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WHAT PEOPLE ARE SAYING ABOUT

A LEGACY OF DRUIDS

A thoughtful, chatty book—reading it is like visiting, mead in hand and cross-legged on the forest floor, or sipping tea and nibbling dainties in an overstuffed chair, one fascinating person after another as they reflect, through their spiritual history, opinion, and advice, an exciting time in the evolution of modern Druidry and Celtic Neo-Paganism. Far from giving a single self-praising paean, the subject is pondered with care, scepticism, and occasional grumpiness from a multitude of viewpoints.

Mael Brigde, Daughters of the Flame, Brigit’s Sparkling Flame

This book is a valuable resource for anyone interested in the history of modern Druidism. Hearing the stories of Druid leaders and artists from twenty years ago, shows us how much has been done, and how much more we still need to do! I will definitely be recommending this book for ADF’s Dedicant coursework in the modern Paganism section!

Rev. Robert Lee (Skip) Ellison, Ár nDraíocht Féin (ADF) Archdruid Emeritus and author of The Solitary Druid: Walking the Path of Wisdom and Spirit, Ogham: The Secret Language of the Druids, The Wheel of the Year at Muin Mound Grove, ADF, and The Fairy Races of the British Isles.

Ellen Evert Hopman’s interviews capture a moment in Druid history, in an array of influential voices from the time. Some of those voices have continued to define Druidry as it continues to evolve, some are less familiar to modern readers. For anyone interested in the evolution of modern Druidry, our recent history, and traditions, this is a must read.

Nimue Brown, author of Druidry and the Ancestors and Druidry and Meditation.

A Legacy of Druids is a fascinating selection of interviews with a variety of Druids in the late 20th century. Each gives the reader a different insight into opinions and viewpoints which have shaped modern Druidism and as such is essential reading for anyone either interested in Druidism as a religion or interested in Paganism as a modern cultural movement.

Morgan Daimler, author of Where the Hawthorn Grows and Pagan Portals The Morrigan

This extraordinary assembly of Druids reveals the paths leading to our native, spiritual heritage, without fear or favour. Deep and true!

Caitlín Matthews, author of Celtic Visions, past-presider of OBOD

This lovely book allows one to experience the true path of Druidry. The interviews present a picture that breaks away from the impersonal textbooks and gives an insight into the personal connection and dedication to the sacred path. A heart-warming connection to our global community.

Wally Dean Phillips, The Chosen Chief of the Secular Order of Druids

Ellen Evert Hopman brings us a magnificent tour-de-force of Druidic wisdom, knowledge and views from the elders of Druidry in this fascinating collection of interviews. Captured two decades ago, at a critical time in the formation of our everyday Druidic practices, we see the wide range of opinions, beliefs, political and religious views that provides the background to Modern Druidry as it exists today. In A Legacy of Druids, Ms. Hopman has answered all of our questions about where our modern tradition has come from and also gives us valuable guidance as we find our way amongst the well-trodden paths of some of our most well-known Druid leaders.

Gary & Ruth Colcombe, Celtic Myth Podshow

Ellen Evert Hopman brings her sharp, inquisitive focus to modern Druidry in this collection of in-depth interviews with some of the greatest contributors to the Druid movement in the late 20th century. A Legacy of Druids is a valuable contribution to the keeping of the Celtic branch of Neo-Pagan history.

Diana Rajchel, author of Divorcing a Real Witch

If you want to know what a wet Druid or a dry Druid are and how they are still relevant today, this is the book for you. By the way did I mention that it is fascinating, readable and a must have for any Druid’s bookshelf?

Brendan Howlin, author of The Handbook of Urban Druidry and Druid tutor.

Ellen Evert Hopman has managed to devise a book comprising a collection of the Voice’s of Modern Druidism, both past and present.

A Legacy of Druids, weaves together encapsulating, succinct views of Druidry, from historically, to practically and spiritually; from some of today’s most renowned, authoritative names on the subject.

Including: Philip Carr-Gomm; Lady Olivia Robertson; John Matthews; Arthur Uther Pendragon; Dr. Ronald Hutton; and Isaac Bonewits; to name but a few, modern-day Druids sharing their knowledge and thoughts, both experiential and spiritual, via personal interview’s conducted by Hopman.

Though the interviews are from a time gone by (1996), the kaleidoscope of information and viewpoints within give the book its organic flair. Hopman has adopted a very natural approach, in that all interviews have been kept pure, raw, and unedited, making the book an unusual though satisfying experience, as the reader feels immersed in the same sense as that of listening to a radio show or podcast.

Dorn Simon-Sinnott, Ireland
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Preface by John Matthews

The Way of the Druid

It is apparent, reading more than one of the dozen or so books on Druids and Druidry, most of which have been published in the past ten years, that there is no single account of their history that can be regarded as one hundred percent accurate. Few scholars and researchers agree, and most offer very different views, which can be both conflicting and confusing.

The problem, then, is to identify what we can that might be called ‘authentic’, and to sort through the mass of impressionistic images that have constellated around Druidism in the past few decades since the 17th century – when Druidry was ‘rediscovered’, and to a very large degree re-modeled, after a variety of styles and for a variety of reasons. Yet, what one finds, when one reads the extensive literature on Druidry, is that despite often poor or biased scholarship, there is an underlying thread of what can best be called ‘spiritual truth’, which somehow enables the subject matter to transcend everything that has yet been said or written about it.

Most of what we can claim, however marginally, to be ‘true’ of the history of Druidry comes from two sources: the accounts of Classical authors whom came into contact with the Celtic peoples from around 100 BC; and the insular writings of the Celts themselves. (As to whether Druids are truly Celtic is another matter, and is part of an ongoing discussion.) There is a third source, the evidence of archaeology, which adds a certain amount to the other two; but most of this is still so specialized that it is difficult to interpret and tells us virtually nothing about the actual beliefs of the Druids.

Both the primary sources mentioned above are, themselves, problematic, the Classical because it was written largely by those with vested interests in giving the Celts a bad press (though that does not, of course, make it totally useless, one simply has to be careful).

The insular writings are problematic because they tend to have been corrupted by the Christian scribes who wrote them down (generally long after the event) and by 19th century translators (many of whose works have still to be replaced by more modern versions) who often imperfectly understood the manuscripts from which they were working. Thus there is a completely inconsistent use of the word ‘wizard’ in early Irish texts, where ‘Druid’ is actually intended, while many of the accounts of the later Druids are tainted with anti-Pagan propaganda.

What, therefore, is left, when one has stripped away all this detritus? More, I think than the ‘romantic view’ so often suggested by academic writers on the subject. Ultimately, all that one can say with any degree of certainty (and even here one has to be cautious) is that, from around 1300 BC, and possibly earlier, there were, in the lands that are generally considered ‘Celtic’ – that is all of Britain and Ireland, and parts of Gaul and Gallicia, a group of people who were perceived to be of great importance, and to some extent set apart from the mass of the population.

These people, who were called ‘Drui’ or ‘Druids’, a name which may possibly mean ‘oak knowledge’ or perhaps ‘knowledge as old as the oaks’, were of a priestly caste, not unlike the Brahmins of India. As priests, they performed the function of mediators between the people and their gods, as well as preserving the traditional beliefs and sacred history of the land. They also, almost certainly, acted as law-givers, as spiritual advisors, and as seers, whose task it was to check into the wishes of the gods and to report back to the people. As such they possess an aspect which one might, with due caution, call ‘Shamanistic’ – since many of the above definitions apply just as much to Shamanic practitioners all over the ancient world.

Beyond this, I believe, it is difficult to go. There is an argument currently under way, which asks whether the Druids (and therefore Druidry) are a religion (in the modern understanding of the term) or a philosophy (in the Classical sense). Since none of the writings of the original Druids have survived (indeed they distrusted writing and committed all their knowledge to memory) we cannot really say. There is, however, a sense of what I would call ‘spiritual philosophy’, which continues to pervade the study of Druidry, both ancient and modern. It is, one might say, somehow right that we believe the Druids to have been of both a spiritual and a philosophical bent, and that the scattered relics of the Pagan religion that have come down to us (and of which Druidry is only a part) suggest (for example) a reasoned understanding of the natural world, and a sense of the underlying harmony of all created things, be they rocks, birds, fish, or people.

This may all be perceived as a ‘romantic exercise’ as several modern authorities have termed it, but it is something which is, I believe, inimical to Druidry, and a part of our consciousness in a way that is a product of racial memory (something else that many contemporary scholars would deny).

As I read the interviews contained in this book, I was amazed, as I have been before, by the huge variety of people involved in the neo-Druidic movement – if one can call it that. Thus we have American and Canadian Druids, and a whole range of British Druids representing most of the Orders. Almost all of the interviewees share a common heritage – a surprising number of them grew up in Catholic households – but all share in the heritage of Druidry; they love things Celtic, they see in the Druidic past a philosophy and a way of life which works in our own time just as well as it did for the ancient Celts. There are many points of disagreement, some doubt the veracity of the beliefs as practiced today. But under it all is a unity of spirit, which is what I personally find the most refreshing and exciting thing about the Druid path today.

I was especially struck by some words written by the young Canadian Druid named Cathbad, who wrote the following triad; ‘Three elements to Druidry in the modern age: history, poetry, and mystery.’ These three things do indeed characterize the tone of modern Druidry. Most of those who are practicing Druids are deeply concerned with the history of what they do. They are often poets themselves or love the Bardic mysteries, which are such an important aspect of Druidry. And they all appreciate the Mysteries that are at the heart of their beliefs. It is this threefold passion that continues to keep the spirit of Druidry alive in our age. These interviews are living testimony to a tradition that is as active today as it was two thousand years ago.

John Matthews

Oxford, 9 Dec., 1996


Introduction by Ellen Evert Hopman
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Why this Book?

I have officially been a Druidess since 1984. That was the year when in casual conversation someone mentioned that there were still Druids walking the Earth and I immediately felt the resonance of the term like an alarm inside that had been waiting to go off. I was already an avid devotee of Irish dance, attending the regular Friday night ceili at the Irish Cultural Center in Philadelphia, Pennsylvania. I remember the first time I heard traditional Irish music on the radio as a kind of epiphany – something inside woke up to the rhythms of the jigs and the reels and I could never seem to get enough of them. It was a natural leap to the poetry of Yeats and A.E. and to the prose of Eleanor C. Merry and finally to the traditional stories and the Táin Bó Cúailnge.

People often ask me; ‘Are you Irish?’ To which my stock reply is; ‘Only in my soul.’

I have felt so passionate about the political situation in Northern Ireland that an Irish friend decided I must have been an Irish revolutionary in a past life. Yet I was born in Austria and spent half of my childhood in Spain, France, and Germany. I feel most connected to the ancient sacred stone sites of lands where I have visited but never lived – Ireland, Scotland and England, and I have even co-led tours to those places. The Druid path honors this connection to the ancestors and my passion is echoed by others following this tradition.

The Druid path honors the spirits of nature and I have been passionate in my defense of the natural world as well. I have done extensive political work and fundraising for environmental causes, my yearly donations going to organizations like The Nature Conservancy, and the Isle of Eigg Heritage Trust. Without the natural world no beings on Earth, animal or human, will have water to drink, air to breathe, or room to survive.

The Druid path also honors trees. I have spent decades writing about trees and educating the public about the medicinal, practical and spiritual value of these beings.

A Lakota grandmother gave me the medicine name Willow, yet I feel the strongest kinship with the oaks of Western Massachusetts. I am blessed to live in an oak forest and the trees have taught me much about stability and the ability to withstand the trials of life.

The Druid path encompasses the ancient traditional healing ways with prayer, meditation, herbs and water. I have been a professional herbalist since 1983, and a mental health counselor since 1990, lecturing and writing books on the subject, and training at least a score of students every year.

The Druid path is also a profoundly devotional path, honoring Goddesses and Gods as well as the spirits of the stones, plants, trees, birds, animals, and the honor of every human being. There is something within me that feels a profound need for the devotional path and in Druidism I have not been disappointed.

Intellectuality is a component of Druidism. The Druids of old were historians, lawyers, healers, poets, musicians, storytellers, philosophers, and political advisors. Since the age of five I have devoured at least a book a week, at times reading six or seven books at the same time. Most Druids I have met share this love of learning. Most recently this love of scholarship has spilled over to the internet where Druids across the globe participate in study groups focusing on Celtic culture, law and religion.

In 1996 I was the founder of the White Oak online discussion group that explored Celtic and Druidic ethics and Brehon Law. That group eventually became the Order of WhiteOak (Ord na Darach Gile) (www.whiteoakdruids.org) at Winter Solstice 1997 and I served as co-Chief with Craig Melia for five years. I am currently Arch Druid of Tribe of the Oak, an international Druidic teaching Grove (www.tribeoftheoak.com), along with co-Arch Druid Gwennic.

I also co-founded and was privileged to serve as the Vice-President of The Henge of Keltria, an American-based international Druid Order and the largest Celtic Neo-Pagan organization in the United States, for three terms. During that time I have met with and corresponded with Druids from England, Ireland, Scotland, Canada, Peru, France, Japan, Australia and Italy. Differences exist, but the devotion to the spirit of Druidry is the same, wherever I look.

In the book People of the Earth (Destiny Books, Rochester, VT 1996, now titled Being a Pagan – Druids, Wiccans and Witches Today) I interviewed Pagan leaders from across the United States, in an effort to create a forum where Pagans could give voice to their own opinions about their beliefs and practices. As Druidism slowly gained recognition, I saw that a forum was needed where Druids too could express themselves so that the public would come to know us more fully. At this time in history Druids are still a small sub-set of the current Neo-Pagan revival, with many different flavors and beliefs within each sect. OBOD (Order of Bards, Ovates and Druids) is attempting to be a Universalist-style umbrella group, embracing all flavors, AODA (Ancient Order of Druids in America) is heavily Masonic and influenced by Romantic Revival British ideas, ADF (A Druid Fellowship) is Indo-European, The Henge of Keltria is Celtic, while the Order of WhiteOak and Tribe of the Oak are Celtic Reconstructionist, preferring to focus on the corpus of Irish material handed down to us from the 7th century. As you will see from the interviews that follow, there are also many smaller British Orders focused on worshipping at and preserving their local sacred sites. The one thing we all have in common is our reverence for nature and a passionate desire to protect our Mother Earth.

Some of these interviews were conducted in person, in England and in the U.S., and some were conducted by mail. Others were conducted over the internet, a practice that will surely become commonplace in the new century. There is a subtle difference in the way these various methods play out; at the top of each interview I list the method of information gathering for the interested reader.

As a single tree could never express the grandeur and power of a forest, many voices are required express the true essence of this ancient and ever new path. This book is dedicated to the hearts and souls of the Druids of today.

In the Peace of the Grove

Ellen Evert Hopman

New Moon, in the season of Imbolc, 2015


Foreword by Philip Carr-Gomm
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The Legacy of Modern Druidry


To look backward for a while is to refresh the eye, to restore it…

Margaret Fairless Barber



Ellen Evert Hopman gathered the material for this book twenty years ago. When I was invited to write the Foreword, I was hesitant. Would anyone be interested in what some modern-day Druids said or wrote two decades ago? But when I read the interviews Ellen has collected here, I realised that they articulate most of the issues contemporary Druidry is still concerned with today, and the insights they offer are as valid now as they were twenty years ago. This in itself would be sufficient justification for publication, but in addition I found I could engage with the material in another way. In reading the interviews, I had the benefit of hindsight – twenty years on I could see what ambitions had been realised, and whether any fears had proved justified. In addition, I could imagine how a similar collection gathered today might differ, and I could start to get some sense of what legacy modern Druidry might be leaving the world.

As the opening quote suggests when we look backward, we have the opportunity to refresh our perceptions, and this is what this collection offers – the potential to refresh our vision of what Druidry is, and what it can offer that is of lasting value.

Failed Predictions, Hopes and Fears

Let’s begin with what this collection shows us about the contributors’ hopes and fears. Every so often, someone calls for ‘unity in the Druid movement’ and this call can be found in these pages, and yet – or so it seems to me – this is a futile aspiration. Whether one draws analogies from the apparent inability of Celtic tribes to unite, or simply from observation of social and religious behaviour, it is quite clear that diversity is the dynamic that runs through modern Druidry, not the desire for uniformity, even of purpose. Calls for unity, or for gathering groups under an umbrella organisation, have never succeeded, as the history of the Council of British Druid Orders and various other initiatives, demonstrates. The fear, expressed by one of the interviewees, that this inability to achieve unity will harm the movement, has proved thankfully unfounded, and rather than attempting to ‘unite everyone’, it seems a far better policy to accept that this simply won’t happen, and revel instead in Druidry’s diversity, knowing that diversity is a key ingredient in a movement’s ability to be sustainable.

Another fear expressed in this book has also proved unfounded. When the interviews were gathered, Celtic motifs had become popular, and concerns arose that a crass commercialism was exploiting a culture. As it turned out, the vulgar exploitation of these elements was simply a passing fad that continues only in a tired and reduced form in the overuse of images of Celtic knotwork. Instead, the popularity of Celtic inspiration has resulted in an enrichment in many fields, particularly in music and the arts.

Isaac Bonewits, who has proved such a seminal influence in modern Druidry, states in his interview:


What I foresee is that within twenty years or so there will be public Pagan celebrations led primarily by Druids in most places, in every major and minor town in America. I see us doing publicly televised ritual on the Pagan holidays. I see us having a very strong impact on the environmental movement and vice versa. If anybody are the appropriate chaplains for the environmental movement it is going to be the Druids.



Twenty years on we can see that none of these predictions have materialized, and maybe that’s a good thing. Druidry thrives as a sub-culture that has shown a steady growth, but not of the kind that would produce the numbers envisaged by Isaac, and as a result it has avoided many of the problems of mass movements. But the ideas central to Druid practice, acknowledging the need for a spirituality that reverences the Earth, and honouring the turning points on the Wheel of the Year, have gained a wider acceptance than any declared affiliation to Druidism. It is likely that Druidry will always represent a minority pursuit, and small, for Druids, really is beautiful. Even so, it can still act like leaven in the wider cultural milieu, producing an impact far beyond its apparent reach, and it has provided both inspiration and support to the environmental movement, as the popularity of John Michael Greer’s Archdruid Report shows.

The Core Issues

If some of the hopes and fears expressed in these interviews have failed to materialise, what has been achieved, and what set of issues does this book bring to light? The first question that strikes me as I read through the chapters that follow, is: ‘What keeps Druidry being a subject in its own right at all, when it has so many diverse manifestations?’ The joke within the Druid community, ‘Ask ten druids their opinion and you’ll get eleven answers,’ reflects this diversity, and rather than this representing a weakness in terms of philosophy or identity, I believe this reveals Druidry’s strength. It is an approach that can bring together people with widely differing viewpoints, as this collection demonstrates.

Let’s take the topic of how a Druid is to relate to the question of Celticism to illustrate this point. In these pages you will find divergent views – from the wounded anger of Kaledon Naddair, which holds to the now disproved theory that the term Celtic is a racial definition, to the approach of ADF, which sees the phenomenon as part of the great sweep of Indo-European culture; from the exclusivity of Celtic Reconstructionism to the inclusive universalism of groups like OBOD.

Those new to Druidry might find it surprising that there could be such a divergence of views on a topic that some believe represents a defining feature of Druidism, but at around the time the interviews were being compiled for this volume, the academic world of Celtic Studies was in turmoil. Malcolm Chapman’s 1992 book The Celts: The Construction of a Myth had called into question the validity of the term Celtic, and the debate over the possibility that the term was so confused, so riddled with pitfalls once examined dispassionately, that it should be dropped entirely, continued for many years. Simon James’s 1999 book The Atlantic Celts: Ancient People or Modern Invention? added fuel to the fire, and the existence of entire university departments was called into question. As one famous Celtic scholar from one of these institutions told me; ‘We’ll just have to continue fudging this issue if we are to survive.’ They have survived, of course, but this re-evaluation of what we mean by the term Celtic is one of the major changes that has occurred in the twenty years since these interviews were compiled. Back then, many would have been unaware of the debate.

If the terms ‘Celt’ and ‘Celtic’ are hard to define, the word ‘Druid’ is problematic too, and one of the horrors or delights of this field of study comes from grappling with such questions. Are we dealing with a religion or a philosophy, an invention or an authentic spiritual movement? How those in the Druid community relate to these questions often seems to vary from one side of the Atlantic to the other. If I can risk making generalizations and exaggerating, to tease out some of the differing viewpoints expressed in this book, I would say that twenty years ago, many Americans probably believed that British Druids exerted no historical rigour, were duped by or deliberately ignored the provenance of Revival Druidry, and if English, engaged in cultural misappropriation. In contrast, those on the other side of the pond probably believed American Druids were unaware of the problematic nature of the term Celtic, and being separated from their ancestral homelands, romanticised Celticity. They failed to appreciate the value of Revival Druidry, and focused obsessively on the futile search for authenticity rather than on the pragmatic evolution of Druidry.

When Isaac Bonewits and others began writing about Druidry from the 1970s onwards, Revival Druidry was a sitting target. So much of the material being used by Druid groups in Britain seemed to be derived from material produced by a forger – Iolo Morganwg, a laudanum addict who had duped the world with his fantasies. The obvious approach seemed to be to ditch the entire corpus of Revival material, but what this ignored was the simple fact that more than two hundred years of practice makes a tradition, and tradition is hard to undo. Despite the attempts of Celtic Reconstructionism to create an authentic practice, British Druids stubbornly seemed to continue in their ways. In reality, great changes were afoot – a sort of triage and revision was occurring, with material being dropped or changed. In a parallel way to the revision of Wiccan history that was occurring at the same time, Druidry in Britain was coming to terms with its past. Most Wiccans probably know now that their tradition was developed by Gardner and his friends in the 1950s, just as most Druids know that Iolo was a fraud. But many also believe that somehow these maverick characters tapped into information, and maybe even practices, that were either ancient or inspired, and whether or not this was the case, they take the pragmatic approach that ‘it works’ and that a tradition does not require a long time to gain traction.

I can think of three players in this process of historical revision that occurred in the years after these interviews were gathered: two from the United States and one from Britain. By 1999, Ronald Hutton, Professor of History at Bristol University, had already initiated the reappraisal of Wiccan history that resulted in his book Triumph of the Moon. In the opening years of the new century, Hutton turned his gaze towards Druidry, and in a research project that included a Mt Haemus paper for OBOD, and in two books, The Druids: A History (2007) and Blood and Mistletoe: The History of the Druids in Britain (2009) he reviewed the history of Druidry with precision and genius. Already, on the other side of the pond, Gordon Cooper, one of the founders of Celtic Reconstructionism had ‘defected’, and as archivist of OBOD, he busied himself reviewing all the OBOD course material with the eyes – as he put it memorably – of ‘an authenticity Nazi’. He had been given this epithet in a message board spat. Hutton also scanned the entire OBOD course, again with a view to historical accuracy, and as a result of both these reviews, the material emerged enlarged and enhanced. While this process was going on behind the scenes, a third Druid, John Michael Greer, began leading the Ancient Order of Druids in America, and he openly championed Revival Druidry in his books and through his order.

All this has occurred in the twenty years since the interviews in this book were compiled, and it means that, in broad terms, as our understanding of the history of Druidry, and of the complexity of the meaning of the term Celtic, has deepened, the tensions between Reconstructionist and Revival views no longer exist, or are no longer significant enough to feel relevant. Isaac Bonewits, and other contributors from American Druidry and the Reconstructionist movement found in this volume, had challenged British Druidry’s complacency in relation to their history, and thanks to the exhaustive work of Ronald Hutton and others, this challenge was answered to the great benefit of Druidry worldwide, which now possesses a thorough and honest revision of its history. Twenty years ago there may have been the differences between the views of Druid history held on either side of the pond that I outlined in exaggerated terms earlier. Today these seem less likely.

Meanwhile, there are differences of opinion within the Druid community that are mentioned in this book, which still exist today. The two that stand out, for me, are between those who view Druidry as a religion, and those who don’t, and between those who see Druidry as definitively Pagan, and those who don’t.

We are back to terminology again – to what we mean by certain words, and if the terms Celtic and Druid are problematic, so too is the word religion, which to some offers food and drink, and to others seems like poison. Those who dislike the term religion prefer to see their Druidry as a spiritual or magical path, a philosophy, or even as a type of culture, which includes many dimensions including the spiritual and artistic. But others like to see Druidry as a religion, with its own clergy and theology. These two very different views are reflected in the interviews that follow.

In a similar way, you will find here contributors who feel Druidry must, by definition, be Pagan, while others espouse a universalist approach which allows the individual to find their own relationship with the spirit of Druidism, whether that be by following it as a Pagan religion or by combining its practice with another way, such as Wicca, Christianity or Buddhism, or by approaching it as one aspect of the Perennial Wisdom Tradition.

Rather than regretting these divergences of opinion, which exist today as strongly as they did twenty years ago, I think we should delight in them. Historians say that the old Celtic tribes showed more differences than similarities between each other, which is one of the reasons why they now question the label. But using the label for a moment, we could say that modern Druidry is truly Celtic in its inability to cohere, in the way it can embrace a wide range of approaches, in its love of braggadocio, in its tendency to enjoy cattle raiding (in its eclecticism and attempts at the bricolage beloved of all magical groups and even religions), and in its love of music, story, and celebration. Seen in this way, this book is indeed a celebration – a gathering in the feasting hall of the Druids!

And Druidry’s legacy? It has become a vibrant alternative to the more mainstream religions and spiritualities – one which ironically may have been seen as an anachronism, but which has in reality proved itself to be more attuned to the current needs of humanity and the Earth than them all. As I write this, Pope Francis has just made a statement on the threat of climate change, and the Dalai Lama has also just spoken of it at the Glastonbury Festival. The Druids were warning us about this more than twenty-five years ago.

Philip Carr-Gomm

July 2015


Druidry of the Spirit


It is time for the old Earth spirituality of the Europeans to start coming back. We’re in real trouble if it doesn’t. People really need to start turning to their own ancestors for help. This is what needs to happen. Some people will be afraid of this. Why else did they burn everyone over there? If you’re following the lead of the Old Ones and people are afraid or critical of you, then you know you are doing something right.

Anishinaabe, Elder of the Ojibwa



The word ‘Druid’ has for thousands of years evoked an image of majesty and mystery. Succeeding generations have seized on it and interpreted it according to the yearnings and needs of their time. The Druids of old were philosophers, poets, law givers, healers and peace makers. They were Priests and Priestesses and providers of religious inspiration and generational continuity for the guilds, the clans and the tribes.

This chapter explores the many faces of Druid spirituality as it is currently being expressed in England, Ireland, Scotland, Japan, and the United States. Celtic Reconstructionists, Geomancers, Theosophists, Pagans, ritualists and scholars have added their interpretations to the blend, offering a rich and varied approach to the sacred through the religious and philosophical path of Druidry.

As with all Neo-Pagan traditions today there is an underlying unity to the approaches – a deep reverence for the Earth and the kingdoms of nature, a fierce dedication to self-determination in the areas of personal growth and spiritual development, and a passionate devotion to the Gods and Goddesses of the Celtic pantheons and of other Earth-based spiritual traditions.

 

Philip Carr-Gomm

Interviewed April 20, 1996

Craftwise Conference, Waterbury, CT

Philip is the Chosen Chief of the Order of Bards, Ovates and Druids (OBOD), an international Druid Order with two thousand members. Philip has a degree in psychology and has studied psychosynthesis, adult psychotherapy, and play therapy for children.

Living in Sussex, England, he is the author of The Elements of the Druid Tradition and The Druid Way. He is also editor of The Book of Druidry and The Druid Renaissance and co-author of The Druid Animal Oracle.

OBOD traces its ancestry to the ancient Druids, which it considers to have been one of the major inspirations for the Western Spiritual Tradition. It sees itself as drawing on ancient inspiration – from the Megalithic people who built the great stone circles and henges, to the Celts who added their wisdom and artistry, and to the Bardic schools of Ireland, Scotland, Wales, England and Brittany.

The 18th century Druid revival brought the present form of Druidry into being – flexible and relevant to the needs of the day and yet rooted in the heritage of the past. About ten years ago OBOD developed an experientially-based correspondence course, enabling individuals and Groves to study and participate in ceremonies of a like nature, all over the world.

Can you start by describing how you became a Druid and what it means to you to be a Druid now?

When I was a child my father knew the old Chief Druid, Ross Nichols, also known as Nuinn. I first met him when I was eleven and then again when I was fifteen. I was just drawn to it. I suppose it was just automatic, but that sounds like such a technical word. I was fascinated by it. I ended up asking to be initiated so when I was about sixteen or seventeen I was.

I suppose being a Druid means a number of different things to me. There are times when the Druid inside me feels like an instinctive, sort of Shamanistic Druid. When I am out in the forest or someplace like that I can feel him living in me and wanting to work in me.

Then there’s the Druid who is the thinker, the philosopher. That’s when I am at home in my study with my books thinking about particular issues. That’s another kind of Druid who pops up.

That’s the ‘wet’ path and the ‘dry’ path. Those are old alchemical terms.

Oh really? I thought you meant in terms of the guy who doesn’t mind getting wet, being outdoors! In England that would be true!

The wet path is the relationship with nature and the dry path is meditation, study, and those kinds of pursuits; both with the aim of enlightenment.

Great, the wet Druid and the dry Druid! Yeah, it fits. A friend was doing a spell check on her article and for Druid it came up with ‘drip dry’. So we put a little cartoon in the magazine of these little Druids hanging on a wash line. So that’s perfect. Thank you!

So how were you trained?

I was still going to school when I started to train. What I used to do was I would get off the train on the way back from school a couple of times a week and go round to my teacher’s house. He had a house in Baron’s Court. That’s where Ouspensky lived, I suppose it was the 1930s or something, I don’t think they knew each other. He would make me a cup of tea. It was strangely formal in a way. He would sometimes make a sandwich and then he would go to this big cupboard where he had all the teachings. He would take something out and he would read it to me and then he would explain things, on a paper napkin or a scrap of paper. He would draw a diagram of Stonehenge or do something to illustrate what he was saying.

Then he would ask me if I had any questions. Then we would talk about the ceremony that was coming up and that would be it. I’d go home.

Did your parents know this was going on?

Oh yes. Nuinn used to run a place called a Crammer’s, which was a kind of private tutorial school for kids who failed. Winston Churchill went to a Crammer’s. It’s a place where there is no sport, just solid cramming, and five kids in a class. And my father worked as a history teacher there.

So my family knew about this, it was fine. I grew up in a family where both of my parents weren’t Christian. They questioned things, they were Agnostic. I went to church in school contexts. I went to Westminster so I was singing in Westminster Abbey every morning you know, which was beautiful.

So that was the training. It sort of drove me crazy in a way because it was apparently haphazard. In other words I would turn up one day and he would talk to me about Stonehenge. I’d turn up three days later and he’d talk to me about the element of Fire, or something like that. It was only years later that I saw the way it all fitted together, when I worked at putting the OBOD course together.

Is there anyone who you are training right now in that way?

No. I don’t know if you have read the foreword to The Book of Druidry, but in there I talk about how he died in 1975 and he appeared to me in 1984, I was taking a degree in psychology then. I was meditating one morning and suddenly I was intensely aware of him about ten feet in front of me.

He told me that the Druid material was really relevant to the needs of the day and that it needed to be put into the form of a distance course so that lots of people could read it. OBOD was tiny in his day, less than a dozen people, so it was very limiting because you had to go and see him.

Now, at any one time we have about 650 people actively doing the course. There are about 4,000 people who have started it. As far as members it depends how you categorize a member. I would say that there are 2,000 members.

Can you give an overview for Americans of the British Druid scene?

Well, there is the Ancient Order of Druids, which is a bit like the Rotarians or the Freemasons. They do have some ceremony, but they would not call themselves Pagan. They wear blazers and they raise a lot of money for charity. It is said that they have about 3,000 members. That is one type of Druidry which a Pagan American Druid would feel quite uncomfortable with, I imagine. They do have some branches in America. It’s mostly male-only lodges with one or two female-only lodges.

Then there is the Ancient Druid Order, which is what OBOD grew out of. That is the group that you see photographed at Stonehenge. They are quite heavily influenced by the Golden Dawn. It’s what you might call esoteric. I don’t know too much about them, but they never joined the Council of British Druid Orders (COBDO) and they have kept themselves very much apart as a matter of policy.

Then there are a whole lot of much more recent Orders which are really quite small, who come together in the Council of British Druid Orders. One of those is the Glastonbury Order of Druids, the other is the Secular Order of Druids, who each have a dozen or so members.

Their main concern is having Stonehenge as a place for free worship. There is an ongoing debate about that that has been going on in COBDO for about six years and which has never been resolved. There are very persuasive arguments on both sides of the fence.

Put very simply, the argument for free access is that this is a sacred place and you would never bar people from going, say, to a cathedral on Christmas day for example. So to bar people from going to Stonehenge to celebrate the Summer Solstice is criminal.

One of them has taken the British government to the European Court of Human Rights. That’s happening at the moment. It’s being done by a fellow who calls himself King Arthur.

The argument on the other side is that Stonehenge has become a sort of political focus. It’s become a focus of anti-establishment activity and even in the days of my teacher when they did the Summer Solstice there, people would come and throw beer bottles and it was an excuse for what are called in Britain the ‘lager louts’ to come and jeer. Unfortunately, it has become a sort of magnet for that kind of energy.

So the counter-argument is that now that there are so many people interested in Stonehenge, English Heritage have become the guardians of this site. And that it is appropriate for it to be guarded and to be used. They do allow private ceremonies, you can ‘book it’ for that.

I have done ceremony there and I was very surprised about how I felt. I went there prepared to feel uncomfortable and feel that we were making a mistake. When we did the ceremony it took me by surprise, I was very pleasantly surprised. I immediately thought, I want to do this again. This is good.

I think we have to accept now that we live in a world that is so full of people… I’ve been to Glastonbury Tor and it’s been full of people camping out, drinking beer, cans all over and all the rest of it. If Stonehenge was completely open all the time there would be people camping there. You would be doing a ceremony and treading on beer bottles. That’s the sad reality of it.

If you go to Chalice Well, part of the reason there is that beautiful influence, is that you have to pay a pound to come in and it adds to the protection. We know in magic about the power of the circle and the protection of the circle. Maybe places need it too.

What about the suggestion to have robed Pagan guardians at these sites?

Yes, but how long would it take the establishment to agree to that? The way we are looking at it now is that instead of confrontation in using the site, we are working it so that the feedback we are getting is; ‘The Druids came last week and there was no problem with them. There was a very nice feeling from them.’

They have these security guards and we were all thanking them. You start to build up a relationship. Then maybe a year or two down the line you say to them; ‘You see how we have been respecting the site. Could we now have a ceremony with 200 people?’

The Druids aren’t the problem. The problem is the Travelers.1

Right. And this is where I think the other Orders who are lobbying for free access are seeing it from a different point of view. They want everybody to be able to go.

So unfortunately what has happened over the last few years is that these three Orders have pushed their agenda so strongly that it has taken up a lot of time and energy in COBDO. The council has become a self-referring system, spending ages talking about its own structure and mechanisms.

Now the British Druid Order and OBOD have started something called The Druid Forum. We are trying to keep to the ideals of the original council, which is to create a forum for people who are interested in Druidry to come and talk about Druidry. Not to get into voting rights and subscriptions, or presenting ‘united fronts’, which don’t exist anyway because there is such a wide range of opinions. So the Ancient Order of Druids has left the council and the British Druid Order has left, and OBOD has left.

Another thing that’s happening is that there is a phenomenon called The Gorsedd of the Bards of Caer Abiri2 I am a member of that. I was initiated into it; I am the ‘real thing’. I think I’m the only American, there’s a fellow from Vermont, but he is British.

Oh good! That is growing every year. OBOD had a meeting at Avebury in the conference center there. And there was a guy at the Stones Restaurant who asked if we would tell him all our festival dates because every time there was a festival they would sell out of food. And the people in the pub said they would lay on extra bar staff at the festival times. This last Spring Equinox was the biggest one – there were over 200 people.

Another thing that is starting to happen is camps. We have run a summer camp for two years around Lughnasad. Philip Shallcrass and Emma Restall Orr, of the British Druid Order, are doing camps now at Calme, near Avebury. Our camps are ten-day camps. The ones they are doing are two or three days. And cyber-Druids have come to England. We are setting up a web page which will be ready in the middle of May. The web page is great. The problem I find with lists, like the Order of the WhiteOak, is that if you are in ‘overwhelm’, as we tend to be, you get all these messages coming in. I just can’t handle the mail. With a web page you can control it more.

Our web page has information about the course and the Order. We also have an art gallery with changing exhibits, a poetry archive – there is a Bard in charge of that, and we are going to try and develop a Poetry Cafe with links to other sites like the Poetry Society in the UK.

If people want to visit our site they will get there and see a Grove of nine trees and they click on the tree and that will take them to the poetry gallery or the art gallery. Then we have an archive – you have been asked to contribute, haven’t you?

Yes, and I have.

One development is the growing number of links between Wicca and Druidry. A lot of Wiccans are becoming Druids now. Around the same time that this has happened, people like Ronald Hutton have started to look at the history of Wicca and Druidry around the 1950s. The fact that Gerald Gardner and Ross Nichols were friends and the Wiccans were celebrating the Fire Festivals but not the Solar festivals and the Druids vice versa.

After Gardner and Ross got together in the 50s, Wiccans started celebrating all eight festivals and so did the Druids. And so there are a lot of links. I talked about these links in my introduction to The Druid Renaissance, which is coming out in July from HarperCollins.

What I suggest is that there is some danger that we will dilute our traditions if we mix them in a haphazard way. But if we recognize them as discreet, in the sense of unique, to themselves and complete in themselves it will be alright. Some of us will want to work with both and we can combine both. Other people may prefer to only work in one tradition.

This brings me to something that I keep bringing up on the internet and other places. I am an American. I live in America. I walk the land here. I listen to the trees, I look into the water and into the fire and I feel very close to the Native American ancestors. I feel them around me, I hear them, and I get messages from them. I give offerings to them.

In American Druid circles this is often taboo. You are not supposed to talk about Native American anything. They will give you all kinds of elaborate reasons about why, about not mixing traditions and how there is no way you could possibly understand who these spirits were so don’t even try.

And yet when I was in England and also through the OBOD magazine I have noticed that people are very interested in Native American spirituality. They want to learn about it and there is no problem there.

Sure. Last year I went to California to do some workshops, and the first night I spent in California I woke up at about three in the morning with this dream that became a waking dream, of a Native American man. He was suggesting what to do in the workshop. He was giving me Druidic things to do. I did it the next morning in the workshop and it was fabulous and it worked.

So I think that in the spirit world they are not so interested in these kinds of divisions as we are down here. There are so many similarities with us and the Native American traditions. The circles, the birds’ feathers, the importance of the directions.

Another strange experience I had was when I first came to America. The day before I flew over to New York I had a dream in which a Native American teacher, a man, came to me and said; ‘It’s good that you are teaching Druidry in America because White people have to learn to connect with their own roots first. And once they have connected with their own roots, then they can come to us if they wish.’

So then I flew out and went up to the Omega Center in Rhinebeck, and I went into the staff room to have breakfast. There was a Native American woman sitting opposite me. She asked what I had come to do and I told her I was doing a workshop on Druidry. She then spoke the words of the dream to me. The only difference was she was female instead of male. It was exactly what had been said twenty-four hours earlier in England when I was asleep.

So I think somehow there is a paradoxical dynamic which we experience as contradictory, but it’s not. And that is on the one hand we feel as if we want to root ourselves in one tradition and yet we also want to reach out to all these others. We see stuff in Tibetan Buddhism which is inspiring and which draws us, we see something in Native American religion, in Shamanism, etc. etc.

Or if you are just relating to the land. It’s there.

Yes. And you feel it all around you. Sometimes you can get into a quandary when you feel a tension between these two dynamics. But for me it’s not a contradiction. It’s a bit like a tree that needs to be rooted in the Earth, but can also reach out and touch the sky and other trees and people with its branches. Just as we can have within us dependent needs and needs for independence.

To begin with it’s kind of confusing when you connect with your dependent needs and you realize you just want to be parented and you feel very dependent. But you also feel that you want to be independent and go out in the world and do things. You think how can these two drives exist within me? Then of course you come to realize you can have both, it’s okay.

I think we can have a real interest in Druidry and we can practice Druidry and we can love Druidry and we can think of ourselves as Druids. But we can also be interested in and connect with Native American traditions and not be too concerned about the divisions.

You know how OBOD has created a ritual form and Keltria has created a ritual form and ADF has created a ritual form. I think what really raises people’s hackles is when you are doing a Druid ritual form and you then start to bring in Native American things.

Yes. I understand that. But I don’t have much experience of people doing that so I don’t know what it would be like for me.

The best student that I ever had was half Lakota Sioux. She was so connected. When she was talking about Fire she wasn’t just talking about it, she was really there with it. We would offer tobacco and we would offer sage and we would offer mead.

For me, because of these experiences with the dreams and coming here, I think there is a kind of bridge-building work to be done. I talked a little bit with a chap called Ed McGaa who has written a book called Rainbow Tribe. He is very interested in the connections between Native American religion and Druid tradition.

That brings me to another point. I think that the way I see Druidry in Britain is different to the way many people see it in America. Here I see a lot of Reconstructionism where people are trying to somehow reconstruct Druidry. In OBOD we have a different view to it which is this – that it’s very easy to see Druidry as something that existed in the past. We have a few strands that have come down to us in the present day, and we are trying to reconstruct it and revive it.

The problem with that is there is so little material, and also that it is kind of depressing because with every day that passes, the source of your tradition is getting further and further away from you.

But I see Druidry as existing in the spiritual world. And that over thousands of years people have responded to this source in different ways. So you have the pre-Celtic proto-Druids who built Stonehenge and the megalithic monuments. You have the classical Druids of the Celtic period. And then you have the Bardic schools that existed up until the 18th century. And then you have the revival in the 18th century.

Each time had different emphases. Some were influenced by Freemasonry or the Golden Dawn or whatever. But they all were somehow connecting to this spirit of Druidry. So when we look at Druidry in that sense, it becomes something that is in the future rather than the past. Something that we are working towards, that exists in the spiritual world.

That is a much more empowering idea. It means that our task is to connect with the spiritual source and to reflect it as faithfully as we can, using historical material, but also our present day circumstances as well. Not somehow considering the present as inferior to the past. I think some of us have a subtle inferiority complex because we are living today as opposed to yesterday. In the end that isn’t productive.

If I could only write about one thing, I think that would be my message. Don’t see the source of Druidry as being in the past. See it as being in the spiritual world. Live with this idea for a few months and see.

I think we in America are doing that too or else we wouldn’t feel so inspired.

I think one of the nice things about Druidry is this huge diversity of opinion. You can get some guy who is a Christian and who wears a blazer and who is a Druid, and you can get a guy with rings in his nose and long hair who is a Pagan and a Druid and who does completely different things. He walks barefoot from Avebury to Stonehenge. And yet they are somehow inspired by the same source, which is fabulous.

 

Mael Brigde

Interviewed September 3, 1996

Vancouver, Canada

Via internet

Mael Brigde is the founder of the Daughters of the Flame, a flame-tending group centered on the Goddess and Saint Brigit who under various names was honored throughout much of the Celtic world. She has contributed to a number of Pagan magazines, books, and anthologies, most recently Courtney Weber’s Brigid: History, Mystery, and Magick of the Celtic Goddess (2015). For two decades she published a newsletter for the Daughters of the Flame, and she maintains the blog Brigit’s Sparkling Flame, featuring Brigit-related news, links, reviews, and so on.

The Irish triple Goddess Brigit is patron of smithcraft, healing, and poetry, and the Daughters of the Flame emphasize these aspects to varying degrees in their individual practice.

According to the 11th century writer, Gerald of Wales, a perpetual fire was kept by Saint Brigit and her nuns, sheltered by hedges, with access forbidden to men. Saint Brigit was also associated with healing wells and sacred springs. The women who tended the flames had to use a bellows or a fan, never their mouths, to spark the fire. It was said that after Saint Brigit died, on February 1, 525 CE, nineteen nuns alternated caring for the fire and that on the twentieth day the saint herself kept the flames alive.

Brigit’s Fire was ordered extinguished in 1220 by the Archbishop of London. It was rekindled and kept going until the reign of Henry VIII (1509-1541). On Imbolc, 1993, in Vancouver, Canada, the Daughters of the Flame lit a new perpetual fire for Brigit, which continues to burn. Unknown to them, on the same day in Kildare, Ireland, the Catholic Brigidine Sisters lit her flame anew, as well.

In the nearly twenty years since this interview was conducted, women in many countries have taken shifts with the Daughters of the Flame, and many other flame-tending groups have arisen. Mael Brigde remains committed to Brigit and has deepened her studies of the Goddess and Saint and the culture from which she sprang. She is working on a book of devotion to Brigit.

When did you first hear about Celtic spirituality and what drew you to it?

I can’t remember first hearing about Celtic spirituality. It just kind of seeped in from the medieval romances and myths and the Scottish and Irish songs that were part of childhood for me. I read a fair bit about not only Celtic but Sumerian religion and when I was twenty or so wished sorely that such religions still existed. Then I met my friend Louise, who informed me that they indeed do, and in short order I was a practicing Pagan. This took a little courage, though, and a little work to overcome early training. I was raised Catholic and besides having the fear of Paganism instilled in me at an early age, I had a much larger problem with the idea of letting any deity overwhelm my life the way the Catholic God had been set up to do for so long. This God had been given by the people around me the authority to condemn much that seemed natural and life-giving, particularly my right to think for myself and to value my intelligence, to believe in my own assessment of a situation over the assessment of someone else.

He’d had stuffed into his mouth prejudices and unfairness of all sorts, and had been given the authority to treat all with disrespect and violence whenever He wanted, as had His representatives – the clergy, and adults generally. In His name I was taught to dislike my body, to belittle other religions, to perceive humans as separate from – cleaved from – nature, to expect cruelty and power from men and shame and foolishness from women. I figured out early that these ideas were not only wrong, but damaging, and I set about replacing them with ideas that celebrated and valued me, my femaleness, my connection to nature and to other human beings on an equal footing, and so on. But early brands burn deep. I had a hell of a time shaking Him off.

My father was a Protestant; my mother was a Roman Catholic. We are a blend of French, Belgian, Irish and Scottish. My father’s side of the family was less religious than my mother’s, but the prejudice of Irish Protestants for Catholics was present – his family tried to stop the marriage. My mother’s French Canadian mother was and is devotedly Catholic, and so even though my parents themselves were not heavily into Christianity my siblings and I were treated to the full package of catechism, church, and, from time to time, parochial school.

Canada itself was largely Catholic in those years, the late 1950s and early 60s. The ideology was everywhere, although the public schools, perhaps because they were administered by the middle class, whereas the Catholic population was overwhelmingly working class, were oriented toward Protestantism.

I didn’t dislike everything about being Catholic, or even about the religious life. I make the distinction because there is a sense of community and identity to being Catholic that is much more than religion, and I did indeed identify as Catholic. I hated the queen. I loved Bernadette Devlin, a spokeswoman for the IRA, for her assertive pro-Irish stance.

I found the nuns by and large to be the most sympathetic and lively adults I was in contact with, and whether I ran away from home or skinned a knee, they treated me kindly. So in the early days I fantasized with the rest of my sisters about what sort of nun I’d be, and what habit I’d wear (this was pre-1964 with its great reforms in the Catholic Church) and whether I’d be cloistered or a teaching sister, or what. But I didn’t take it too seriously.

What I did take seriously was the sense of community where I otherwise lacked one, and to this day if someone attacks Catholics I feel personally attacked, and long for understanding to evolve on both sides of this too tall fence. It was with a huge sense of personal betrayal, then, that I encountered the antiabortion, anti-choice, woman-blaming attitudes that eventually drove me away from the Church and from Christianity altogether.

Another thing I valued about Catholicism, without putting a name to it in the early days, was the ritual. This was part of what drew me into Paganism. I mourned the loss of symbol and celebration that marked important times of year, and when I saw new and, to my eyes, healthier traditions to celebrate, I seized on them.

Currently I am in a period of little ritual and very little pomp or formal acknowledgement of the passages of life. But I now have a strong and nourishing repertoire available to me, and when the need is there, it is extremely rewarding. But let me be frank, although I studied the Celts in some detail at one stage, I am not an expert in Celtic religion.

What actually pushed me into following a Celtic path and specifically becoming a celebrant of Brigit was a trip I made to a Catholic monastery outside of Perth, Australia, in 1985.

On the way to the monastery I passed a high school called Saint Brigit’s. I had been into a couple of churches with shrines to St. Brigit, in Melbourne and elsewhere, and I found myself
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Lady Olivia Robertson (April 13, 1917 – November 14, 2013)
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Rev. John R. Adelmann (Fox)
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