mythic associations: The apples of youth keep the Norse gods young. In classical myth, the wedding gift of Hera. Adam and Eve, association with knowledge, forbidden things: temptation. The apple in Snow White hides a dark secret—poison. The apple of discord is ultimately responsible for the Trojan War.

		Notes: The message of the apple is mixed—powerful energies and temptation; a force for good, for health, nourishing, and regeneration, or for ill. Use with caution/respect; its gifts can be misappropriated.

		In Druidry: Association with the west, the journey to Avalon, the orchards of regeneration of the Otherworld, bardic symbol—the apple branch signifies enchantment.

		Arthurian myth: Avalon, to which Arthur sails to be healed of his mortal wounds, Isle of Apples, the place of regeneration and also Avallach, the kingdom of the dead.

		Folk tradition: Relationship with man—wassailing. Used for divination, especially at Hallowe’en, or Samhain. Thrown peelings can show the beloved’s initial, pips stuck to the face can test his constancy. Challenge by the ritual immersion into water to emerge with the fruit of the Otherworld; bobbing for apples ... the list is endless. A symbol for the Ovate grade is hidden in this most magical of fruits: cut across its diameter to reveal a starry pentacle, a symbol of the Goddess and an old symbol of protection, which can represent earth, air, fire, water, and spirit.
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		Your mythic researches will ideally commence after you have made notes on the natural habit of the tree, so that you can be sure to recognise it in the wild.

		

		Ovates, Herbs, and Magic

		The experience of magic is mysterious and personal; we are given tantalising glimpses of the magical nature of Druid work in folktales and myth. It is around the time of the founding of King Arthur’s Round Table that the goddess Cerridwen concocted the magical brew whose accidental misappropriation transformed Gwion into Taliesin. Folktales from the Irish and the Welsh explain the mystical beginnings of herbal medicine in these islands; Tristan and Isolde’s tragic love was caused by a magical potion, and the name of the challenger of Arthur’s knight Gawain, the Green Knight, speaks for itself.

		The Historia Naturalis of Pliny specifically deals with Druid herbcraft. The one complete Druid ritual that we have has already been mentioned in chapter 5—the gathering of mistletoe. In this ceremony, timing, ritual clothing, offerings, and a prescribed method of collection all give us an insight into the Celtic mindset and resonate with modern pagan practice. The time is measured by the moon’s phase, the implements and animals indicate the glory of the sun, and the reverence of collection shows the extreme respect of Druid for the magical plant. (The ritual is reproduced in full at the end of this chapter.) There are two other instances from Pliny of the collection of herbs in a magical way—the mysterious Selago and Samolus:

		

		Like to this plant Sabina is the one called Selago. It is harvested using no iron and with the right hand through the tunic where the left should go, like a sneak thief: dressed in white robes, with feet bared and cleansed, offerings are made of bread and wine before the herb is gathered. The Gaulish Druids declare it a nostrum against all evil while its smoke protects the eyes from harm. The same people have named a certain marsh plant Samolus. It is proof against disease in cows and must be gathered with the left hand, fasting, neither looking behind one nor placing the plant anywhere but in the cattle trough.³³

		

		From this ancient source we can learn the Celtic idea of correct magical interaction:

		

		

		Take timing from the phases of the moon.

		

		Prepare ritually: wash, wear ceremonial apparel, fast, or meditate—as seems appropriate to you.

		

		Eschew iron tools, traditionally inimical to magical work.

		

		Make offerings.

		

		Collect with awareness of the gift.

		

		Treat all materials with respect; use all or dispose of the residue thoughtfully—perhaps composting.

		

		

		Reading the ancient instructions makes it clear that the Druids truly related to the inhabitants of the natural world as “people” to be respected: “the herb people,” “the tree people,” and so on, as animists do today. The world is full of animate beings. Rather than taking their gifts in the manner of one committing a theft, the modern Ovate will prepare by making connection and asking permission beforehand.

		There are suggestions for magical herbal work and research material in the study section.

		

		The Inhabitants of the Forest

		As Ovates, we might meet liminal creatures on the boundaries of territory—the Green Man, the Lord and Lady of the Forest, the Wild Herdsman—all of whom can challenge us. It is their duty to protect the wild places, and we must show integrity if we are to be worthy of crossing those boundaries. Prepare as you would for any journey. Earlier chapters have suggested strategies to deal with challengers, and engaging or walking away as feels right are both acceptable actions. We walk into the forest knowing that a thousand eyes watch us—birds, rodents, insects, mammals. We know that the plants, from the smallest weed to the tallest trees, sense us and can welcome or reject. We are walking with mythic heroes on our own personal adventure of discovery. And, in a distant clearing, we may also come across the Chapel in the Green, a place of rest and respite, where a wise hermit may minister to us, teach us, and send us on our way refreshed. The forest path leads to succour, to healing, to deep understanding of the natural world. Gather your cloak around you, pick up your staff.

		With the blessing of the tree people, you begin your explorations.

		

		The Mistletoe Ceremony

		Pliny the Elder, who travelled in Gaul, gives us a full account of a Druid ritual. He says that the mistletoe was the Druids’ sacred plant, especially when found on an oak tree, for the oak also was sacred, and the Druids performed their rites in oak groves or with a branch of the tree present. It is Pliny who postulated that the name “Druid” derived from the name of the oak (Duir).

		As now, so it was then: to find mistletoe on an oak has always been extremely rare (there are only a handful of mistle-oaks in the whole of the British Isles). So when it was found, the Druids engaged in elaborate ceremony, on the sixth day of the moon, when it is large enough to have considerable influence.

		They call the mistletoe “the Healer” in their language. They make ready the sacrifice and the feast beneath the trees according to custom; they bring up two white bulls who have just come to maturity. The white-robed priest climbs the tree and crops the mistletoe with a golden sickle: it is caught in a white cloak. Then they sacrifice the victims, praying the God to make his gift auspicious for those to whom he has given it. They believe fertility is imparted by mistletoe drink to any barren animal and that it is a nostrum against all poisons.

		

		—Pliny, Historia Naturalis XVI 249, trans. A. R. Billington, M.A. Oxon.

		

		Study Break 10

		The Ovate Path

		Our Ovate sponsor from the Mabinogion might be Gwydion. His various Ovate skills of conjuration and use of the natural world make him a genuine magician of his tribe. The animal transformations forced on him by Math key him in to the natural life of the landscape—and also make him an object lesson to all Ovate students. Mistaking knowledge for wisdom as Gwydion did inevitably results in paying the penalty. Harmony and right attitude should always be considered before we engage with Ovate magic.

		You can divide your study of Ovate matters into sections: tree/herbcraft and divination. Wherever you live, you will be studying the trees indigenous to your country and locality. Ovates have, on their individual paths, studied the indigenous flora of many parts of the world, through Europe and extending as far as Australia and New Zealand, as a part of their living Druidic practice.

		As usual, this work is ongoing—beware of the instinct to rush ahead. Time in the forest is very precious, and the trees remind us of a wider time scale than that we usually live by.

		

		Nature Ray

		In your walks, pause frequently. As you study the trees you pass, you will activate your inner senses. Practise the habit of looking beyond the trees, gazing at the sky behind them with softly focussed eyes. This is a standard technique in learning to see the vigour or energy of living things, the Nwyfre, expressed as the electromagnetic field surrounding all living objects. Relax as you do this—there is no hurry; you will become more sensitive as you keep practising. Apply it to rocks, to rivers. Practise every time you go out, and make notes in your magical journal. Look back at your notes to remind yourself:

		

		

		Which tree is first to leaf? To flower? To produce seeds?

		

		Which looks most vibrant at a particular time?

		

		When do specific trees start to look “tired”?

		

		

		Use this earlier knowledge to check in energetically with your trees and shrubs at regular intervals. Does the energy field change with the seasons, with the weather? Is one type of weather more conducive to seeing the energy field? Pigs can see the wind, they say; people are affected by strong winds. What happens to the vigour of the energy fields at this time? If you cannot see anything when you first look, do not be discouraged. As with your visualising, let go of your preconceptions, relax, and just enjoy the practising. Rub your hands, hold them facing and in front of you, a few inches apart, and focus through them; can you detect the energy field? Watch your pet, horses, or other animals you may encounter in the same way.

		As usual, here are some suggestions for this ray:

		

		

		Which aspect of the natural world “jumps out at you”? The hollow in a tree, brilliant foliage, a clutch of mushrooms? Make note of it. Sudden flashes may indicate special connections to a time of year or to a species.

		

		Find an herb, flower, or seed that represents the season to you.

		

		Start to learn about the uses of the leaves, flowers, and fruit of local trees and to make use of them. Use a good reference book and your common sense!

		

		Press leaves to make into solstice, celebration, and birthday cards: evergreens for the winter, oak and ivy for wedding cards, beech for good luck for students, spring growth for baby cards.

		

		Fill a tree scrapbook with pictures of inspiring, awesome trees.

		

		Find an example of each of the Ogham trees in your area, or research to find associations with your own native trees.

		

		Start using the Ogham names for the trees as you greet them on your walk.

		

		Collect wood to make a set of Ogham sticks or discs to use for divination or meditation.

		

		Observe birds—what messages do they bring you? Perhaps a change of weather? Perhaps the turning of the season by their habits? Perhaps a deeper message?

		

		Go out or sit at the window to observe the sky and clouds; let your imagination roam free. Observe in a semi-dreaming state with a question in your mind—perhaps asking for an image that will be significant to you in light of a present situation. Are there faces, animals, cloud-birds in the sky? What about the night sky? Have fun!

		

		Plan a vacation in nature, perhaps starting with a short camping trip.

		

		

		Knowledge Ray

		

		

		Go to folklore sources and start your tree dossier, as described in this chapter.

		

		Meditate on each tree; if possible, sit under it and become receptive to its energy. Remember your gift and thanks, and remember to detach your energy from it and feel yourself completely whole as you leave its aura.

		

		Research each Ogham tree and collate all your findings as the basis of your own set of tree cards. How many cards you make and the use to which you put them is up to you, but meditating on the qualities of each in turn would be a valuable thing to do.

		

		Enter a meditative state and sift through your childhood memories. The young are very open to nature, marking the early beginnings of an Ovate connection—entranced by a bluebell wood; by rolling in dead leaves; by the pine scent from the Christmas tree or by fresh-mown grass; by smooth elephantine beech bark or the horse heads in the bark of an ancient yew.

		

		

		A Word on Divination

		Our future is not set in stone, but affected minute by minute by our own actions. Therefore we do not investigate our futures as if they were preordained. Nevertheless, there are rhythms of life to which we can attune, and sensitising ourselves to these is an important part of the Ovate work, as is honing our senses with various tools. We know our personal energetic state, yet, when planning important projects, we work better with more information than our bodies and minds can give us. We want to key into the wider view, the greater currents. Interpreting cards intuitively can be very helpful. You might already use the tarot, and there are several decks with a Celtic resonance in their illustrations. Or you can start working with the Ogham now.

		If buying a set of cards is your best option at the moment, that’s fine. But when you have the time it is a wonderful exercise to make your own. Artistic ability is not necessary at all, but your dedication is. Most mystery schools demanded that magical tools were handmade. The making internalises your connection, and you will find a personalised set more potent than the most artistic mass-produced cards.

		Regard it as an ongoing project, but do plan it out, and if it’s a long-term one, build in future points to check your progress and see that you are still on course.

		Instead of having a rigid meaning for the upright and reversed card images, jot down the associations, and then tailor your reading to the question that has been articulated when you set your intent. Modern readings are more meditative examinations in the light of the card’s associations, giving not a cut-and-dried future expectation, but a deep insight into your concerns and strategies for dealing with your queries, given the tides of your life.

		

		Reversed Cards

		There are several interpretations of reversed cards, ranging from that of the practitioner who doesn’t admit them and reads all cards as if upright, to the person who insists that reversed is bad and always negative. Personally, I interpret cards differently if they are reversed, but my feeling is that reversed might indicate internal states rather than work in the outer world.

		

		A Sample Reading

		Use the apple tree with all its associations given in the chapter to make a sample card now, or you could burn or draw an Ogham apple symbol on a piece of apple wood. Now, what messages might it give in answer to any future question? Put the book down and jot down your immediate responses, then check back. From the information so far, the interpretations below might be apposite:

		Love, harmony, enchantment

		A period of regeneration or healing

		The need for cleansing

		A need to trust in the benign influence of nature to support you

		A need to harmonise the elements and spirit

		A need for enchantment in your life

		A period of temptation

		Add your own meanings to these. Although you may often choose the same card, a different interpretation from the range of possibilities will occur to you each time, depending on your question.

		So, for a new relationship, drawing the apple card could indicate that the cosmic tide is favourable, due to the apple’s associations with love. Drawing the apple card reversed might indicate that the time wasn’t quite right, that incubating the idea would be good, or that dealing with the internal feelings of love and worthiness would be a good preliminary work, making time to deal with the guilt of a previous situation (from the Bach Flower Remedy emotion clearing/cleansing perspective). In relation to a query on illness, the apple could advise respect for the needs of the body, to honour and set aside time for convalescence or rejuvenation—to “travel to Avalon” for healing, in fact.

		You can and should continue to work in this meditative way with each card as you make it. Look for the story in your cards to start you off in answering your questions. A rich pictorial image will stimulate your understanding, so our sample apple card might be embellished with a distant scene of Arthur’s Bard, a bardic apple branch, and so on, to spark the imagination. Only you can know what will emerge from yourself in response to the cards.

		But if you read your tree cards for others, how can you know their associations? You can’t. This method of working is interactive, with you perhaps giving an broad outline of the tree associations, asking the querent what response this evokes in relation to his or her question, and then together interpreting in the light of some of the traditional associations you have a background knowledge of. People always know themselves best and will interpret far better than any third party can for them. Inviting them to examine the matter in this way means that they “own” it, rather than having a reading “done” to them.

		

		Visualisation for This Session

		Follow the usual instructions for relaxing, protecting, and withdrawing to your inner space. Set your intent: to honour the life of the trees by being their witness.

		

		You are in the centre of your protected space, the centre of the Celtic cross, which, invisible to your outer senses, is an energy within the ground. Breathe deeply and sense golden lines emanating from under your feet in the four directions, to the perimeter of the circle. All is harmonious, and you feel the landscape as living and breathing, and trees of all kinds surround your magical circle ...

		You turn to the east, and see a glorious birch tree, straight, slender, and tall, with each branch swaying gently, its young, spear-shaped green leaves shimmering on fluid, thin black twigs ... You sway in response and turn to the south, where an ash stands straight and tall, its deep green leaflets hiding its growing seeds ... and you straighten, spear-straight, in imitation of its upright habit ... and turn to the west, where a ruddy yew glows with deep green pinelike leaves and brilliant pink berrie ... Some branches bow to the ground, where they will eventually root, and you bow in return ... and you turn to the north, where an ancient oak with a huge girth stretches its bare branches over the withered leaf piles beneath it ... Stretch your arms in greeting ... Half-hidden on the trunk, tree creepers search for insects in the bark ... a squirrel’s dray is high in the branches and a cavity in the trunk might hide an owl ... You hear the scuttle of small animals around the bole ...

		You feel drawn to the tree, and at the limit of its aura, feet away from the farthest reaching branches, you kneel, pulling the fallen leaves aside to find the acorns it shed in the autumn ... You withdraw to the sheltered spot and begin to enter a timeless space ... Remain half-hidden by undergrowth as you hear a noise ...

		An animal races through the forest ... It swerves round the oak, stamping on acorns, pushing them into the forest humus ... The autumn leaves sift back over them and with the cold weather, they incubate in the soil ... The frost cracks and loosens the seed coats and prepares them for germination ... and you are timeless, part of the forest, watching ...

		It is the spring ... you see the first tender shoots and leaves pushing through the loam, green against the withered leaves ... Over the season they are brushed by small animals and spring back ... The action of the breeze strengthens the thin stems ... and you are watching, just another part of the forest life, still and serene ...

		It is the second and then the third spring, and the true leaves of the adult tree appear in their glory at the top of the thin saplings. There is a small thicket growing up, all baby trees, some beginning to overshadow others ... and the seasons turn, and turn again ...

		You see the action of the annual cycles in their procession: the sun waxing and waning in its strength swiftly as the years pass ... And all the seeds of the nearby trees have contributed to the thicket ... the hazels are bushing out and filling the spaces ... the slower-growing trees are reaching to the sky ... And time speeds again and when it stops, the trees are well grown. Some saplings have been broken and fungus begins to grow on the logs nearly covered by brambles ... It is autumn, and the trees are dropping their seeds and fruits ...

		You see a Druid with a basket for gathering herbs in a ritual fashion, sitting over a small plant ... You sense the aura of Druid and plant, reaching out to each other, melding together; a mystic exchange of energy; an unspoken question and an agreement. The Druid checks the sky where a constellation is rising, its central brilliant star just coming over the horizon. The Druid reaches into the basket, withdrawing a flint knife in a ritual fashion, cupping the flower and the first two leaves of the plant with one hand, then reaching under this arm to sever the stem and hold aloft to the stars, before setting it on a white cloth in the basket and wrapping it gently ... The Druid draws a small object from the bag at his/her waist and pushes it into the soil by the roots of the plant, and bows to it, before disappearing into the forest, stroking the leaves of the lowest branches in passing ... the leaves of the tree which you have seen growing ...

		The forest is silent and you breathe in its greenness, and when you next focus on your tree it has become ancient, many hundreds of years old ... A small roe deer is lifting his feet daintily and then bounding away as you gently move from your shelter, having witnessed the growth of a new forest ...

		And as you move you find yourself in the centre of your protected space, the Celtic cross that, invisible to your outer senses, is an energy within the ground. As you breathe deeply, you begin to sense your physical body and feel the need to move it very soon ... Your impression of the landscape is fading now, leaving you as a separate entity, about to leave and return to your natural habitat, the everyday world ... Breathe your thanks to the land and the forest, and with every breath sense the landscape fading, fading like mist on a summer’s morning as you return gently to your everyday awareness, stretching, eyes opening, feeling relaxed and well.

		

		Write a report in your journal and ground yourself in the usual way.

		

		Devotional Ray

		Look back at the chapter and take a moment to consider the wonderful gifts of the trees to us. Trees are living examples of the concept of service: a form of gratitude is to appreciate and use their gifts. Trees do not think like us, but that is the way that we tend to empathise with other species; it makes us feel bad to have our many gifts neglected by our friends and so we appreciate those of others, including those of the tree people. The ways of doing this are myriad. You might like to:

		

		

		Collect dead wood for your ritual fire.

		

		Collect dead branches to make a bird table, box, or other simple structure.

		

		Be grateful and thankful in your daily walks. For every breath you take, imagine the essence of the trees you are passing under and feel your energy enhanced by the atmosphere of the trees and their magical energies.

		

		If you are lucky enough to have a real fire, gather wood locally or from the seashore and have a ritual fire, letting your thanks stream up with the heat and smoke.

		

		Use your bardic skills to praise trees, giving a short verse for each.

		

		Look around your home: how much wood is in evidence? Clean and polish the wood in your house, and whilst you do, imagine the tall tree that has produced your dining table, chairs, sideboard, or bookshelves. If there are marks of your family’s activities scarring the surface, this is just an outward sign of relationship between you and your home. Imagine the processes each wooden object went through—the sawmill, the factory, the showroom, and finally to your house.

		

		Make an undertaking, if you buy new furniture, that from now on you will ensure the provenance of the wood used and support sustainable initiatives. If your furniture is old or antique, imagine the past owners and how it must have looked when it was new. Whilst you polish, give thanks.

		

		Imagine an inner connection with a tree whose associations resonate with you; meditate on its longevity to develop a clear sense of the eternal “you” inside your body. Know that you can view all of this from a serene viewpoint.

		

		

		You have all the time that you need.

		

		Lessons from the Mabinogion: Fourth Branch, Part One

		The Relevance of Gwydion’s Role in the Story

		The fourth branch story follows Gwydion, a supreme catalyst for change by whatever means, through his early follies to his gradual maturing into a Druidic figure worthy to be the nephew of Math—a development which will become apparent in the second part of the story. This first part is the story of the two tribal kingdoms, Dyfed and Gwynedd.

		The premise of the story—that the king’s feet must be held—seems so bizarre to modern thinking that it’s worth mentioning that the post of “foot-holder” was an official title in mediaeval Welsh texts and has to do with the status of a dignitary, and the ceremonial putting on and off of his role. The motive of the story is totally abhorrent—all is engineered in order to allow a rape. So we must remember that this is a mystery teaching, clothed and explained through human and family interaction.

		Unlike the stories that have preceded it, this does not deal with the interaction of the Otherworld or grave matters of state policy. Youthful indiscretions litter the story. Gwydion mistakes knowledge for wisdom—because he can use his gifts to force through an outcome, he thinks no further than that. He is divorced from feeling and empathy, rejoicing in his cleverness. Gilvaethwy, through his limitations, agrees to an iniquitous plot to violate Goewin. Pryderi sticks strictly to the letter of the rule that comes with the otherworldly gift, but ignores the spirit of it, breaking his contract with the king of Annwn, which results in war and his death.

		Math is an enigmatic, removed figure, half in and half out of the world; concerned with the harmony of his kingdom, yet wise enough to allow his nephews to make their own mistakes, and dealing with the consequences.

		

		The Important Points of Math’s Story, Part One

		

		

		Math is a near-divine and removed figure who relies on his heirs, his nephews, to actively manage the kingdom.

		

		The ruling that Math must have a virgin foot-holder keeps her in an unnatural state of stasis. Change is an essential part of life.

		

		Goewin’s role ensures the harmony of the kingdom.

		

		Gilvaethwy, through his lust for Goewin, may be seen as challenging Math for the kingdom, supported by Gwydion, who contrives to help him.

		

		The action is possible only in the light of Math’s policy to allow others free rein under his benign dictatorship, and his respect for his subjects’ privacy, although he could have learned of the brothers’ plans from the winds which report to him.

		

		The plot is cloaked in an action that will bring wealth to the kingdom—the acquisition of the pigs.

		

		Its actual result is war and rape.

		

		Math, Druidically, devises a punishment not as punitive justice, but as a learning experience for his nephews and makes reparation for the wrongs that have occurred.

		

		

		The Druidic Applications of Gwydion’s Story

		

		

		Youth does not learn from elders, but must be allowed to make its own mistakes.

		

		Respect the privacy of others; pursue a policy of noninterference with others’ destinies.

		

		The “wise observer” is a good role to take in most circumstances, but be prepared to take action to defend your kingdom.

		

		When injustice is done, by you or in your name, personal honour insists that appropriate reparation must be made to those injured.

		

		Unethical actions will rebound on the perpetrator, despite initial successes.

		

		We cannot escape the consequences of our actions.

		

		Punishment should always add to an understanding of the original error—in this case, it fits the crime admirably. (See further notes below.)

		

		After reparation is made, the unequivocal reinstatement of wrongdoers is essential to the health of our relationships.

		

		

		Now look at Gwydion’s actions for these reminders:

		

		

		Examine your proposed actions: do not muddle knowledge and wisdom.

		

		Do not initiate ignoble enterprises or pretend integrity; examine your motives.

		

		Misusing and manipulating magic, cheating, will always have consequences.

		

		You are accountable to a higher authority. Whether you call it conscience, karma, or a king named Math, it is a reality.

		

		The land, the people, your connections will shun you in the event of wrongdoing.

		

		Learn the lessons of your mistakes, and then move on.

		

		Do not hold grudges; when you have made reparation—or the other person has—then allow the past to rest and go forward free of baggage.

		

		

		The central motivation of the story—the rape—is justly punished. The brothers have violated the harmony of the land by their action; therefore, no part of the land will succour them when they flee from Math, and he uses his Druidic magic and wand for their magical punishment.

		By changing the brothers into animals, Math violates their bodily form, reflecting their treatment of Goewin. They become three pairs of animals: deer, boar, and wolves, and each transformation teaches them lessons about their behaviour. As deer, they are gentle herbivores, whose defence is flight. In this form, they might learn something of helplessness, of being hunted, as Goewin did. As boar, they are savage animals, gross, concerned with their own appetites, as the brothers had been. As wolves, they are hunters, yet strong community animals, respecting the law of the tribe.

		They are brought face to face with their most brutish aspects, but boar and wolves have other qualities, and so they learn their lessons: the role of the dominant male as a stag, in protecting the female, not abusing her; the nurturing, fruitful function of the boar; the community of the wolf, with its respect for its highly defined social order.

		The result of the rape is a change in status for Goewin, who emerges as a recognised queen, with increased power in the kingdom. The natural transition from youthful subservience to a mature self-empowered state has been enacted in her life, albeit by violent means. The reinstatement of the brothers insists that the harmony of the land has been restored, with the succession intact.

		Gilvaethwy now slides from the story, but Gwydion’s next adventure shows that he still has to learn the lesson that manipulation of others will always have consequences.

		May we learn from our mistakes to progress with integrity upon our path.
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		Engaging with the Community:

		The Druid
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		You are observing a sacred landscape as if from the top of a small hill and looking down on a village. In the centre is a village green with a small group of people, drawn from every walk of life. You can see farm workers, carpenters, bakers ... men and women talking quietly, with small children playing near them, all gathered at an ancient tree, on which green acorns shine through the clusters of oak leaves ... The children race to a barn across a track, re-emerging clustered around a tall figure in white: a Druid, with a torc of gold, crowned with ripe brown acorns in a wreath of leaves ... Approaching the tree, floating imperturbably, tugged by small hands, the Druid raises a hand, and the children fall silent. The villagers are still, and the ticking of a wren is heard in the greenery ... The Druid sits under the green canopy, and the villagers settle around to listen ... They are learning laws and rules through the stories of magic, heroes, and spirits that hold them spellbound, and several exchange glances with neighbours, as they see their problems being sorted ... As the scene fades, you too have been given a lesson in clarity and harmony ...

		

		
			
				
			
			
					The Druid
			

			
					Judge Arbiter Peacemaker Radical thinker Teacher Magician Interpreter Advisor
			

		

		

		

		Druids Ancient and Modern

		They have their own kind of eloquence, and Druid masters of wisdom. They teach many disciplines privately to the noblest of the clan: the course takes twenty years, in secret, meeting in caves or isolated areas.³⁴

		

		There was a process through a succession of emperors of gradually disempowering and marginalising Druids as a class, ending with the Emperor Claudius’ intent to abolish them, as reported by Suetonius.

		

		[The Emperor Claudius] wholly suppressed among the Gauls the Druids’ monstrous religion, which under Augustus had merely been forbidden to citizens.³⁵

		

		So why was this necessary? Throughout history, conquerors have found reasons to suppress the educated population. Clearly the suppression of the Druids was not to banish indigenous “barbaric” practises, but to remove those who provided the stability of the society and who might be focus points for rebellion. Druids, as holders of the genealogies of kings, as living repositories of the histories and mythologies of the tribes and the islands, were a uniquely powerful force of cohesion and continuity. As long as they were tolerated, Rome was not confident of her rule.

		Druids were judges and arbiters in disputes; as Caesar says:

		

		They give judgements in all disputes both public and private; if a crime is committed or murder done; if a legacy or boundary is disputed, then they reach a decision, handing down punishments and benefits … ³⁶

		

		The Power Behind the Thrones

		There is a case for saying that Celts, although nominally autonomous as tribes, actually conformed worldwide to a system of law based on Druidic principles, and this was the source of their strength and cultural coherence. Druids were respected; they negotiated internationally, and Beresford Ellis makes the point that the ancient legal systems of Ireland—the Brehon laws—and the Welsh—the laws of Hywel Dda—show common underlying principles that had been based on an existing ancient (Druidic?) system and continued into late mediaeval times. They are likely to impress a modern reader with their sense of fair play, humanity, and reasonable reparation for injury, as compared to English law of the time. It is wonderful to realise that within these ancient laws we might detect the principles of the ancient Druids, to whom even kings had to defer.

		But law-giving was just one strand of their expertise, and we have evidence from the commentaries of their leadership in religious matters:

		

		One of [the Druids’] chief doctrines has been taken up by the multitude, to wit that souls are immortal, not bound for the underworld. This is clearly intended to improve conduct in battle. So they burn or bury their dead along with things suitable for the living. In olden days, they used to put off completion of business and settling up until the next world. There were those who threw themselves voluntarily onto funeral pyres so as to go into the new life with their relatives.³⁷

		

		It is obvious from this and many other references that a primary role of the Druids was as spiritual advisors of the tribes, and with a very real power. Caesar tells us that the ultimate sanction of the Druid was exclusion from ritual. The shunning of malefactors by a community, including their own families, is a sanction still in use amongst tribal and withdrawn communities today; in our more anonymous society, based on the nuclear family, it takes an imaginative effort to understand its devastating effect. It is also the technique by which Gwydion and his brother were brought to justice, in our fourth branch story.

		The Druids judged using the laws and genealogies that they had memorised. They educated and influenced through the skills of the grades they studied. Through the Bards’ praise songs and mythic stories, Druids informed on right thinking, right action, and the way of living to aspire to. Through stories, we learn what it is to be in the world, and how we should act. Through the treecraft, divination, and time travel of the Ovates, Druids gain a wider perspective of life, accessing the wisdom of the ancestors, the trees, the totems, earth energy, and the Otherworld to inform their judgements.

		Through studying these, we gain an understanding of our place in the world, in time and space. We begin to become Druids.

		

		The Druid’s Responsibility

		The job of the Druid is to emerge from the Ovate forest into the world to use the lessons and knowledge he or she has gained. These give the context in which to form a humane and coherent personal code of conduct or system by which to live.

		The system you develop:

		

		

		Will fit into the rules of wider society

		

		Will be dominated by a sense of personal integrity, honour, and respect

		

		Will reflect our understanding of our right place in the natural world

		

		Will acknowledge the responsibilities and joys that being human brings

		

		

		Druids of old quite literally were the law. They were the organic repositories of the rules of right action, the wisdom of the tribe. They are a hard act to follow.

		You will develop your personal Druid mindset only by activating your wisdom, by frequently stepping back to ask the question, “How does the Druid in me respond to this?” removing yourself from a too-personal involvement, and accessing Druidic support as appropriate, from those you have encountered in your exercises. The times when Druids had a recognised role as the holders of stability have long gone, giving us the freedom to explore and take up new and exciting roles. Modern Druids have a spiritual way of looking at society—as radicals, as free thinkers, as protectors and seekers of justice for the natural world, wherever it is eroded or threatened by other concerns. Being fully in the world yet having a wider perspective allows us a freedom of thought outside our cultural paradigm. We can recognise what is best in modern society and what needs changing, and can assess how we can be of help. Druids were traditionally peacemakers. Today we know that the way forward for the good of all beings is not through posturing and confrontation, but through forging bonds, respecting different viewpoints, and compromising to obtain “win/win” solutions. Druids act with integrity and respect to help achieve these.

		As Druids, we keep studying, keep on the spiralling journey, to return each time to the Druidic areas of peace and justice in a deeper and more profound way. We internalise the lessons of the natural world, incorporating them into our lives in order to make right judgements. We observe all the wonderful variety of landscapes in the world, and we take action to support their continuance as flourishing, harmonious, ever-changing, and evolving ecostructures, “for the good of all beings.”

		

		Ancient Druids and Their Beliefs

		Caesar tells us that the Druids preside over all sacred things, explain religion, and teach. Diodorus Siculus tells us they are theologians and philosophers who are held in honour; Strabo says they studied nature and moral philosophy and are theologians. The following quote indicates their uprightness of character and their use as arbitrators:

		

		They are considered most upright and trustworthy in private and in the public cause. In the past they have prevented war, negotiating between enemies on the point of battle. All murders are passed to them for judgement. They claim the soul is immortal and the universe unchanging, though sometimes disrupted by fire and water.³⁸

		

		The immortality of the soul seems core to the beliefs of the Druids. We have already read that they believed in the continuance of life, regarding death as a midpoint in the soul’s journey, with references implying the unimportance of the human lot in this life supporting this basic tenet:

		

		Among them, the Druids, loftier in intellect as the authority of Pythagoras decreases, have been admitted to the inner circle, introduced to quests for the secret and the sublime: with complete disregard for the human condition, they declare the soul immortal.³⁹

		The Pythagorean doctrine prevails among [the Gauls], teaching that the souls of men are immortal and live again for a fixed number of years in another body ... ⁴⁰

		

		Through explaining the afterlife, the Druids held the spiritual cohesion of the people; they explain the religion and hold the beliefs of the tribe. And what fascinating beliefs! The eternal nature of the human soul; reincarnation; the possibility of contacting the dead in a parallel world—all developed from a system of moral philosophy and by reference to the high mysteries of the natural world. And by virtue of their training, wisdom, and example of good conduct, they are trusted as judges and arbiters of behaviour. It seems a worthy path to follow.

		We can never be sure of the actual knowledge that they held; we can only know that it resulted from human interaction with the land, the need to grow crops and thrive in a landscape, and the need to honour formally significant personal and tribal events. As we mark our passage through life—birth, marriage, death—with ritual, so did the ancestors. We know that the Druids believed in reincarnation, as did the early Celtic Christians of the British Isles. Placing letters to the dead on funeral pyres shows us that, to them, physical death was not necessarily the end of relationship and communication with the deceased—and many bereaved people gain comfort from this belief today.

		

		Your Druidic Stance

		The Druid was a respected figure in society, with status as a learned and wise councillor. This may be far from where we are on life’s journey, but respect and status start from within, and tend to be reflected back from the outside world when we truly respect ourselves. To get a little closer to this happy state, the rule is, “You are as you do.” Act like a Druid. Whatever your job or position in society, act with integrity, with consideration for others. Be honourable in your work and relationships; don’t skimp, but give full measure. Be thoughtful and measured in your responses; in times of trouble or conflict, don the Druid persona, withdraw when possible for reflection—preferably into nature—and be a person of your word, reliable and consistent. We live very close to each other these days, and there has been a breakdown in accepted ideas of privacy that perhaps invites a too-easy intimacy in our relationships. Only you can judge this for yourself, and every person’s need is different, but an understanding of your need for private time and space—physical, mental, and spiritual—is essential to maintaining a sense of self that can withstand outside pressures.

		The human instinct to want to be helpful can cause people to promise more than they can deliver and let others down. Be one of the tiny percentage who, if they pledge to do something, will carry it out. Having your word as your bond is a huge gift to others. Across the gamut of jobs and the social strata, from paperboy to company director, those who can be relied upon when they give their word are valued.

		

		The Reality of Being a Druid

		This might seem prosaic—it can be disappointing reviewing your conduct when you yearn for the key to the wonders of the universe and your interaction with them. Part of that review, though, is noticing how your present attitude has changed with your Druid experience—how you are now living your life from a wider viewpoint, with more magical references, more resources. Reviewing reminds you of the accessibility of the magical current. And part of being a Druid is constantly remembering that this is a resource to be used. Most spiritual systems have techniques to keep the student tuned in to the wonder of the universe, and Druidry is no different. The resources of the Druid are not just to be called on at times of trauma or stress, but every day, to enrich your view of the world and allow you to live lightly on this plane of existence. Connect to the current of the Druid; refer back to the earlier chapters. The wonder of Druidry is that it is experiential.

		

		Put the book down and take five minutes now to look back over your studies so far ... What are the high points? ... Which are the golden moments? ... When did a tiny aspect of the natural world last thrill you? Look out of your window ... what do you see now, this moment? How glad are you to see it?

		

		Check your magical journal; it should be filled with experiences:

		

		

		From nature

		

		From the inner planes

		

		Transformative flashes of gratitude and thankfulness

		

		The building blocks for study for the rest of your life

		

		

		Check the study sessions for the earlier chapters and then for the two grades (Bard and Ovate). You will realise that they cover a huge amount of ground. They are starting points that should have given you a basic grounding in:

		

		

		Knowledge of your local landscape and the wider area

		

		Understanding the traces the ancestors left on the landscape

		

		Working with the elements, the seasons, the movements of the heavens

		

		Travelling to your inner space regularly, your Druidic home

		

		Travelling into nature to expand your knowledge

		

		Visiting nature for refreshment and inspiration

		

		Bardic knowledge—stories, songs, poems

		

		Ovate knowledge—tree knowledge, healing, divination

		

		The three rays: nature, wisdom, and devotion

		

		

		This is the beginning of a lifetime’s study. Year by year we spiral, viewing these things from new perspectives, gaining more profound insights, deepening our wisdom.

		And ask yourself these questions:

		

		

		Does your outer world reflect your inner?

		

		Do you walk with the heroes of myth in your imagination?

		

		Do you celebrate the seasonal festivals?

		

		Have you made a chant, recited, or sung to the landscape?

		

		Do you look to the natural world for messages? Do you notice them?

		

		Do you meditate for insight on tarot or Ogham cards?

		

		Most importantly, do you feel blessed by your contact with the natural world?

		

		

		As usual, make notes in your journal.

		

		That Druid Feeling

		Druidry is a lifelong journey, but there are staging posts along the way, places for reflection. At one of these, you will recognise the feeling that your application to your studies and the use you make of them justifies you to call yourself “Druid.” But if it comes simply from within, from a “feeling,” beware! Remember Gwydion, a wonderful catalyst for change, who mistook his considerable knowledge for wisdom that was sadly lacking.

		Your feeling of being a Druid should be backed up by a range of evidence of your work—of experiences and practise, results both good and bad, failings and high points—which can be judged objectively. It might be supported by inner experiences, dreams, changes to your internal landscape, a feeling to go exploring, or to return to your starting place, but from a more informed perspective. When you arrive at this point, it is time for a certain amount of self-evaluation.

		Up until now your connection to the land and an ancestral path, contacting other realms, has been a journey of personal development, but it is far more than that. It has applications in the real world.

		You become a Druid by understanding the need to emerge from the forest of personal work and to re-engage with your community, integrating the parts of your spiritual and mundane life. You become a Druid by shifting the focus outwards, to contribute fully and to be of use to others.

		You did not embrace the idea of Druidry just to benefit yourself. There are many New Age books on self-development to choose had that been your only aim. You had, whether consciously or not, a wider remit. The image of Merlin is woven into the threads of the natural and supernatural tapestry of Druidry; he is the archetype of service, of a life spent using Druidic talents and contacts in service to the community.

		

		In our own time ... the spiritual quest is often restricted to the individual’s search for meaning and inner refreshment. The heroes who plumb the mysteries of Britain do so on behalf of the whole land and its people rather than for personal merit or benefit.⁴¹

		

		The hero has no choice; we, as Druids, do. We are not in an either/or situation; we can be fully cogniscent of and grateful for the personal benefits of pursuing the Druid path “on behalf of the whole land and its people.”

		Appropriately, from a culture delighting in triplicities, from a spirituality that celebrates them through its primary symbol, the Awen, you have a triple function. The function of the Druid is to work for yourself, your community, and the land—and not necessarily in that order. Recognising this is the true point at which you will feel that you are a Druid. This is not a finished or static state or position, simply a mark along the track you have chosen to walk, learning all the way. It is a realisation of which to be tremendously proud.

		

		Light and Shadow

		The watchword of the Druid is “service”; the motto is “the truth before the world.” Your sense of integrity and self-respect now insist that these considerations become of prime importance in your life. Begin the process of maturing in your study, integrating what you have learnt, deepening your knowledge, becoming fully rounded and with no issues or agendas attached to the status incurred by the title “Druid.”

		Like Arthur, containing within himself the seeds of his own destruction, every spirituality has a shadow implicit in its brightness. The shadow side of Druidry is the underlying need to appear wise to others: adopting the persona of the wise Druid as a cloak for our own inadequacies. Feeling inadequate is part of the human condition and we can never escape it—and not admitting this closes us off from part of ourselves. It also involves us in maintaining the illusion of constantly being in control and in charge. This takes a lot of energy and is an essentially warped view of reality. Hopefully serious Druidic study, putting us in the wonder and immensity of the natural environment, gives a sense of perspective. Through it, we lose the need to impress others but, paradoxically, become more truly confident through understanding our true worth in the scheme of things—and the worth of other people. Druids are not gurus; meeting one who wants to be regarded as such should ring warning bells. A true Druid knows that the best service is to work with people; to set up situations for all to become empowered and achieve beyond their expectations, to have experiences that transform.

		In your self-examination, spend some time with your relationship to the concepts of wisdom and control. Make notes in your journal. With confidence in the reality of your own gifts comes the freedom to allow things to flow naturally, trusting others also to contribute and to achieve more than a single person’s vision can manage.

		Service is about a relationship of gratitude towards the world and your immediate community; of openheartedness and delight in the wonders and possibilities of life; of the richness of experience and the natural response to reciprocate in some way—and in these present times, that community might extend worldwide.

		

		Lessons from Folklore

		When viewing ourselves as Druids, we are wise to take a cue for our behaviour from folklore. Remember Jack the Giant Killer, the innocent third son who sets out on the adventure of life after his two siblings. In that adventure, the young innocent makes relationships with inanimate objects, with animals, with plants—aspects of the world that sophisticated people disregard. And when the adventure reaches its peak, it is those helpers who ensure a successful outcome—the grass tripping the giant, the river diverting to stop the witch, the horse racing away with the hero when his human capabilities could not save him. The childlike hero/ines of folktales should be our models in dealing with more-than-human aspects of the world, especially in our awareness of compassion and love. Remember that thankfulness and gratitude to the natural world are an essential part of your practise every day. Give gifts, share, be generous and openhearted with all life. Water the plant, stroke the animal, pick up the rubbish that mars the beauty spot, and loosen the ties that cut into the tree bark. Trust your intuition and your other-than-human helpers, supporters, and sponsors. Druids are not the arrogant siblings who come to grief in the tales, spoilt, ugly, and greedy. Childlike is not childish. Engage with the world with wonder, no matter what your past life experience.

		

		A Druid in the Wider Community

		Here you are, the Druid, ready to serve, and the outside world is totally unaware of you and so doesn’t ask to take advantage of your myriad gifts. It’s all rather a letdown.

		Well, this is good. It means you’ve got here without becoming irritatingly flamboyant, a blatant self-publicist, or by rushing to impart your little knowledge to others the moment you achieved it.

		If you are maintaining your everyday relationships without upset, the probability is that you’ve accepted that you have faults, instead of projecting them onto all your friends and then trying to “help” them. Congratulations; you have the right instincts.

		As set out at the beginning of the book, making a show to impress others takes too much energy, leaving nothing for the genuine work. The early occultists were clear that “eccentricity” in all its forms was to be frowned on. Our present age of individualisation allows us to express ourselves through lifestyle and dress in an amazingly liberating way, but it’s easy to overdo it. A Celtic cross pendant as a personal symbol? Yes, certainly. Stencilling Druidic symbols over every item of clothing to provoke a response? Probably not.

		So how can you serve the community? The key word is community—are you in one? What is your place? In Britain, there are many small organisations in every town that allow the individual to make a contribution. So a Druid might be on the parish council, the Interfaith council, a member of a green initiatives or Transition Town group, the founder of a whole-food ordering scheme, or have a place in the artistic interests of the community. The point is, to be of service you must be keyed in in some way—and that might simply be by being interested enough in the fate of your community to write letters to the paper on local issues. “Think global, act local” is a great maxim.

		As a Druid, some of your core ideas and priorities might be alternatives to those of mainstream society. There are mechanisms for you to be an influence for change and for good. Many thinking people intuitively feel that “the system” could be bettered, and taking a positive stand and legitimate action to try to change society is a right in any democracy.

		Should you present yourself as a Druid when you are active in community affairs? To answer the question, let’s take the example of an environmental campaign to save a local area of natural beauty from developers. This would be a judgement call for you: are you already a known and respected figure who can gain publicity for a cause by presenting yourself as a Druid, or would it be divisive and either split the group or marginalise you? Worthwhile projects and campaigns can be split by the mutual lack of understanding and suspicion of well-meaning groups—whether the division is between mainstream and alternative or different faiths or cultures. As a Druid, you can occupy the “middle ground,” open-minded and empathetic enough to understand the anxieties of both sides; able to present yourself as unchallenging and friendly to both. In the event of community action breakdown, the winner will never be the community!

		So display your Druid credentials with care when engaging with the outside world. The old rule of not discussing politics, religion, or sex is a useful one. As people get to know you, they will learn more about your spirituality. To display it earlier is naive and can prejudice people against you—the last thing that you want.

		In your personal life, family life, the workplace, and the wider world, you act as a Druid. That is not about insisting on your right to celebrate seasonal festivals, but a quiet insistence on the standards of your home and workplace—recycling, buying goods that have not been produced by exploitation, making time to appreciate the wonders of the natural world, and gaining refreshment from them in the middle of the city in a fifth-floor office. Share these experiences, subtly, with your coworkers, friends, and family. Bring cakes on the first day of spring; mention how beautiful the moon has been; discuss the changing seasons and buy or pick seasonal flowers, not those which have travelled hundreds of air miles to get to you. Instead of gossip, turn the conversation to the natural world—easy in Britain where discussion of the weather is a cultural imperative!

		And lastly, celebrate. Train yourself away from brooding on the past and worrying about the future. Druids live in the present—unless they set their intent to time travel! Enjoy the present, and trust to your inner resources and support from your Druidry to help you through the dark times.

		

		Belief in the Connection

		Hopefully you are walking the experiential path of Druidry with belief and trust, and this is being borne out in your experiences. To balance the practical aspects of living as a Druid of integrity, you are actively cultivating your connection to the inner realms.

		By the end of this book, you will have read a digest of four traditional Welsh mythic stories; the treasures of the ancient Celtic world will then be at your disposal. Their themes may be disguised by the overlay of succeeding ages, their message obscured with a Christian interpretation, they may be fragmentary and confusing—yet the response they evoke within you will testify that they are the teaching materials of the Druidic current. With their strangeness, convoluted plots and subplots, indications of the Otherworld through form, colour, totem animals, and so on, they induct us into the mystery of the interaction of this world and Annwn. Our teaching materials are readily to hand—other stories of the Mabinogion, other myths and folktales, with their prophetic dreams, knights and challengers, giants and heroes, enchanted realms—and the stories of Arthur, Merlin, Gawain, and the otherworldly ladies who support them and balance their actions in the real world. The wonderful significance of the regalia of kingship and the mysterious hallows which exist only fleetingly in this realm can guide you on your own Druidic quest fully to integrate masculine and feminine, spiritual and earthly, using the symbols as meditational tools.

		We have already extensively used the Celtic cross as a symbol of harmony, and have pursued this ideal through our balanced practise of the rays of power, wisdom, and compassion. We picked up the apple branch of enchantment as Bards; as Ovates, we have discovered the protective secret symbol concealed within the apple, symbolising the four elements and spirit; as Druids, the magical pentacle can be revealed and used as a teaching aid, demonstrating the qualities you need to be of service. In embracing this way of living, you are emulating the lives of Math and Merlin ... tuning into the Otherworld current, maintaining your engagement with this world, holding yourself in readiness, whilst living life fully and joyously day by day.
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		The pentagram, symbol of the elements and spirit, is also useful as a memory aid for the qualities to foster if you are to be of service. Draw it, amend it as seems most useful to you at this time, and remember, Druids live lightly, freeing up maximum time for what is worthwhile.

		A blessing on our wider work, whatever form it takes.

		

		The Druid: Living Lightly

		In your body, in your home, in the workplace, and on the land:

		

		

		Living in the moment

		

		Being honourable, a person of your word

		

		Integrating Druidry into your everyday life

		

		Drawing on the resources of the natural world

		

		Drawing on the resources of your inner experiences

		

		Being of service

		

		Acknowledging and being comfortable with your inadequacies

		

		Trusting in your abilities

		

		Not insisting on privilege, but “being invisible” as appropriate

		

		Not being secretive to impress; the “secret” is in the doing and gaining the benefits

		

		Nurturing your privacy

		

		Having respect for your path and not exposing it to unsympathetic people: why would you want to?

		

		

		Study Break 11

		Acting Druidically

		From the Mabinogion, Math is your Druid sponsor for this grade, embodying the benevolent, wise Druid whose concern is with the harmony of the land and its people, and whose magic is used for this purpose. Now is the time to recap and see if you’re acting on all the hints as to appropriate conduct:

		

		

		Taking the broad overview, not just reacting personally

		

		Disengaging and withdrawing from emotional conflict where possible

		

		Keeping faith with others

		

		Keeping your word

		

		Acting always with integrity

		

		

		“The truth before the world” and “for the good of all beings” are watch-phrases for Druids. The position of the foot-holder in the Math story is interesting; it indicates that a ritualised stance is appropriate when a ruler is giving judgement. You can emulate this when you feel a conscious need to act or speak from your Druid intent. What will be your subtle movement or other indication that you are switching into “Druid mode”? Your companions will not be aware of this; it is a discreet and purely personal, private reminder to yourself to switch on an internal process, but it should be properly thought out and significant. Perhaps pointing downwards with your index finger, like a wand connecting to the energy of the earth, stabilising you? Perhaps putting your hand momentarily under your armpit, reminding you of the subtle movements of the Ovate magically harvesting plants? Perhaps an Ogham line made with a finger and the side of the other hand? If this seems as if it would be useful, experiment with movements of your own and jot them—and their efficacy—down in your magical journal—and then practise, practise, practise them.

		

		Nature Ray

		In the Druid grade, the work of this and the devotional ray should meld together; it is impossible to divorce your observations on your surroundings from the love of them and the wish to preserve their harmony. Keep up your walks in the light of this thinking.

		Ensure that you have an input into any plans to alter your environment, and support changes for the better, challenging those driven only by the wishes of business concerns.

		Consider joining local groups—nature study, environmental, natural science, photography, gardening, wildlife volunteers—that interest you, so that you keep abreast of local initiatives. Whether you help to rejuvenate a children’s playground or campaign to prevent neighbourhood gardens from becoming a car park, you will find many opportunities once you start looking. This all links you into the wider community.

		Walk in awareness of the harmony of the land. See and appreciate everything in the natural world happening in due course, at the right time, through the seasons. Devise a small, discreet way of acknowledging and valuing each change. Revise your first exercises and use all the five senses: do your deep breathing under the trees, stroke their bark, smell them after rain and during drought. Activate the sixth sense, the intuitive connection with all creation, to sense the rightness of what is happening and give thanks for it.

		Consider the harmony of the natural world in the global context, and in fairness to all its human inhabitants; buy wisely and from an ethical stance.

		Be the Druid always as you walk. Keep a part of your focus on Nwyfre, on the energy behind all living things. Write notes now on what this means to you. You will be adding to this and reviewing it regularly.

		

		Knowledge Ray

		Use the descriptions from the classical commentators from this chapter as contemplation aids, together with any inspirational pictures or phrases you might have found in your researches so far.

		Take time to ponder, with strong mental images that provoke an emotional response. You are building your internal image of yourself as the Druid, and will need to keep exploring to discover the essence of what this means, by whatever technique works best for you.

		Add your ideas to the notes on “being the Druid.” Leave enough space for continuing review.

		Spend a day trying to keep in mind a specific word—wisdom, magic, generosity, discipline, or whatever Druidic aspect of character you feel you most lack.

		With your morning greeting, ask the question, “How can I serve?” Then be awake to any opportunities that present themselves. Repeat the question throughout the day.

		Think about your attitude to the ethics of magic and how it’s been presented so far. Write a definition of the word “magic” with which you feel comfortable. Is it something you have incorporated into your work yet? How do you experience magic?

		

		Visualisation for This Session

		Follow the usual instructions for relaxing, protecting, and withdrawing to your inner space. Use the pauses fully to engage with the sense of each scene.

		Set your intent: to experience the three facets of Druidry, in a timeless setting.

		

		In the centre of your protected space, you settle as usual, connecting to the deep energetic resonance of the Celtic cross ...

		You turn to the north, stability, the starting point ... and walk to the periphery of the circle and into a forest clearing, where the blue of your cloak mirrors that of the morning sky ... Lean against the stubby trunk of a crabapple tree, laden with flowers ... As the breeze stirs the leaves, there is the sound of bells enchanting you and the singing of birds in the taller trees ... You reach out to the scene and become just another part of the harmony of the natural world ... Express this in any way you wish, through dance, movement, song, or by playing the instrument you find at your feet ... joining in a paean of praise as the magical current of natural life wells from the ground, pours from the sky, emanates from each living plant, and you are intoxicated by your involvement ... which reaches a crescendo and then dies away ... And you sink down and rest in the shade of the tree ... Feel the air and the forest resuming its normal life ... Rise and thank the apple and the clearing ... and take off your cloak and leave it in your bardic space ...

		You walk on through the forest, towards the south, dressed in a green tabard over your robe ... As you walk with purpose, you sense impressions through the trees ... feel the vigour of the south and the midday sun connecting you to the pulse of life ... As an Ovate, you are walking through space and also through time, and at any point you could gain insights into your past or the past of the land ... You are serene as you walk with your ancestors and descendants past the south to the west, through the afternoon, towards a grove of yew trees dark in the glowing evening ...

		You stop outside and peer into the clearing, glimpsing half-seen figures in a fluctuating landscape ... knights and ladies ... unicorns and questing beasts ... totem animals ... women gathering herbs in enchanted gardens ... archers making bows of yew wood, fletching arrows with goose feathers ... The scents of rose and lavender from the stillroom mixed with the dark growing smell of the yew are intoxicating ... Within this space is all the knowledge of tree lore and herbcraft you could ever need, and you fill your body with green strength like the trunk of a tree, your arms like the branches, your feet rooted ... swaying like the heavy boughs, through which you see a mysterious island to the west, the water glinting enticingly ... but now is not the time ... You disengage from the energy of the forest with thanks and remove your green tabard, revealing a white robe ...

		You turn back to your protected space enclosed by the Celtic cross, and cross it, walking the invisible west/east line, and as you do, the light fades completely ... You are facing the east, and it is deep night ... There is a simple stool or chair there, of wood or of stone ... Sit down and contemplate the starry heavens ... Your eyes are drawn to a patch of midnight blue, which spreads and within which scenes appear as if you are watching a private cinema screening ... You remember how the constellations moved for you before, but this time it is as if you have an entrance into another world ... the realm of the starry heavens, wherein scenes come and go, melting into each other, from varying ages of the land ... Here is a Druid arbitrating between two farmers ... here is another in a tent, with the leader of an army ... here is a Druid sitting under a tree, talking to students of all ages, illustrating a point with natural materials ... here is one drawing a map in the earth, and men gathered around, nodding in agreement and shaking hands ...

		On the edge of the scene you gradually become aware of a half-hidden figure dressed in rough and dull clothing, supported by a staff. It is an archetypal Druid figure from far back in prehistory ... It reminds you that all these Druids come from a long unbroken line of the indigenous priests of the island, who activated the magic of the islands by working with it ...

		The scene begins to fade, as the ancient proto-Druid turns to you ... He points, and you see the gesture he makes replicated by all of the Druids whose pictures flash once more before your eyes, dazzlingly fast, in a flare of brightness, like the blaze-up of a candle before it is extinguished ... and then all is gone, leaving only the midnight blue sky and the imprint of an imperative pointing finger, a beckoning hand, a shaft of light striking into your being, accepting you and inviting you to join the magical community of Druidry ...

		The image fades, and you pause to breathe deeply ... feeling the bliss of being in the right place ... suffused with the ethos of Druidry ... internalising all the possibilities that the journey affords ... You feel you have loving companions ... you are filled with strength and joy for the exciting work ahead ...

		Once more you are standing in the centre of your circle, thankful for all you have gained, drawing your white robe around you as you turn and walk back to your everyday reality, allowing the scene to fade behind you like mist in the summer morning sun ...

		You become aware of your physical body and breathe more deeply, moving your fingers and toes and coming back to everyday awareness, full of life and a sense of wonder at your place in the wide world of Druidry.

		Take time to ground yourself, stretching and having a drink or snack if you need one, and then jot down your experiences in your journal.

		

		Devotional Ray

		Observe yourself; review your behaviour in light of the lessons of the Druid grade. Consider the pentagram of service from this chapter: draw it in your magical journal and add specifics of how it relates to your life at the moment.

		In this ray, you can re-engage with any archetypal characters who seem relevant to your work. Make a table of names, attributes, and the qualities that make them of service—to the land, to the kingdom, and to you on your Druid path. For example:

		

		
			
				
				
				
				
				
				
			
			
					Pryderi
					Youthful energy and vigour
					Simplicity
					Bravery
					Generosity
					Trust in elders
			

		

		

		

		Pryderi, although a ruler in his own right, is sponsored by Rhiannon and generously offers land and position to the man who will be his foster father in all but name, Manawyddan.

		How would you use this in a visualisation? Perhaps you would visualise a conversation with the hero in your safe space, reaching out to the energy of Pryderi if you feel you have a too-cynical attitude that distances you from how you wish to feel as a Druid. Pryderi acts from a sense of security that springs from his trust in his elders; in your visualisation you too can access support from the wise elders of the Druid current. Connecting to them through Pryderi will allow you to go through life with the simplicity and clarity a Druid needs.

		Pryderi might seem an odd choice, but there is a good reason to single out the one heroic example who is in some way unformed as an adult, and whose actions are often foolhardy. Pryderi is the innocent we considered in our native folktales: the perfect antidote to “believing our own Druid publicity,” to falling into the trap of arrogance, of thinking that we are wiser than others. We may be; we may not. Our wisdom is a varying commodity that can be affected greatly by circumstance. The mature Druid doesn’t find this a weakness to be concealed, but just a part of his/her humanity, to be acknowledged graciously when necessary. It is only by setting ourselves up on a dizzying height that we risk a spectacular fall. As long as we are all in this human incarnation, we will have aspects of Pryderi about us. Periodically we will be tricked, generally we will act with generosity and bravery, and occasionally we will act foolishly. Simply be aware of this and do the best you can. The work in this ray this session is on trust.

		Remind yourself to trust the world. Remind yourself especially at times when you cannot see the wider picture, when things do not work out as you wish, when you simply do not understand.

		We relate to the world through the compassion strand with respect and with self-respect, and with loving awareness, loving kindness, loving receptivity, and loving emanation. This might seem self-consciously “worthy,” actually the opposite of what it really is. It is difficult to give a true impression—the work is experiential, so it is with trust again that you will try living in this way, to find, through the magic of experiential Druidry, that it is wonderful and invigorating and light and fun.

		May we experience all these aspects as we make our way as Druids in the world.

		

		Tales from the Mabinogion: Fourth Branch, Part Two

		Math, Son of Mathonwy: Lleu Llaw Gyffes

		Math the mighty, the half-divine, Math who maintained the ancient harmonies of his lands, was in need of a new foot-holder. The virgin who had held his feet in her youth now sat at his side as his wife, and so the post was vacant.

		And Gwydion son of Don, the king’s nephew, having perhaps his own agenda in mind, suggested his sister, Arianrhod of the silver wheel, the lady of the shining moon who maintained her own establishment. Now, it may be that the brother and sister had become close in the way of Egyptian royal families halfway across the world: a way that is not countenanced today. There were rumours. But whatever his reason, and whether or not it was to do with that unspoken matter, on Gwydion’s recommendation Arianrhod came to court and proclaimed her virginity and her fitness for the post. Math was pleased to see his niece and, before accepting her, he put her to the test. Producing a Druid’s wand, he instructed her, in the open court, to step over it and prove her worthiness.

		A hush fell.

		As she stepped, her face contorted with pain, her body became fluid, and from between her legs fell a healthy baby boy with golden curls, who was hence called Dylan, son of the wave, for he ran and dived into the sea after his naming.

		And as Arianrhod ran from the court, humiliated, another small object fell from her, which Gwydion scooped up and hurried away to his home. Filled with triumph and the beginnings of a father’s love for the shapeless scrap, he made the first incubator, a chest at the foot of his bed, and placed the scrap in it. Nine months later he heard a cry, and took from the chest a beautiful baby boy.

		And the boy grew, as heroes will, twice as large and sturdily as others, until it was time for him to be taken to his mother for his naming. But Arianrhod, furious at the symbol of her humiliation, refused.

		So Gwydion, with magic, disguised himself and the boy, and made a boat from seaweed, and from dry sticks made beautiful leather coloured as had never been seen, and they sailed to the port by Arianrhod’s castle and began making shoes. Arianrhod was intrigued and sent her measure for shoes of the gilded leather, but the first were too small, and the second were too large, and Gwydion insisted she should come and be measured before he would make another pair. Arianrhod waited and talked as he made them, and when the boy threw a spear at a wren and hit it at the sinew of the knee, his mother cried, “Behold, the young lion aimed with a steady hand!”

		“So be it,” said Gwydion. “Lleu Llaw Gyffes (HLl-eh-oo HLl-ah-oo Guff-es) he shall be from this day.” And the magic crumbled back into seaweed and sticks. Arianrhod was furious, and declared that, although Lleu now had a name, never would he bear arms unless armed by herself. And brother and sister turned their backs on each other.

		To deny a man his name, and then arms, is to deny him all status. It was right that his mother should bestow these gifts of manhood, but Gwydion’s trickery undermining the protocols of that land would have dire consequences.

		When Lleu had grown and was suffering from lack of horse and arms, Gwydion, through magic, disguised them as two youthful Bards from Glamorgan, and they were welcomed into Arianrhod’s caer, or castle, to feast and tell stories.

		When it grew late, they went to bed, and in the twilight of dawn, Gwydion started a magical work: suddenly a tumult was heard, and it appeared that they were besieged and that the sea was covered with ships. Arianrhod and her women ran to the strangers’ bedchamber for help, bringing armour and weapons. Gwydion armed himself and instructed Arianrhod to arm the lad, which she was happy to do, but as soon as Lleu stood before her with all the habiliments of an armed man, the tumult ceased and the enchantment fell from her eyes, and she knew that her brother had once again tricked her.

		And she rose in wrath and declared that, though Lleu might appear a man, never would he have a wife of the race of the earth.

		Gwydion could see no way to avert her malice, so he complained to Math the king about his sister’s vow. And because the restriction violated the ancient harmonies, Math agreed to help Gwydion. Together, by magic, they took the flowers of the oak, broom, and meadowsweet and conjured the most beautiful maiden that had been seen in that land, and they named her Blodeuwedd (Blod-ay-weth): “Flowerface.” And she and Lleu were married and went to rule over his lands.

		One day when Lleu was out visiting Math, Blodeuwedd heard the horn of hunters on their lands, and, when evening fell, the hunters had killed a stag and she offered hospitality to the leader, Gronw Pebyr (Gronoo Peb-air). He came in red from the hunt, and when Blodeuwedd saw him she felt her heart stir, and it was the same for him. They sat and ate together, and that night she took him to her bed. For three days they remained in the enchanted space of lovers, with each day Gronw making to leave and Blodeuwedd begging him to stay. And together they decided to kill Lleu so that Gronw could take his place.

		When Lleu returned, Blodeuwedd appeared sad, and he asked what worried her. He laughed when she confessed her worry that he might die—he explained that the circumstances of his death would be so strange as to be almost impossible to duplicate. He could only be killed by a spear that had been made during a holy time in the week and that would take a year in the making. And then he could not be killed in a house or outside, riding or on foot. Blodeuwedd questioned until she had the precise method of his death and sent word to Gronw, and he started making the spear.

		Life continued as usual, until, at the end of the year, Gronw sent word that the spear was made. Blodeuwedd appeared worried again and took Lleu outside, where she had prepared the circumstances that he had described to her. She appealed to him to show her how difficult it would be for him to be killed, and he soon succumbed to her pleas. Lleu approached a thatched bath by the side of the river, disrobed, and bathed. And as he got out, when he was balanced with one foot on the side of the bath, and one foot on a tethered goat, the concealed Gronw flung the spear he had made. As it struck, Lleu disappeared, and in his place a huge eagle rose screaming and flew off, with the spear falling from his side.

		Together Blodeuwedd and Gronw ruled over Lleu’s kingdom, but—maybe through the winds that brought messages to the king—Math and Gwydion got to hear of this outrage, and Gwydion went searching for Lleu. After a weary time of looking, he stayed with a farmer, and in the morning, he was nearly knocked down by an old pig racing into the forest as soon as her sty door was opened. Gwydion followed her track and found her rootling beneath a high tree, and eating the maggots that were falling from the corrupted flesh of a large and sickly eagle, perched high in the branches. Then Gwydion exerted all his bardic skill, and composed an englyn, a magical verse to draw the bird down:

		

		He called on the oak of the darkness of the hills, and the wounds by which he recognised Lleu,

		and the eagle came down to the centre of the tree.

		And he called on the oak, its wetting in nine score tempests, the shelterer of Lleu, and the eagle came down on to the lowest branch.

		And he called on the oak, and his right to praise it, and invited Lleu to come to him, and the eagle settled on Gwydion’s knee.

		

		Quick as a flash, Gwydion struck him with his wand and Lleu turned back into a man. He was wasted with illness, but before the year’s end, he was restored to health.

		Then the heirs of Math set out to reclaim Lleu’s kingdom, calling on the whole of Gwynedd. And when Blodeuwedd heard that they were coming, she and her maidens fled, and the maidens were so afraid of Gwydion, the dark presence hunting behind them, that through continually looking backwards, they fell into a lake and drowned. So Blodeuwedd ran on alone, until she could run no farther, and Gwydion approached her.

		And his judgement was that she should be changed into a bird of the night, and that, because of her treachery, other birds would hate her, and if she should appear in the day, they would attack her. And, on his word, Blodeuwedd was transformed into an owl, and to this day, the owl’s appearance remembers her name and origins, for it can be poetically described as “blodeu-gewdd” or “flower face.”

		Lleu pursued Gronw, who offered gold and land for the injury done to him, but Lleu demanded that he should be allowed to do to Gronw what had been done to him. Then Gronw asked that, as he had acted dishonourably because of the blandishments of a woman, he be allowed to place a stone between himself and Lleu, and Lleu agreed. Then Lleu cast his spear, piercing the stone and killing Gronw, whom they buried in that place. And the stone, Llech Gronw, is still to be seen by the river Cynvael.

		And Lleu was restored to his lands, and in due course ruled wisely as lord over Gwynedd.

		This ends the fourth branch of the Mabinogion.
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		Druidry In The World
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		You watch as the Druid walks through life. You track his/her progress, through pathways and clearings and onto the modern pavements … A day of work and leisure is telescoped into moments … the activities of morning … afternoon … evening … The light strengthens and then lessens as the day wanes … Through it all, the Druid’s stance is upright, eyes clear … fixed on the sky, the horizon … focussed on loved ones or work colleagues … acting in the real world with integrity and respect.

		S/he turns and walks away, withdrawing now from your sight for rest and refreshment in the natural world … As if a veil falls, the Druid merges with the landscape and you sense the presence of a mystery, before turning your eyes away …

		

		In this chapter, we will look at the personal and wider aspects of Druidry in the light of magic, ceremony, and ritual, with some of the issues that this raises.

		

		Steps to Druidic Contact

		In addition to your private practice, you might by now be hosting small celebrations in your home, the café, or the pub; going for walks with a group to celebrate the seasons; holding barbecues or camping when there is an opportunity for meteor showers—any one of a million opportunities to be Druidic “low key.” Low key is just as relevant as high ritual—and can be more so, lending itself to a spontaneity and interaction that might be missing on more formal occasions.

		When you feel ready to experience other Druid events, there are many opportunities, from notices of open groups to joining Druid organisations for training and events. Going to open events allows you to test the waters before making a commitment. You should feel well able to understand what is going on, and of course you won’t switch off your common sense if you decide to meet others. If you were going on a blind date, how would you keep yourself safe? A blind date with a spiritual-seeking motivation is no different—don’t wait until you are being led into the dark woods by total strangers to question whether or not you are being naive. As a Druid, you live in the real, not virtual, world; you are honing your senses and intuition by actual contact and should use them. Do not make any assessment of a person or group solely on the basis of an Internet correspondence.

		Attending a large celebration organised by a well-established group or Order is a good first introduction. It will be well publicised and open to the public, and a good place to meet and talk to people. Fortunately, much Druidry is done in the eye of the sun.

		It is a huge leap of faith to meet others in this way. Remember that the organisers are not necessarily wiser than you, they are simply farther along a path; whether it is the path for you is the question. Intuitively scan for “guru mentality,” unethical ideas or practise, and the feeling—the flavour—of what is happening. If the ceremony does not strike a chord with you, withdraw and try somewhere else. This does not imply a judgement of you or them. If you feel the need to widen your circle, you owe it to yourself to find the right supportive setting.

		A solitary path is a valid option; there is no reason why you should ever meet up with another Druid. This approach has the feel of the hermit mentioned earlier—the wise, withdrawn, Merlin-like figure in Arthurian myth who lives in the Chapel in the Green, offering succour to any who come in need. These characters are deeply in tune with nature. Traditionally, they withdraw after having offered more active service, so if this is your path, whilst you keep yourself separate in your spiritual work, make sure you do not neglect ethical action that may be needed in the world and in your community. Druidry is not in any way about escaping any aspect of life; part of it is always keyed into the society in which we live. Rejoice in being part of the world and your own culture, with all its faults, failings, and advantages.

		Meeting with other Druids can allow us to bond in a special way. Despite any clashes and heated exchanges on Druid matters, there is a connection beyond the personality of coming from the same mindset. We are tuning into the same current and, from this, similar impulses flow to us all. Many Druids play with dreams of living in actual Druid communities—a wonderful vision that feeds our romantic nature. All treasure the time we have with like-minded souls with whom we can express ourselves totally authentically.

		

		Dealing with the Vicissitudes of Life

		Druidry doesn’t promise that the sun is constantly shining, so how do we deal with the ups and downs of human life from a Druid perspective? Hardship, emotional trauma, illness, and death are all part of the human condition, and the dictum “life is unfair” seems a harsh and callous reality when we experience them. Because of the limited perception of our human standpoint, fairness is not one of the observable rules of the universe. Yet, in some profound way, we sense what we cannot know in this life: that every part of it is governed by patterns and harmonious movement in relation to which our human concept of fairness appears facile.

		Like an umbrella, a religion or spiritual system can really show itself fit for purpose when we are deluged by the shock of a downpour of sadness or badness in our lives, often seemingly out of a clear sky! That image hints at a possible way to view these events, for as Druids we celebrate the wonder of the rain that is vital to our lives. In the wider pattern of things, the sadnesses of life are a natural mystery, essential and magical. Yet, caught up in the turmoil of the moment, that is not how they appear.

		Hopefully, our Druidic study keys us into a larger awareness. Caught up as we are in the present unhappy circumstance, relating to it on physical, emotional, and mental levels, there is still a deeper, wiser part of ourselves who knows that in this event is the acting out of a larger, essential pattern. This is an instinct that we must trust, even though, in our human incarnation, we do not understand. If a Druidic perspective provides a helpful and supportive context for you when the worst happens, then it has validated itself. And the larger awareness can help bring you to acceptance of situations that cannot be altered.

		Of course, in the event of traumatic events, where your sense of personal outrage is valid and essential to your own healing—as in being a victim of violence or seeing a loved one suffering—coming to a state of acceptance, “even though we do not understand,” never in any way condones any wrong that has been done to you, but it is a necessary part of a process for your continued health, on all the levels.

		Druidry, as a path of personal responsibility, is also supportive in that it does not make value judgements on your actions. Life choices are yours, to be taken in a humane and loving way, for the good of all, as far as you can. Important decisions will always bring baggage—perhaps as some attitudes of mainstream society that you might have outgrown, but that still have an influence. But your choices are made in the light of what is best for you and your sense of integrity. No one else can know this better than you—though most decisions need not be taken in complete isolation.

		Remember that you have the resource of the inner landscape to give you space and balance when your everyday self is feeling overwhelmed. When you retire to your inner landscape for this work, spend some time reinforcing your idea of the highest expression of you the Druid. When you have established yourself in this guise, you might choose this safe place from which to continue.

		As a way of proceeding in such circumstances, carefully follow all the usual instructions to go to your inner space. Pay special attention to those keeping you and the space sacred and protected. Take plenty of time to feel yourself supported and energised by the natural world—in this space you are the Druid, full of resource, distanced from everyday concerns.

		Set your intent. This will not be to alter any aspect of the actual situation, but will be your highest aim and wish: to release your feeling of resentment, guilt, regret, or whatever, and go on with your life free of it.

		You do that by accessing the deep wisdom within that can be visualised as an external form with which you can communicate.

		After setting your intent, invoke/invite/imagine a spirit of justice, or meet/invite an archetypal wise Druid to help you. There will be an impersonal quality of compassion and love emanating from this figure.

		As if in a court governed by wisdom and love, you might lay the facts of the case before this figure. In your inner space, you find that you can do this in a detached way. Explain your hurt, your upset, your wrongs, and ask for the case to be passed into the jurisdiction of the exemplar of justice, leaving you free, confident that your wider, deeper knowledge and connection will work everything out “for the good of all beings.”

		There might be a two-way communication; remember to leave space for this and to listen with your inner ear. You might find that as a result of this visualisation, or during it, you begin to see the situation—and the people involved—in a different light. Take your time to examine the problem thoroughly: gently ponder all aspects of it; be dispassionate and sense the shift that will allow you to gently begin to let go.

		As usual, you will want to reciprocate in some way—probably with conscious thankfulness. You might be given an emblem or symbol to remember, to visualise at a later stage, to restore your equilibrium each subsequent time you remember and get upset about the situation. Your responses are in a groove in your mind and knowing what to do when they return is part of ultimately moving past them.

		At times when we feel swamped, when an emotional response to trauma or past-life events threatens to dominate our lives, a supportive structure and techniques such as this can be of immense value in helping to see us through. Here is a triplicity of examples:

		

		

		You have been wronged or “done down” and are tortured by resentment.

		

		You are bereaved and feel you have lost forever the opportunity to make things right with a loved one.

		

		You are filled with guilt over past actions that cannot be undone.

		

		

		This is when this work becomes relevant. Considering the examples above, it might help you to realise that there are helpful ways of looking at the situation, even though:

		

		

		You may never appear to get justice in your outer life; whoever has wronged you may appear to get away scot-free.

		

		You will never now say what you need on this plane to the loved one who has died.

		

		You will live with the knowledge, but not necessarily the guilt, of what you did or choices you made as a teenager. So be it.

		

		

		As a Druid, you serve justice.

		As a Druid, you believe in other existences: death is not the end.

		As a Druid, you take responsibility.

		Acknowledge the reality of the situation—that you have done all you can on the physical plane, but that you can work in inner ways, using your intuitive senses. Many, many bereaved people testify that loving communication can continue on a subtle and subjective level after death.

		Acknowledge that you need help; that, far from keeping your balance, you have been knocked sideways by circumstances; that a resolution—regaining equilibrium and being able to get on with life—is more important than clinging to feelings of revenge, sorrow, anger, or guilt.

		I have found this approach useful in my life. Remembering the larger, unseen powers of the universe can be immeasurably helpful in trying circumstances, especially when outcomes are uncertain. Nevertheless, my experience will be very different from yours. In every case, only do what intuitively seems right and helpful. Every situation will feel different and will require a personalised response.

		Do remember that these techniques can never take the place of professional advice or treatment when your personal circumstances warrant it. Druids use all the gifts offered by the modern world, with gratitude.

		

		A Magical Life? Your Choice

		Druidry brings you in touch with the magic of life. So when do we extend that logically into the performing of actual magical acts?

		Many Western people think of magic as a set of techniques designed to manipulate energies, which will cause changes in the apparent world. Intuitively, we are wary of this approach. Through our Druidry we have a realistic attitude to our place in the universe, and the idea of commanding the mighty elements is not in the Druid ethos. Manipulating huge energies, we realise, will inevitably cause a chain reaction resulting in a massive backlash. Such an attitude is coercive and short-sighted; it is that understanding of the term “magic” that causes many pagans, astonishingly, to think it wrong to attempt magic at all.

		Fortunately, this approach is not that of Druid magic. What is visualisation but a magical act responding to the old edict “as within, so without”? All the worlds—inner and outer, Annwn and Arbred—are interrelated, and each reflects the other. By visualising and using positive imagery, changes happen, not in the universe, but our own perceptions. And by the magic of the glorious human intuitive response of friends, neighbours, and workmates to our internal shifts, our changes in attitude can seem to result in changes in them or our circumstances. Actually, instead of everything changing to our convenience, we gradually bring ourselves back into tune with the movements and impulse of the wider world, which responds in the most expansive and supporting way. This is the beginning of Druid magic.

		The most cursory look at the natural world shows that it is generous, producing abundance wherever we look. Sweeping leaves in autumn, weeding a garden in summer, or counting raindrops and snowflakes convinces us of this.

		

		Put the book down for the moment, relax, and fill your mind with examples of the abundance of the natural world ... bulbs, seeds, eggs, tadpoles ... Allow them to float through your mind, one after the other. Feel each generating an expansive response from the depths of your feeling ... and when you are ready, pick up the book and resume reading.

		

		In a world of abundance, we take our proper place. The rule in magical work, in getting into tune with and accessing this abundant spirit, is to ask. This accords exactly with the Druid idea of the current of regeneration from Annwn, flowing out ceaselessly, informing our world.

		The working hypothesis is that Arbred, our world, is the place for humans to be active. We go to the liminal places, and there we must ask in order to activate help from the other realms, thus opening ourselves to a change of perception that will advance things. Sometimes it appears that circumstances work out exactly as we wish, sometimes they don’t, but the magical intention has changed us in a positive way.

		When setting intent, finishing with the proviso “for the good of all beings” is valuable. Every act impinges on others, with a ripple effect spreading out in ways we cannot ever know. Putting in the proviso signifies our higher intent for harmony and rightness. In my experience, sincerity and right intent count for a lot in inter-realm dealings—even when, as is inevitable, we make mistakes.

		There have been references to magic throughout the text, but no clear instructions. This is because Druid magic is of the time, the place, the person, the situation, so it’s impossible to give a template. Here is an example from a magical journal of a range of possibilities for action:

		

		Date:

		Time:

		Weather: Third day of rain!!!

		Wish: A wonderful day for son’s wedding in two days.

		Wording of intent: To have a perfect happy family day, with wonderful weather.

		Prediction: Raining and sky still low and heavy with storm clouds—sun unlikely!

		Decision: Engage for the best weather possible on the day—whatever that means!!!

		Action: Ritual to connect to joy and love in relationships (ask for an Otherworld sponsor?) and weather (use the four directions).

		Possible ritual ideas: Walk a sacred circle? Honour/acknowledge/celebrate each of the directions.

		Set intent: VITAL!

		Main part: To go to each quarter and talk to the relevant element?

		East: Wind to blow away cloud?

		South: Sun to pierce through?

		West: Water to be gentle, desist if possible?

		North: The glory of the fruitful earth to bless the day?

		Take a gift for each element: Put in quarter and then distribute later on regular walk. Birdseed, nuts?

		Go into visualisation in order to: Ask for love and blessings on the day and on lives.

		Read poem/chant/song written especially to Rhiannon as sponsor of married life and mature relationship.

		Visualise positive aspects of the day.

		End with thanks, reversing what I did in the beginning?

		Set intent: Go to event knowing all will be for the best. Leave this alone, stop thinking about it, and enjoy the wedding!

		

		Some Druids engage with magic very regularly through personal and group ritual and use of oracle cards, the tarot, and so on. Others simply connect by gardening and walking and trusting to the universe and all the unseen forces to bring about the best possible outcomes. It is simply a matter of choice.

		It has been said that it does not matter whether or not the gods exist; what matters is that if we act as if this is true. The universe tends to respond as if it is. The same is true of a magical view of the world.

		With sincerity and clarity of intent, we experiment and learn to become the types of Druids that we wish to be.

		

		Doing Druid Work for Others

		The Druid maxim of “the truth before the world” insists on our acting authentically in all areas of our lives, with no fudging, no sophistry, no putting a spin on the truth.

		It is not in the nature of Druidry to make rules; the Druids of old did not write things down, allowing them to act in the spirit of the situation, rather than being bound by rules set in stone. If we believe that humankind is inherently good, then it follows that the impulse to act ethically is deep within our nature, with clarity and sincerity as guiding influences on every Druid. And this is especially important in the area of magical or energetic work that might involve others—a relevant thought if you might be drawn to the path of Ovate healing.

		A good first guideline is: work all you want, but only for yourself. Others, including family members, have the responsibility for their own lives and to work unasked to affect their lives is manipulative. The human need to be altruistic, to want to help, is worthy—in its place. But the key is in the word “need”—our need, feeding our lacks, our need to appear wise and beneficent, perhaps. When we do interfere on a physical level, with advice or actions, it is often rightly seen as controlling: it is frequently tolerated, but rarely welcomed. It is even more bad mannered to attempt to influence events for others on any psychic level, and it is most unethical.

		So the second guideline follows: wait to be asked. You might feel that you know what others need, but view a subjective judgement with caution. You might find another’s suffering hard to bear, but that is your problem. You might feel it appropriate to let people know that you have certain skills, but beware of offering anything. Remember, people have a predilection to say “yes” and probably will, even against their intuition and inclinations. Do not put your friends in that position, and avoid the embarrassment of a refusal by not offering. If experience indicates that you can be of help to them—in any supportive sense, not necessarily Druidical—they will take the lead in asking.

		In the case of a person being unconscious, or in situations involving your own very young children, some healers do work unasked. If you are in this extreme situation and it feels desperately wrong not to act, you can go to your inner world to ask the person concerned. Do not presume that you can get their permission this way—the answer will undoubtedly come from your subjective wish—but it shows the universe your sincerity of intent. If you decide to follow this by sending healing, light, or love to support them, do add the proviso that it be received and used if it is in the person’s higher good—something we cannot ever know from our limited perspective. Holding the person safely and supportively in your heart and expressing your willingness to support them is an energetic reserve that you can offer—and that they could draw on—without compromising your Druid ethics.

		Whether you should do anything for anyone else at all without training of course is a moot point. It is an entirely individual decision, but will probably not need be taken until you are in the context of having a supportive network of similar-minded individuals. If working for others is your path, spend time to think through your own stance carefully before proceeding. Make notes on your thoughts, reconsider regularly, and remember the pitfalls of working for others:

		

		

		It can be used to feed your own needs and self-image.

		

		It can be a means of deflecting your problems and shortcomings onto others when you should be attending to your own deficiencies.

		

		

		Think carefully about what is right for you and seek wiser advice as necessary or sensible.

		This should be read with the understanding that it is “one Druid’s opinion,” based only on years of Druid practise of varying kinds and an intelligent attitude. There are books written by Druids and others with qualifications in relevant areas, and many healing organisations that the student should research for professional, informed advice.

		

		Time for Ceremony: A Template

		Through the book, you have got into the habit of making a circle, surrounded by the elements, setting your intent, and calling on spirit to support your meditations and seasonal celebrations. Reading, writing, dancing, singing to whatever purpose in praise of life, of love, of the planets and stars, of personal ambitions and creativity are all activities that can be imbued with magic by taking place inside the circle. With your experiments with sensing Nwyfre, you will be well aware of the different, set-aside atmosphere generated by making sacred space. In ritual as in other creative acts, we access timelessness in a creative act of connection, reaching out to an invisible reality. For a time, the illusion of separation is forgotten. Examine the reason for doing ritual before you start; take time to construct a clear and accurate statement of intent.

		Many Druid rituals take a similar form:

		

		The Opening

		

		

		Making a space sacred and set aside (often by casting a circle).

		

		Making contact with the spirits of place and time; asking for their blessing.

		

		Activating the space with the energies of the elements.

		

		

		Doing this in the same way every time—like using the same entrance and exit technique before and after visualising—gives a stability and structure to the main action of the ritual.

		

		The Central Section

		This starts with a formal declaration that the space is open and expressing the purpose—the statement of intent.

		The central action is dependant on the reason for your ritual, but might include seasonal poetry, dancing, invocation, personal dedication, enactment of a mythological scene, and so on. It can be as simple or elaborate as appropriate to the intent.

		

		The Closing

		Signalling the end with a ritual phrase serves to bring your energy back from the magical work that you have been doing. After that, the opening is reversed:

		

		

		Thanking the spirits of place, time, and occasion.

		

		Thanking the elements.

		

		Returning the space and rejoining the everyday (usually uncasting the circle).

		

		Declaring that the ceremony is over.

		

		

		Note: Most modern Druids, following the initiative of Orders such as the Order of Bards, Ovates and Druids, give peace formally, sending it out to each of the quarter directions, at the commencement of ritual work. Without peace, they say rightly, “can no work be.” This is also a timely reminder of one of the chief roles of the Druid, and the value of consciously and regularly sending out positive thoughts for peace throughout the world.

		

		Ceremony and Ritual for Others

		Experimenting with personal ritual leads to the idea of organising a ritual for perhaps a number of like-minded friends—an exciting challenge. In organising a full-blown ceremony, for oneself or the benefit of the community, consider first what it is for. What is the intent?

		

		

		Celebration—of community, of place, of the season

		

		Thanksgiving, for example at the harvest

		

		An interaction, such as to appeal for a regulation of weather conditions that are causing the earth to suffer

		

		A rite of passage, a change of circumstances for individuals to be ratified by relatives on the physical level, and by the unseen ones on the other levels—a baby naming, a coming of age, a marriage, a farewell to someone who has died

		

		

		And, of course, more than one of these points might be present at any ritual; thankfulness will be a given for most celebrations, although it might not be specifically mentioned.

		

		The Time and Place

		The venue is of paramount importance. If you are not local, then visiting before planning is essential. Relating to the terrain—seashore, village centre, woodland, or other—will induce in you a feeling of what might be appropriate at that time, in that place.

		Practical considerations are also important. Is the ground accessible? Will disabled people (community or your fellow Druids) be attending? Is the space big enough for the projected number of attendees? Do not neglect the “housekeeping” elements of gatherings—toilets, refreshments, and so on.

		What of the receptivity of the land? Use your sensitivity and intuition to reach out to the genius loci, the spirit of place, exactly as you did when you first engaged with your locality. Just be there, with an open and appreciative mind. Clear your head and appreciate the special beauty and qualities of the terrain. What grows there? What does the land support? These things introduce you to the land and can and should be a part of the relevance of your ceremony.

		Devising a ritual on a windswept moor at midwinter is a real challenge, and might involve a very short ceremony, participation, and movement to involve the attendees. No one has a good experience standing frozen to the spot for an hour. In such a case, an informal corollary to ritual might be finding nearby indoor accommodation for socialising or eisteddfod (sharing of bardic poetry and song) afterwards.

		

		The People

		Your most enjoyably challenging situation might be when a community asks you to set up a ceremony for its members, prompting specific considerations.

		What are the expectations of those for whom you are organising the ritual? Involving local people of the community is a matter of sensitivity. Treating them as passive spectators to your performance will limit their experience, but inviting them to take an active part is problematic. It is unfair and, as newcomers to ritual, not appropriate. You have been invited for your expertise, not to burden them with unwanted responsibilities. Communicating your ideas beforehand, having discussions and meetings, phone calls, and canvassing local opinions, even if just through one or two members of the community, allows people to “own” their own celebration without public exposure.

		Involvement is a key to success, and another positive way can be through the young children of the community, who often do not share their parents’ inhibitions. The local preschool and parents could supervise their running round the circle, blessing it by sprinkling flowers, for example. Such simple acts often prove the high point of the ceremony as the whole circle recognises and relates to that simple action.

		

		Introducing Yourself

		Although you might be known to some of the community, it is important to actively make your connections known. Examples might be shared experience of various types: with youth groups such as Girl Guides/Scouts, being a gardener, having a knowledge of cultural local events or famous people, knowing the terrain and appreciating it ... find your connections to help you be accepted. People will always be sympathetic and supportive once you have shown that you have fellow feeling with them and the area.

		

		The Basics of Ritual

		When you communicate beforehand with a group, they will justifiably want to understand the basics of what you are going to do, so explain clearly, in broad brushstrokes, with reference to intent and the beginning, middle, and end. Do not worry that this will detract from the magic of the occasion, which will be in the actual experience.

		When devising ritual, it helps people to follow if you “herald” each part, with a simple instruction: “Now let us ... in order to ...” at the beginning of each section. And remember to explain as necessary—for example, sounding the Awen, which people might be happy to participate in when they understand what it is.

		Your introductory remarks are your opportunity to key the greater community into the atmosphere of what will be happening. Use the opportunity to stress the inclusiveness of Druid ritual, the commonality of our experience of the natural world and all its beauty, and give the reassurance that participating does not compromise the integrity of anyone on any other religious or spiritual path. Do not neglect to praise the local initiative and any groups who have worked hard; project a generous and appreciative atmosphere, which will be reflected back during the ritual.

		There is an element of showmanship in public ritual, which does not detract from its essentially spiritual nature: in fact, your ritual persona comes from your connection. Awareness of your diction, appearance, the need for pauses, and the way you talk and move—all are important. In larger gatherings, giving clear signals is vital, and bells, gongs, or chimes are more effective and atmospheric than trying to get attention with your voice. If there are pauses in your ceremony—for example, as bread is circulated during a harvest ceremony—then musical accompaniment, no matter how simple, allows people to relax slightly whilst waiting, but maintains the mood of the ceremony. Music can direct and instruct; it surrounds the participants, making them feel more supported and less vulnerable in an unusual situation. As a Druid, you know that it also reaches out to the Otherworld, ensuring that your ceremony fulfils its purpose.

		

		Conclusion of the Ritual

		Often at the end of a ritual there is a moment of indecision—what should people’s immediate response be? Giving a clear instruction can get people over this moment. Leave a very short time for all to return to everyday reality. Then you might invite people to shake hands with a stranger, wish each other happy solstice, give the children who’ve participated a round of applause, or praise the season or place with a big noise. Plan for this beforehand, but if the perfect end suggestion only occurs during the ritual, don’t be afraid to change to that. Time and place are all-important.

		

		Into the Night: Who Was that Masked Stranger?

		At the end of the ritual, do not disappear immediately—make sure you engage with others. You will doubtless get feedback, be asked about the ritual and for further information about Druidry. Many people who want a Druid ceremony are motivated by the “yearning” which has made us Druids in the first place, but in their case it has not been grounded. They have an intuitive feeling that doing something on a spiritual level is valid and important, but have gone no further. It is common for such people to approach you after the ritual feeling that they have been given a gift, an inkling into a connection with the natural world which they could not access without help. This is an immense privilege for the Druid, and a wonderful end to your work.

		

		And Back to the Magic ...

		It is when acting for others that we most wish for good weather! Just remember, if you want to try for it in private and in advance of your ritual, first be grateful for what you’ve got. If you’re alive to watch the downpour, you’re lucky, and this attitude should be conveyed to your gathering before you start the ritual. Druidry is about relationship, fun, and our own sense of our smallness in the world. This is not belittling to us, but a sane understanding of our place in a beneficent universe. Ceremony should be joyous, expansive, and full of the wonder of the greater patterns of life that we cannot understand. You lead in setting the tone.

		In connecting to the ritual to come—the earth, the weather, and all the natural variables—use your super-senses, your instinct for putting yourself in harmony with what’s happening. And, if you haven’t done it already, invest in waterproof boots! Be as at home and comfortable as possible in the wild—whether that’s a forest for a private ritual or a community May Day celebration on the recreation ground of a city.

		And why not ask for sunshine? Who knows, you might just get it.

		Making our way solitarily or in a group, may we experience the magic of Druidry and community in our lives.

		

		Study Break 12

		Ethics and Exploration

		The work in this last section is more open-ended, and follows on from the suggestions in this chapter. You are reaching beyond the book and are looking even more to the wider world for your practice. Given that magic is now to the forefront, get your journal and jot down your immediate thoughts on the following questions:

		

		

		What is permissible on the magical path?

		

		Are our requests worthy or important enough?

		

		Do they have to be worthy?

		

		Is it dishonourable to have frivolous wants? Who has decided this?

		

		Can we redress the balance with magic? How, without coercion of some kind?

		

		On what level do we engage with the world as a magical place?

		

		

		Let the following sections sink into your awareness and settle within you as you read them. Establishing an ethical basis for your magical work is like making foundations for your Druid home: time and care are essential at this stage, so don’t begrudge the work and do take the trouble to read widely. There are themes that overarch the three-ray work: contact with nature gives us our perspective; through knowledge we study and devise our personal stand; through devotion we ensure that we are coming from the highest ethical stance.

		

		A Word on Injustice

		We have looked at working positively for others and dealing with the blows of fate, and touched on our response to feeling we have been wronged—a situation likely to arise at regular intervals. “Getting even” is the chief temptation pulling us away from the Druid path, so it is worth reiterating the position set out in this chapter. Druidry is in no way coercive, so a simple rule is: if you contemplate wishing harm on others, don’t ever pretend to yourself that it is Druidry.

		In cases of misunderstanding, injustice, or the frustrating situations that everyone experiences, remember that there are positive ways to feel in control and vindicated. Becoming conversant with these before an upsetting situation arises gives you a useful resource when you need it. Protecting yourself from hurt by allowing peace and love to spread through your system; entering your inner space; disconnecting emotionally; observing the situation objectively and allowing your inner wisdom to advise you are all good habits. Practising will help to alter the way you relate to unjust events, and remind you of the wider Druid perspective—and is itself relaxing and salutary.

		The most frustrating situations are when injustices are done to our loved ones, when, as with issues of ill health and misfortune, it is difficult to remember that we have no right to intervene. Grown-up children, partners, relatives, and friends have to be left to “dree their own weird,” a wonderful Scottish expression meaning that we must each endure—and act in accordance with—our own fate. So, to make the point again, give people the space to do this, unless they ask you for help. It is upsetting to stand aside, but resist the temptation to intervene. Stick to this in your magical work.

		So, you will work for yourself. You are the heir/heiress to all the abundance and joy in the world. As a Druid, you embrace this idea and remember that so is every other sentient being on the planet, no more or less than you. You get into the flow of the life current in order to gain the most from life, with respect for all beings.

		

		Nature Ray

		The world is yours! You can extend your connection worldwide, and opportunities for doing this—with work and leisure—are increasingly an option for most of us. And even if you never intend moving from your piece of paradise, thinking in this way broadens your knowledge of the wonderful variety of this glorious world. In the work of this ray, consider how you would view new terrain, new countries, new continents. As an exercise, choose a place you’ve never been to, but have always been drawn to for the following work. Whether going on a vacation, resettling in a new part of the world, or simply voyaging in your imagination:

		

		

		Look at the wider aspect of your chosen destination, using maps.

		

		Research the ancient places of interest.

		

		Check out the native flora, fauna, and folklore. Rainforest, Mediterranean olive grove, majestic ice floes, deserts ... what beliefs have been formed by the human interaction with the natural features?

		

		A connection with real people before you get to a new place changes your connection, allowing you access to the heart of the place, rather than the surface engagement of the tourist. It could be as simple as making an appointment at (or just going to) an open garden, museum, nature or spirituality centre to talk to a friendly local.

		

		

		When spreading your wings wider, remember the resources you have in your inner and the wider world:

		

		

		The connective nature of water allows you to send thoughts, wishes, and love ahead of yourself via your local waterways.

		

		Use your guides for advice when exploring in any way.

		

		Use your inner world; use your intuition; consciously make connection.

		

		Reach out to feel the Nwyfre in all living things, no matter how alien their forms to you.

		

		

		Knowledge Ray

		Revise what you’ve learnt on the building blocks of Druidry, the elements, symbolically and in the natural world. Spend a week checking the directions and your orientation: in which direction do you sleep, eat, work at your desk? When you have time, address yourself to the following work, to integrate your understanding of the use of the elements in a ritual context.

		Without looking back at your earlier work, write each of the element names in the corner of a large piece of paper—the larger the better. If you can put it somewhere prominent so that you can add to it whenever an idea occurs, so much the better.

		Make a mind map of connecting ideas, writing each around the relevant element.

		Add to this the cross-quarters and interconnections of earth/air, earth/water, earth/fire, and so on.

		What about the elemental interconnections of northeast, southeast, southwest and northwest in ritual? When might you use mud, steam, hot air, smoke, rain, brick?

		Remember that the alchemy of all the elements, by the magic of spirit and human interaction, is perfected in the loaf of bread: grain fed by earth, water, air, and the fire of the sun, transmuted by human intervention into flour from the earth, mixed with water, raised by the action of air from the leavening, and transformed by fire in the baking. Draw a diagram in your journal to express this perfection of transformative action. This could be used as a centrepiece in a harvest ritual or incised on the top of your harvest loaf.

		With paper to hand, let your mind drift over how you would devise some simple rituals—for a baby naming, full moon, tree planting, or any other you prefer. Treat this as an ongoing project: whenever you delight in something natural, think of how you would celebrate it in ritual.

		Using the examples from this chapter, consider where you want your studies to lead you next. Pick a project, decide on a time frame, and make notes on when to revise your progress. You can make weekly, monthly, and yearly plans for any study—or go far into the future, if you feel confident. Do not let this drift, but if you have been overambitious, feel free to admit it and revise your original statement of intent. There is no shame in aiming too high, but it is good to set realistic targets to get you into the habit of succeeding. Draw the pentagram of service from chapter 11 in your own journal—perhaps on the last page, where you can find and refer to it frequently.

		

		Creating Visualisations

		It is time to start devising your own visualisations. When you have decided on your next phase of work, spend time thinking of a visualisation that will best support you in your enterprise. Stick to the following guidelines when you do this:

		

		

		Always use the opening and closing that you are used to.

		

		Always set your intent.

		

		If you go to new internal territories, make a clear journey from your existing space and retrace your steps to return there when you have finished.

		

		

		Within this structure, you might choose from a number of possibilities:

		

		

		Travelling to a new area that symbolises a new “workspace”.

		

		Asking for a guide or totem who will support you.

		

		Taking a symbolic gift of thanks for all the help you will get.

		

		Receiving tools for the work.

		

		Seeing the successful end to the work.

		

		“Seeing” the perfection of the work pouring down on you from the Otherworld.

		

		

		Add to this list, and write up your visualisation in your magical journal. Put it aside and reread later; revise if necessary before doing it, and write up your notes afterwards in the usual way.

		

		Devotional Ray

		Working “for the good of all beings” implies “the love of all beings.” And not in any rarefied way, but Druidically, in the full understanding of our earthly nature and our human flaws. Druid love for the whole world is practical, forgiving, wise, impersonal, coming from our understanding of the connection of all beings. Practising this resonates positively with our personal, intimate expressions of love of family and friends.

		To express this underlying belief in a formal, group setting, the majority of modern Druids use the prayer and the oath from the writings of Iolo Morganwg. There are various translations of the prayer, all easily found on the Internet, and some have become particularly attached to specific Druid Orders. Here is one of the lesser-used of the six translations from Iolo Morganwg’s Barddas, published in 1862:

		

		Grant, God(dess), Thy protection,

		And in protection, reason,

		And in reason, light,

		And in light, truth,

		And in truth, justice,

		And in justice, love,

		And in love, the love of God(dess),

		And in the love of God(dess), Gwynvyd.

		And all goodness.

		

		Research all the versions that you can find and choose the one you prefer. As you craft your path, substitutions—for example, “Spirit” or “Goddess” for “God”—might be something you wish to consider.

		Examine this prayer, or the version that you choose, line by line; does one lead onto the next logically, or do you understand it intuitively? Do the ideas seem too cerebral and abstract, and if so, can you clothe them in a way that allows you to understand and connect with them?

		Examination of the Druid’s prayer is an important part of the work of this ray. As with the issue of ethics, how you relate to and understand this can be seen as part of the foundation of your future work. Gwynvyd, remember, is the shining place where we can glimpse the harmony of the patterns of the universe, through which the creative impulse permeates.

		Here is the beginning of such examination work from a Druid’s magical journal:

		

		Date:

		Iolo’s “Druid prayer”

		Preliminary notes: Protection as important as peace. Peace—an essential to all our work—self/families/wider society lack this peace. Peace = state of harmony. Within this we feel protection. Before any work, feel protected—allows us to disengage from the concerns of survival and interaction; trust opens us up to the spiritual side of our nature. From the security of the inner world, we can use reason—that wise, dispassionate view that is not stirred and affected by our lesser, ego-driven selves. From reason, we come to considering the broad overview symbolised by light. (Continue tomorrow ... )

		

		Reprise the lessons of this ray: make notes about how you have given gratitude and love in the past week—making natural gifts, distributing birdseed, sending love through the boughs of trees, the roots, the waterways. Take time to include every expression of this feeling—including your conscious awareness of your good fortune, itself a silent acknowledgement and thanks for the wonder of your life. If you have let this aspect slide, remember it holds the key to your work.

		Visualise your place in the scheme of things—the timeline that connects you through the aeons to your ancestry of blood and spirit. Keep in mind your duty as a successor to the ancestors and an ancestor to your descendants. The ultimate “broad overview” is to be aware that, in this body, you are just a very small, fleeting part of this wonderful world of relationship. Write your most private thoughts now:

		

		

		What effect do you want to have had on the world when you leave it?

		

		How do you want others to remember you?

		

		What qualities will others attach to your memory? Joy, loving kindness, wisdom, fun?

		

		What gifts do you want to have left and what received?

		

		What richness of experience will go with you when you leave this state of consciousness?

		

		How blessed do you feel by your Druidry?

		

		

		As part of your life practice, resolve to centre yourself and connect to loving energy every day. If, through this book or other influences, you feel deeply that the Druid path is yours, then this will be coloured by the atmosphere, associations, and support of the Druidic current in your life.

		May love, honour, and respect for the ancestors and future generations inform our work on every level.

		

		Lessons from the Mabinogion: Fourth Branch, Part Two

		

		This complete family tale has an added dimension to the others we have looked at—in the stellar regions. You will remember that there are constellations commemorating its key players: Sarn Gwydion (the Milky Way), the track Gwydion took in his search for Lleu; Caer Arianrhod, the Corona Borealis; and Llys Don (the court of Don, or Cassiopeia), where the mother of Gwydion and Arianrhod presides over the skies.

		Excitingly, as indicated in chapter 8, this story is the one that is most recorded on the actual ground. The Nantlle Valley is named for Lleu, being derived from the two words nant (stream) and Lleu. Like many Welsh names, the words became compounded, but the meaning remains: it is “the valley of Lleu.” Gronw’s stone still exists, and many parts of the story can be tracked with a map, including Caer Arianrhod and the journey Gwydion took when he drove the pigs from Dyfed.

		

		Some Comparisons Between the Mabinogion Stories

		The second part of Gwydion’s story develops in a very unexpected way. Its scope is wide, dealing with his manipulation of events and of the very essence of Annwn, the regenerative current. Gwydion is responsible for two births: one human and one vegetative. The story’s relevance is understood on a deeper level; it has messages that are to be absorbed rather than rationalised. But first, let’s compare with earlier stories.

		After the basically stable, loving lives of the family of Pwyll and the sons of Llyr, here we have a glimpse into the power struggles of the dysfunctional children of Math’s sister, Don. Arianrhod does not succumb to her fate, but fights not to fall into the pattern—of motherhood—insisted on by Gwydion. And whilst from a modern mindset we applaud that, we remember that these are mystery teachings. To the Celts, the welfare of children was a vital priority, and, even today, the malicious intent she harbours towards her innocent son is shocking. Arianrhod is violating the sacred rule of law, that mothers protect their children, by deliberately hindering her son’s changing status.

		We must remember also that, in Celtic myth, the role of challenger is an honourable one and can be taken by the mother. By overcoming challenges, the youth becomes a man. The problems are caused, as in the last story, by Gwydion’s manipulation, which serves to warp the natural actions of others. So what is Gwydion’s motivation? This is another modern twist: Gwydion seems to be the first of the heroes to have “womb envy.” Birth is a wonderful, magical process, from which Gwydion, with all his cleverness and magic, is barred.

		The theme is melodramatic enough to be from a modern soap opera: a sister’s betrayal caused through her own pride and need for status, engineered by a brother driven by a need that has not been acknowledged before: to be a father. We notice that Gwydion takes no heed of the first baby to be born, but obviously connects to the second premature birth as a father, protecting and incubating it until it comes to term. It is his unqualified nurturing love for Lleu that is in part redemptive.

		Yet, in contrast to Manawyddan’s mature and selfless care of the adult Pryderi and Cigva throughout their trials, Gwydion is unable to see the broad overview: he acts always from a single perspective—his own needs. His actions and the events he sets in train resonate with those of the antihero Evnyssien in the story of Branwen, who also acts out of a twisted logic. And Gwydion’s actions are reflected in Arianrhod’s duplicity in claiming status she is not entitled to—that of virgin—as revealed by the test of the Druid wand.

		The rule in the kingdom of Gwynedd is different to that of both Pwyll/Pryderi and Bran. The ruling family of Dyfed has a magical, otherworldly matriarch in Rhiannon, but, in coming to this world, she abides by its rules and laws. Although Pwyll is “Pen Annwn,” his reign is not magical. Similarly with the Children of Llyr: although Bran has a magic cauldron, it is a symbol of his rule and is not to be used by him.

		In Gwynedd, however, magic is a ruler’s skill.

		Gwydion is still in his role as a catalyst for change. This is essential, given the sedentary nature of Math: without Gwydion, the harmony of the land would stagnate. But, yet again, when action is called for, Gwydion’s first thought is towards interfering with others, a manipulation which tragically destroys the harmony of the family.

		Following on from the discussions on magical practice and working for others, this last story teems with warnings and pointers to correct conduct. The more thought you give to this aspect of Druid conduct, using such material as this and other teaching stories, the more apparent becomes the unethical and dangerous nature of interfering with the destiny of others under the guise of “helping.” You will grow into being a true friend to your friends and family. In return, they will intuitively understand and respect your stance and your willingness to help when asked. The actions of both Gwydion and Arianrhod can in part be read as a Druid “how not to do it” primer, from which we can take many lessons.

		

		Lessons for Druidic Practise from the Story

		

		

		In any planning, the end does not always justify the means. Like the Celtic warriors of history, to whom honourable conduct was as important as a victory, we should act with integrity at every stage of our progress towards a goal.

		

		Isolation from wider society (the court in Arianrhod’s case) means we will be out of touch with events/appropriate behaviour, and therefore vulnerable.

		

		Claiming status to which you are not entitled, as Arianrhod did, often rebounds and can lead to humiliation.

		

		Manipulation is always wrong.

		

		The integrity of your aims is besmirched by any kind of manipulation.

		

		The person to suffer the results of manipulation will not necessarily be the original perpetrator.

		

		Revenge can rebound on the next generation—as with Lleu (and with Pryderi in Manawyddan’s story).

		

		Pushing one’s wishes against the tide by human cunning, as Gwydion did, cannot be maintained; eventually, the energy it needs cannot be sustained. Without Math, the story of the warring siblings Gwydion and Arianrhod would have ended at the last impasse.

		

		Challengers on our life journey are valuable. Through each encounter, we grow significantly—symbolised by Lleu’s three stages of manhood.

		

		We have the resources to reveal the truth in life situations. Lacking Math’s Druid wand, we substitute our intuition, which we nurture and learn to trust and act upon.

		

		Our love cannot protect others, but can be a constant support to them.

		

		Engagement and empathy, represented by Math, are vital to human relationships. Math’s wisdom and support oversee the action and are active at salient points.

		

		In defence of the ancient harmonies, the great powers will aid our enterprises.

		

		

		The theme of love and betrayal is dealt with in various ways in Lleu’s story: the betrayal of Arianrhod by Gwydion, the betrayal of Lleu by Arianrhod’s lack of acknowledgement, and the betrayal of Lleu by Blodeuwedd’s infidelity. Yet, in keeping with our ethos that man is inherently good, we have bright, shining threads of loving humanity woven through the story, in Gwydion’s relationship with Lleu and Math’s with Gwydion. This story is about fatherhood, reminding us of the common Gaulish belief in the father god of the tribe—a deep wisdom that goes beyond the gender concerns of our everyday life. All the stories are open to your own interpretation, of course. As a further study, go through the salient points of this branch and draw your own conclusions, as we did with the other three.

		

		Some Comparisons of the Mythic Aspects of Lleu’s Story

		The marriage of Lleu is one very satisfying version of the mythic resonance of the hero’s life, which runs through Celtic tales. Lleu is a classic solar hero whose near-death and re-emergence reflects the sun’s pattern and the seasons.

		To first consider his birth: we remember from Branwen’s story that Branwen was a bearer of sovereignty, a matriarch of the islands, whose removal from her place of honour brought about tragedy. From Arthurian myth, we remember Igraine and the story of Arthur’s conception and birth. Igraine is another bearer of sovereignty, and Arianrhod, Don’s daughter and the sister of the heir to Math, has similar status. Both Igraine and Arianrhod are tricked to cause a birth—in Igraine’s case by Merlin, who transforms King Uther into the appearance of her husband, thus initiating the conception that will result in Arthur’s birth at midwinter. Lleu, like other Celtic heroes such as Pryderi, develops in advance of his years, and then undergoes challenges to gain his name and arms.

		Lleu’s marriage on one level is clearly an exercise in damage limitation. Many heroes and kings marry “a flower bride” who travels from a mysterious Otherworld, an indication of the harmony between the kingdoms of Arbred and Annwn. But Arianrhod’s restrictions on Lleu mean that his bride is actually made from flowers. As the essence of the living green, Blodeuwedd is the most obviously otherworldly of these women. Rhiannon came from Annwn, a bride from the Otherworld, having first made her own choice, and Guenevere and other such special women in the Celtic canon are willing brides. How different is the fate of Blodeuwedd, conjured into humanity from the plant kingdom to fulfil a destiny, with no reference to her own wishes.

		The morality of Math is a vexed question: his intervention upholds the ancient harmonies, that a man should not be barred from his natural life, yet his magic violates other laws: the right of all life, including the vegetable, to live according to its nature and not to be twisted into an unnatural existence. Nevertheless, Blodeuwedd is “born” to regal status. Like Guenevere, as the flower bride, she is a giver of sovereignty. Without marriage to her, Lleu cannot be a ruler. Through his marriage, he gains his status and lands.

		Like other flower brides, whom you will discover in your further studies of Celtic myth, Blodeuwedd’s connection to the land involves a destiny that is different from that of a normal wife. The theme of betrayal—of Arthur, of Lleu, of heroes in the Irish tradition—hints at a deep understanding of the finite nature of kingship. It is common in Celtic myth for such heroes, as their strength wanes, to be challenged by a “dark lord.” As the king symbolises the fruitful nature of the land, it is a rule that sovereignty is passed back to the Otherworld if he is aged, injured, or killed, and the woman embodying sovereignty is often active in this process. The actions of Guenevere prompt the break-up of the Round Table, and other Welsh and Irish tales carry the same themes of beauty seemingly ill-fated, but actually dictated by a high destiny.

		What a contrast to Lleu, the solar eagle, is Gronw, the dark lord of the hunt. Blodeuwedd, maintaining a thin hold on human existence through the light and radiance of her solar husband, is suddenly exposed to the deep, dark hunter lord, embodying the grounding earthy qualities that she, with her flower constitution, needs for her life.

		The theme that we have already seen with Bran—the lord then becoming a giant protector—is not fulfilled in Lleu’s story. Arthur is taken to Avalon for healing; Bran’s head is buried; the difference with Lleu seems to be that his fate has happened untimely. The forcing of his death whilst still at the height of his powers allows him to use the support of his totem eagle to maintain a state of death-in-life reflecting that of the older heroes, but the fulfilment of his destiny is his return to the world, aided by Gwydion. Lleu is found when Gwydion follows a magical animal—a representative of the Goddess, a sow. Otherworldly beings involved in the stories as guides—for example, the stag that leads Pwyll—remind us that, in our human affairs, there is a season to everything, a time for the supremacy of both light and dark in our lives, with no judgement implied; both are necessary.

		The mythic relationships of male and female, the polarity aspects of myth, are huge areas for further study, and the mystery tales of these islands abound in teaching. With each rereading, we go deeper and deeper to find their riches, much as Arthur plundered Annwn. They are a lifetime’s study.

		

		
			[contents]
		

		

	
		

		Conclusions and Blessings
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		Your journey started by asking questions:

		

		

		What is a Druid today?

		

		What drives Druids?

		

		What do Druids do?

		

		Who can be a Druid?

		

		How does Druidry fit with real life?

		

		

		Hopefully, by working with the exercises, incorporating your accumulated wisdom, and relating it all to your own locality, your work has become a personalised, evolving Druidic practice.

		You have in part received the answer to the question, “What do Druids do?” It is an answer that changes as your practise changes. A Druid is as a Druid does; your own inner conviction and calling inform all your actions in the apparent world and set you on the life course of a practising Druid. Consider the variety of ways through which your Druidry could manifest; does the way of working you have adopted feel balanced and mature, or is it overloaded in one or other area? Keep reviewing, keep noticing, keep track of your progress in your magical journal.

		Another question posed was, what is the “role model Druid”? Look back now and see which of the listed qualities you have, which you agree with, which you would amend in light of your experience, and why.

		As Druidry is ever-evolving and study is never ending, many invitations to further study follow. You are now embarking on a self-regulating practise for life. How does that feel?

		

		Put the book down for a moment and think of what you do—slowly go through your daily, weekly, monthly, yearly routines. Take time now, if you haven’t already, to make templates for each of those, so that you have a log of regular activities: a firm structure which you can adapt to the seasons of the years and of your life. Buy a year planner and mark your activities on it.

		

		The Druid Raison d’Etre

		The Druid’s actions in the apparent world come from the impetus of the regenerating current. This, if we listen for it, can override our clutching, survival instinct of trying to keep things the same, and instead support our expansive engagement with the one constant of the universe: change.

		We realign our priorities through Druidry; from the results of being in touch with authentic experience, we learn to value our connection with the Druidic current. We are supported by our Druid “family” or “tribe”: those in this incarnation, those who have gone before, those who are yet to come, and the great overshadowers who will never incarnate in this existence, but who are available for our support.

		Through our understanding of this, we feel safe to engage with life fully, to access the Awen in whichever form it takes; to view the world not just through the five senses but also through our intuition and the heightened understanding of Nwyfre.

		Life is a flow: we check in with the apparent world regularly to ensure that we are working with the greater tides—of the seasons, of the planets, and of our personal ebbs and flows. It becomes second nature, so we begin to trust that what we find on a walk is exactly the thing to be used in the next night’s ritual, that there is a hidden pattern that allows us to walk trustingly through a “bad patch.” Although we cannot see the pattern, we begin to get hints of it through synchronicitous happenings in our lives.

		Happy coincidences can happen frequently in ritual, where hints that you are on the right lines might appear through the response of the elements—a cloud crossing the sun, the moon suddenly revealing herself; a clap of thunder at the culmination of an invocation, a breath of wind as the elements are invited into the circle.

		Ritual also gives a sense of truly being “between the worlds.” Whilst a ceremony will not ensure fine weather, it is not surprising that, even in a downpour, the celebrants feel safe, protected, and warm for its duration. (After which, of course, they will need wringing out.) Every Druid you meet will have experiences that support the idea of the magical properties of the ritual circle actually acting to distance you from the vagaries of the everyday world.

		Any experience such as these feeds our sense that our ceremony is in tune with the wider currents. It is magical when it happens: a ratification for which to be very thankful. Notice and note it every time, a remembrance to help you through the “spiritual drought” times when you feel distanced from your path.

		

		Yearning and Relationship

		In chapter 3, you read a visualisation by the seashore that ended with the Druid on the sea, setting sail for an unknown shore. This is a potent image with which to end. Celtic folk tradition abounds with stories of sea voyages. There is a special name for Irish tales of this sort, the immrama, dealing exclusively with the voyages of heroes in search of the Otherworld and traditionally sailing to the west. Looking west from the main body of Britain we face the Irish Sea: from the Island of the Mighty, we are facing the Island of the Blessed, which must have appeared so strange and magical to our ancestors. Through your inner work, you may follow the voyages of the heroes, visiting many strange places, islands parallel or Otherworlds, and meet many guardians and symbolic figures who guard the ancient wisdom enshrined in the land.

		The yearning that drives Druids resonates with the folk soul of these islands, expressed as the voyage, the exploration, and the wonders beyond the known world. But where is “other”? Is it to the lands of the west? Is it to be found by the strange light of the moon, elf-arrows aimed at our hearts, or in the glitter of blue eyes winking through the twigs framing the sky? “Other” is not so much a place to be found; it is the connection, the marrying of our everyday reality to the spiritual.

		We are aware of it when we are fully in the moment, creatively engaging in whatever way. We are aware of it when we consciously expand our senses to touch the world, when we feel our skin truly to be not only our boundary, but the start of our connection with the wider world. This paradox of the joy of human individuation and our longing for reconnection is essential to the spiritual journey. We are aware of the greater connection when we go inwards, using the cultural symbols and stories of the Druidic current to further our experience of things that can never fully be comprehended on a rational level.

		It will keep drawing us onwards, inwards, for the rest of our lives.

		

		The Three Rays

		Review your practise often in the light of the three rays, and ensure that you give equal weight to each of them. Often the work will overlap two areas, but every Druid has a predilection towards one or the other; your job is to know which is most natural to you and to work to strengthen the others.

		Without the nature ray, you will lack power, strength, and support.

		If you neglect the knowledge ray, you are restricting yourself, and the path will gradually close in. Do not be content with your present knowledge: the resources of the journey are limited only by your lack of willingness to keep learning and expanding your awareness.

		Without the devotional ray, you will not have the broad overview that keeps constantly in mind the fact that we are spiritual beings enjoying all aspects of life in human form. For perspective, for the beginnings of a wise relationship with life, for being the best you can be—as Druid and human being—this ray is vital.

		

		Where to Go from Here

		How deep is the ocean, how wide is the sky? You are limited only by your own imagination. Here are some ideas to start you off:

		

		The Three Paths

		“The Path of the Bard”: put this title in your journal and jot down every specific bardic skill or action that you might pursue.

		Now do the same for the next two headings: “The Path of the Ovate” and “The Path of the Druid.” When you’ve done it, check back through this book and your journal to see if you’ve missed any aspect that is relevant to you at the moment.

		

		Put the book down for a moment; “feel” deeply into the three paths. Where do you experience and feel them? In your head, arms, torso? What associations do they evoke? Jot your findings down under the relevant headings, adding to your lists.

		

		Specific Subjects for Study

		Make a list of all the individual subjects attached to the concept of Druidry that interest you at the moment. Geology, astronomy, geomancy, survival skills, pilgrimage ... make this list as long as you can. Review it frequently: add to it; delete what you feel no energy for, possibly to reinsert it when the time is right. How does this specialised study fit into the broader pattern of your Druid practise and your everyday life?

		

		Folklore

		Read folktales specific to different regions. Compare those from the Celtic regions of the British Isles with the Saxon and Norse. What are the differences? What are the similarities? If you live in another country, read the folktales of the native culture. What are their lessons? Remember the archetypal hero “Jack,” full of simplicity and trust, the radiant youth. Feed from these sources. Use them to remember the place of the hero—you, the questing Druid—in relation to the natural world, in relation to the support that is available to you, in relation to right-mindedness and right attitude. Worldwide, these lessons seem to apply to this magnificent, underestimated body of traditional wisdom.

		

		Mythology

		Research the myths of the country. Explore Welsh myth in the light of the stories that we have examined already. Read the other stories of the Mabinogion.

		Research the Celtic archetypes through the stories: the magician, the flower bride, the challenger, the bearer of kings, the noble knight.

		Irish myth has not been part of this book; it is an easily accessible source of stories of ancient Druids, showing them variously as beneficent, wise, manipulative, and fallible human beings.

		Find the connections between the Welsh and Irish myths—the common characters and situations, the archetypes who straddle the Brythonic and Goidelic traditions.

		

		New Material: Extending Your Understanding

		Find commentaries on the Mabinogion that will explain the stories to you in different ways. Find a book of the triads of Britain—what references are there to the heroes we have already met? Track the locations of the Mabinogion on a map of Wales.

		

		Energy Work

		We have not touched in any formal way on the energy centres of the body. Exploring this is a huge study and a natural corollary to the Ovate energy work. Many Druids use the centres (chakras) corresponding to eastern energy systems, which have seven locations in the torso and head.

		As you know from our exercises, we have sensitised areas, energy centres, in both our hands and the soles of our feet. If you research traditional Celtic material, you can add to these with Druidic reference to the magical number three once again—centres in the belly, heart, and head. Reflecting Celtic symbology, they are often referred to as the three cauldrons, and we connect to them intuitively when we draw in the energy of the Awen through the base centre and the head centre and express it through the heart centre. Research on the three cauldrons is another completely new area that will prove fruitful and valuable to your continuing path.

		In relation to your three-ray practise, how do you place the three energy centres? Here is one interpretation:

		

		

		Belly: Health and vigour, nature ray

		

		Heart: Love, compassion, devotional ray

		

		Third eye: Inspiration, intuition, knowledge ray

		

		

		Connection

		There are many ways that you can make connections between all the new ideas and concepts which you will continue to come across through your studies. When you recognise a new idea—such as the three cauldrons—take time in your journal to explore how it connects to your experiential belief system, how it works. In this way it will become internalised and part of the structure of your practise. The components of spiritual practise are like those of a traditionally made house: built in. Take pains with this integration process; ideas in isolation are like scaffolding on a sound house—an irrelevance that will be ignored by those using the main fabric of the building. The Druid “house” is individualised and purpose-built of a wondrous variety of materials. Its organic nature allows for strands of new material to be woven into the main structure, adding beauty and diversity to the whole.

		

		Symbols

		You have looked at three main symbols: the Celtic cross, the Awen, and the pentagram. These are my particular choice, but there are many more to explore and use:

		

		

		The symbols of the four quarters—the stone of the north, the sword of the east, the spear of the south, and the chalice of the west—are known as the hallows. Each contains symbology worthy of a book in its own right. Irish myth is useful in this study.

		

		To start your own studies, you might look at the whole Arthurian myth in terms of its symbology.

		

		The symbolic nature of trees, metals, animals, fish, and birds through folklore, heraldry, and so on is a rich area of further study.

		

		We have not touched on dragons—vital to the study of British mysteries.

		

		Mystical colour associations—especially red and white—also offer fruitful study.

		

		

		As symbols speak so deeply to our inner selves, we will finish with the union of those symbols we have looked at in the book. Here they are combined, with the Celtic cross and the pentagram superimposed upon it. Together, they give us the three lines of the Awen, a strong image in the centre. Anchored by the symbol of the harmony of the natural world, the Celtic cross, we make our Druidic way in the world, observing the guidelines of the magical pentagram of service, activated by the inspiration of the Awen.
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		Like mariners navigating by the pole star, we set our course with reference to the guiding premise of our work: the magical connection. In the traditions of the Celts, setting sail for the magical islands of the west, we are fully engaged with the practicalities of the voyage. We use our five senses as we taste the salt in the vibrancy of the breeze, smell the scent of the storm to come, see the swell of the waves, hear the splash as they hit the side of the boat, and feel the rough, thick ropes on our fingers, as we navigate with confidence and skill.

		We know that there are many other small craft piloted by like-minded souls on similar journeys, and that when the time is right, we will meet some of those fellow travellers.

		By concentrating on all our five senses as they reach out to the whole world, thirsting for interaction, we open to the sixth and activate our intuition. Through this sense we discover, with wonder and delight, that our skin is not only our essential separation from the world whilst we are in the body, but can be the first point of interaction and relationship with the whole of the dark ocean, the far horizon, and the heights of the sky. And through inner work we encounter the beings of the other realms who can support us as we develop a more conscious connection with our own deep well of wisdom. Their names are a litany of romance, the expansion of our inner senses and wisdom.

		Rhiannon of the horse … Branwen of the starling, and the mouse queen in Manawyddan’s story … Goewin the foot-holder who became queen … Arianrhod of the moon and Blodeuwedd the flower bride … All glow with the beauty of otherworldly light and their mythic status.

		Pwyll of the stag ... Pryderi of the horse and the hounds ... Bran of the cauldron and the raven ... Manawyddan of the skilled hands ... Gwydion of deer, boar, and wolf ... Lleu of the eagle ... These beings walk our world, tying us to the glory of nature, of earthy and earthly life, to be celebrated on our human and Druid journey.

		This book is subtitled “Walking the Ancient Green Way.” As Druids, we walk through the forest as brothers and sisters to the trees: we are deep-rooted, reaching high and wide. We are nurturing, sheltering, giving beings. We may manifest our Druidry in as many forms as there are trees in a forest. All have their place and their use, for shelter, warmth, habitats ... and one thing more: they all produce. Elderberries, apples, acorns, ash keys, rowan berries, alder cones, yew berries, haws, sloes, blackberries, hazel and beech nuts—we recognise the trees and shrubs by their fruits. Our fruits are the gifts we bring to the world as Druids, and by them we are known.

		Between the forest and cultivated land, at the dawn and the dusk, in the space between the worlds, the whispers of the wind may inform the mysterious Math of the wand of our actions. And those same breezes may herald the presence of the overarching guardian of the land and the forest, under whose tutelage the hero can grow to greatness: Merlin.

		The ancient, elusive wisdom of the mediaeval Welsh triads says that Britain was originally called “Plas Merddin,” or Merlin’s enclosure. When Merlin disappeared from our world of the five senses to endure in enchantment through the ages, legend has it that it was on Bardsey Island, off the northern tip of Wales, that he took up his long vigil as a strong protector. He, like others of his status, is still a presence in the land, to be accessed at need.

		It was an injunction in ancient times that no sacred words of the Druids should be committed to writing. This book is intended rather as a free-flowing stream of ideas gained through years of practise, to be interpreted by the individual always in the spirit of the ancient harmonies—with truth and integrity and care for the animal, vegetable, and mineral worlds, the touchstones of our spiritual connection to the glorious regenerative and life-affirming spirit of Druidry.

		

		May the natural world sustain our lives, on every level.

		May inspiration be our companion on the journey.

		May we all be blessed, and recognise each blessing.

		Awen, Awen, Awen.
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		Alban (Al-ban) The “light”; title of the four solar festivals of the year.

		

		Alban Arthan (Al-ban Arth-an) The light of Arthur; midwinter solstice.

		

		Alban Eilir (Al-ban Ay-leer) The light of the earth; spring equinox.

		

		Alban Hefin (Al-ban Hev-in) The light of the shore; midsummer solstice.

		

		Alban Elfed (Al-ban Elv-ed) The light of the waters; autumnal equinox.

		

		Albion (Al-be-on) Earliest known name for Britain.

		

		Anglesey Island off the northwest coast of Wales; site of the slaughter of the Druids by the Romans.

		

		Annwn (Ann-oon) The deep place from which all life springs. The Otherworld, where magic is the norm.

		

		Aquae Sulis (Aquay Soolis) The city of Bath, Somerset, England; famous for its hot springs.

		

		Arawn (Ar-ow-n) The king of Annwn.

		

		Arberth (Ar-berth) A mystical mound in southern Wales, of ritual significance to the rulers of Dyfed.

		

		Arbred (Ar-bred) The world of the five senses, in which we live.

		

		Arianrhod (Ah-ree-ann-rod) The daughter of Don and niece of Math, who was tricked into giving birth and disowned her son.

		

		Avagddu (Av-ag-thee) “Utter darkness.” The nickname of Morfran, Cerridwen’s ugly son (the story of Taliesin).

		

		Avalon The magical Isle of Apples where the wounded King Arthur was taken; associated with Glastonbury as its earthly equivalent.

		

		Awen (Ah-wen) The flowing spirit of inspiration; the invocatory chant of many modern Druid organisations. Ceremonially sounded as three long syllables: “Ahhh ... oooo ... ennn.”

		

		Beltane Ancestor of our May festivals, of fertility and growth; the most magical time of year to the ancient Welsh.

		

		Bladud (Bla-did) Legendary king of Bath, cured of leprosy by bathing in its famous hot springs.

		

		Blodeuwedd (Blod-ay-weth) “Flower face.” Maiden conjured from flowers to be Lleu’s wife.

		

		Boudicca (Boo-dikka) Female chieftain of the Iceni tribe, who led a revolt against the Romans.

		

		Bran the Blessed Giant king, one of the sons of Llyr who led a disastrous war against the Irish to rescue his sister.

		

		Branwen Tragic matriarch and daughter of Llyr, whose son was killed by his uncle.

		

		Brehon laws Ancient Irish law system, outlawed in the Seventeenth century.

		

		Brythonic A branch of ancient Celtic language; the root of Cornish, Welsh, and Breton.

		

		Caer (Kay-er) Fort or castle.

		

		Caer Arianrhod The court of the silver wheel: the Corona Borealis constellation.

		

		Celtic cross Equal-armed cross, surrounded by a circle.

		

		Cerridwen (Kerr-id-wen) Initiating goddess with a magical cauldron.

		

		Chalice Well Source of red-tinged water in Glastonbury, significant in that area’s complex mythology.

		

		Cigva (Keeg-va) The wife of Pryderi.

		

		Coligney (Colony) Calendar Ancient Gaulish Celtic solar/lunar calendar, discovered in the late 1800s.

		

		Court of Don (Welsh: Llys Don) Cassiopeia; the constellation commemorating Don.

		

		Don Sister of Math, wife of Beli, and mother of Arianrhod, Gwydion, and Gilvaethwy.

		

		Dyfed (Duv-ed) Ancient kingdom of South Wales.

		

		Eisteddfod A sharing of bardic poetry and song; traditionally a Welsh competitive arts competition.

		

		Elphin (Elf-in) Rescuer of Gwion Bach (Taliesin) from the weir.

		

		Euhages (U-haa-gez) Latin source word for modern term “Ovate.”

		

		Evnyssien (Ev-niss-ee-en) Half-brother to the Children of Llyr who foments trouble with the Irish; twin of Nyssien.

		

		Foot-holder Official court position in mediaeval Wales.

		

		Gilvaethwy (Gil-vayth-wee) Younger nephew of Math.

		

		Goewin (Goy-ween) Virgin foot-holder to Math the ruler.

		

		Goidelec (Goy-delic) A strain of ancient Celtic language that evolved into Irish, Gaelic, and Manx.

		

		Gorsedd (Gor-seth) A meeting, or meeting place, of ritual significance.

		

		Gronw Pebyr (Gronoo Peb-air) Lover of the flower bride Blodeuwedd.

		

		Guenevere (Gwin-ev-ear) King Arthur’s queen.

		

		Gwawl (G-owl) Rhiannon’s suitor in the Otherworld.

		

		Gwern (Gw-ern) Branwen’s son, killed by his uncle.

		

		Gwion Bach (Gw-ee-on Back) “Little Gwion”: Cerridwen’s servant, who is transformed into Taliesin.

		

		Gwydion (Gwid-ee-on) Magician nephew of Math.

		

		Gwynedd (Gwin-eth) The kingdom of Math, Snowdonia, northern Wales.

		

		Gwynvyd (Gwin-vid) The realm of the starry heavens, one of the Celtic three worlds.

		

		Hafgan (Hav-gan) “Summer song” or “summer white”; the king who threatens the kingdom of Annwn.

		

		Harlech (Harr-leck) Mid-Wales coastal town; principal court of the ruling sons of Llyr.

		

		Imbolc (Im-olc) Festival of the first promise of spring, first day of February.

		

		Iolo Morganwg (Yollo Morgan-oog) Inspired scholar of ancient Welsh, who produced much material on Druidry.

		

		Island of the Blessed Ireland.

		

		Island of the Mighty Britain.

		

		Leylines Lines of energy crossing the earth, marked by ancient stones and monuments.

		

		Lleu Llaw Gyffes (Hll-eh-oo Hll-ah-oo Guff-es) Arianrhod’s son, sponsored by Gwydion and Math. (The Welsh double-L has no English equivalent sound. Produce it by placing the tip of tongue behind top front teeth and blowing gently through the sides of the mouth.)

		

		Llyr (Hll-ear) Sea god; founder of the ruling family of mid-Wales.

		

		Lughnasadh (Loo-nass-ah) Festival for the cutting of the grain at the beginning of August.

		

		Mabinogion (Mab-in-ogg-ee-on) Collection of tales from the earliest Welsh manuscripts.

		

		Manawyddan (Man-a-with-an) One of the sons of Llyr, who married Rhiannon.

		

		Math (Maa-th) Ancient ruler of Gwynedd, whose feet could only touch the ground in times of war.

		

		Matholwch (Maa-th-ol-uck) King of Ireland, who married Branwen, daughter of Llyr.

		

		Nwyfre (Noo-eve-ray) “Firmament”; interpreted by modern Druids as the all-pervasive vigorous energy of life; also the name of an ancestral sky deity.

		

		Nyssien (Niss-ee-en) Half-brother to the Children of Llyr “who created harmony and peace”; twin to Evnyssien.

		

		Ogham (O-ham) Irish tree alphabet with magical significance, preserved on Celtic monuments.

		

		Ovate A Druid trained in divination and natural lore.

		

		Posidonius Ancient scholar who travelled widely and wrote about the Druids and early Celtic society; his lost works are referred to by other classical commentators.

		

		Primrose Hill Site in London of the revival of the Druid Gorsedd by Iolo Morganwg in 1792; still used by modern Druids.

		

		Pryderi (Prid-erry) Son of Pwyll and Rhiannon, who was stolen by magic at his birth.

		

		Pwyll (Poo-ith) Ruler of Southern Wales, exchanged kingdoms with the lord of Annwn for a year; husband of Rhiannon.

		

		Rhiannon (Ree-ann-onn) Otherworld bride of Pwyll, she underwent penance when her son was stolen; later wed Manawyddan.

		

		Samhain (Sow-en) Celebrated now as Halloween; three days around October 31 when contact between the worlds becomes easier.

		

		Sarn Elen (Sa-rn Ell-en) Welsh goddess of the trackways.

		

		Sovereignty Kingship that implies the concept of a recognised harmonious relationship between a ruler and the land.

		

		Taliesin (Tal-ee-ess-in) “Radiant brow”; Gwion Bach’s name after initiatory experiences that made him a preeminent Bard.

		

		Terrestrial zodiacs The ancient landscape altered to mirror the heavens; a theory disproved, but still with mystical resonance.

		

		Totem animal An animal, bird, or fish with which a Druid has made a special relationship, whose qualities can aid him or her.

		

		Triads Ancient Welsh wisdom concerning the history of the Islands, preserved in three lines, supposedly as a memory aid.

		

		Vesica piscis Deeply symbolic geometric shape formed by the overlapping of two circles, as in a simple Venn diagram.

		

		Votive offerings Objects left ritually; usually referring to offerings cast into water; widespread amongst the ancient Celts.

		

		Wheel of the year The seasonal cycle, divided by eight ritual celebrations at approximately six-week intervals: based on some ancient sources.

		

		Welsh Pronunciation Guide

		

		Consonants

		b, d, h, l, m, n, p, t: Pronounced the same as in English

		c: Hard as in “k”

		ch: Similar to the “ch” sound in the Scottish word “loch”

		dd: Soft “th” as in the English word “the”

		f: Similar to the English letter “v”

		ff: Similar to the English letter “f” as in Fred

		g: Hard as in the English word “grip”

		i: Similar to a double E, as in the English word “week”

		ll: Sound made by placing the tip of the tongue behind the top front teeth and blowing gently through the sides of the mouth

		ph: Similar to the “ph” sound in the English word “phantom”

		r: A rolled “r” aspirate vibratory sound

		s: Hard as in the English word “sin”

		

		Vowels

		First syllable of a word is normally long, last syllable of a word is normally short.

		a: Short as in “bat,” long as in “smart”

		e: Short as in “let,” long as in “same”

		i: Short as in “sing,” long as in “see”

		o: Short as in “lot,” long as in “lawn”

		u: Similar to the “i” sound in “list” but with greater emphasis.

		w: Short as in “look,” long as in “swoon”

		y: Several sounds that change in accordance to complex grammatical rules but similar to the “u” sound in the English word “under”
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