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The Wounds We Inherit

There is a moment — perhaps you have felt it — when you realise that the sadness you carry is not entirely your own. It arrives in the quiet spaces: in the tightening of your chest when a certain kind of silence falls in a room, in the way you flinch before anyone has even raised their voice, in the deep, sourceless grief that settles over you on otherwise ordinary days.

You have done the work. You have read the books, sat across from the therapist, spoken the words, and still something remains. Something older. Something that did not begin with you.

This book is my attempt to help you find that something — to name it, to honour it, and, gently and with great care, to lay it to rest.

––––––––
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A NOTE BEFORE WE BEGIN

When I first walked into a therapist's office as a young woman, I carried what I believed was my own story. A difficult childhood. A mother who did not know how to be soft. A father who loved me but did not know how to show it. I thought if I could untangle those particular threads — the ones I could see and name and trace — I would be free.

Years of study, years of practice, years of sitting with clients in their pain, and I came to understand something that no textbook had quite prepared me for: some wounds do not have their origins in the life that is currently being lived. Some of the heaviest things we carry have been in our family's possession for generations.

The science of epigenetics now confirms what ancient traditions have always known — that trauma can be encoded in the body and passed from parent to child, not through deliberate teaching but through the subtle language of the nervous system, through the stories that are told and the ones that are not told, through the silences around certain names and certain years.

I grew up in a family with a great many silences.

My grandmother never spoke of the years she spent as a young woman during the worst of the Irish famine's long shadow, nor of the brother who did not survive it, nor of the crossing on a boat that smelled of fear and saltwater. She carried it instead in the particular way she hoarded bread, in her terror of winter, in the faraway look she wore when she thought no one was watching. She gave us her love fiercely and in abundance — and she gave us, without knowing it or meaning to, something else as well.

I did not understand this until I found Celtic shamanism.

Finding the Old Ways

I came to Celtic shamanism sideways, the way most people come to the things that change them. A colleague pressed a book into my hands at a conference. I read it on the train home, then read it again. Something in me recognised what I was reading the way you recognise a piece of music you heard only once as a child — not consciously remembered, but known, somehow, in the body.

Celtic shamanism is one of the oldest spiritual traditions of the British Isles and northern Europe, predating the arrival of Christianity by thousands of years. It is a tradition of deep relationship — with the land, with the ancestors, with the unseen world that moves alongside and within the visible one. At its heart is a profound understanding that human beings are not isolated individuals but part of a vast web of connection stretching backwards and forwards through time.

The Celts understood illness — physical, emotional, spiritual — not as something that happens to a person in isolation, but as a disruption in that web. And they understood healing, equally, as an act of restoration. Not just for the individual, but for the lineage.

When I began to weave these ancient teachings into my therapeutic practice, I witnessed things I could not easily explain using conventional models. Clients who had been stuck for years began to move. Patterns that had repeated across three generations began, slowly, to dissolve. People started to report a sense of lightness that they described, almost uniformly, in the same language: as if something had been lifted. As if they had put down something heavy that they had not even known they were carrying.

The Three Cauldrons

At the centre of Celtic shamanic teaching is the concept of the three cauldrons — three energetic vessels that sit within the human body and together govern our physical, emotional, and spiritual wellbeing.

The first is the Cauldron of Warming, which sits in the belly — the seat of our most primal vitality, our sense of safety in the world, our capacity to be nourished and to feel at home in our own bodies. The second is the Cauldron of Motion, which sits in the heart and governs our emotional life — our capacity for love and grief, for courage and connection. The third is the Cauldron of Wisdom, which sits in the head and is the seat of vision, of meaning-making, of our ability to receive the deeper knowledge of our lineage.

This book will guide you through each cauldron in turn — helping you to understand what your ancestors may have placed there, to grieve what needs to be grieved, to honour what deserves honouring, and to restore what is yours to carry forward.

How to Use This Book

This is not a book to be rushed. Each chapter builds on the last, and I would encourage you to move through them in order. You may find that certain chapters ask you to pause, to sit with something difficult, to return to a practice more than once before moving on. Please honour those impulses.

Throughout the book you will find reflective practices, guided visualisations, and ritual suggestions drawn from the Celtic tradition. None of these require any prior experience with shamanism or spirituality. They require only your willingness and your attention.

I also want to say this clearly: you do not have to have Celtic ancestry to benefit from this work. The three cauldrons are a universal map of human experience. What we are working with, at its root, is not ethnicity but humanity.

Let us begin.  Rebecca McBride
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The Bones of the Old World

Understanding Celtic Shamanism and the Ancestral Field

Before we can begin to heal the wounds our ancestors carried, we need to understand the tradition in which that healing is rooted. Celtic shamanism is not a new-age invention or a romantic reconstruction. It is the living remnant of one of the oldest spiritual traditions in Europe — a tradition so ancient that its roots reach down into a time before history was written, before the land was named in the languages we now speak.

To understand Celtic shamanism is to understand a worldview so different from the modern Western one that it can feel, at first encounter, like learning a new language. And in some ways, it is. It is the language of the land, of the ancestors, of the invisible world that moves alongside and within the visible one. Once you begin to learn it, you may find, as so many have, that something in you already knew it — that this is not a foreign tongue at all, but a mother tongue, one that was spoken in your bloodline long before it was lost.

What Is Shamanism?

The word "shaman" comes from the Tungus people of Siberia, but the practice it describes — the deliberate movement between states of consciousness in order to bring healing, guidance, and wisdom to the community — is found in virtually every human culture that has ever existed. It is, by many accounts, the oldest spiritual technology on earth.

A shaman is, at the most basic level, someone who can walk between the worlds. They move consciously between the everyday world of ordinary life and the deeper reality that underlies it — what the Celts called the Otherworld — and they do so in the service of healing, for individuals and for the community as a whole.

Shamanic practices typically include the use of altered states of consciousness, achieved through drumming, breathwork, movement, or fasting. They include working with spirit guides and helping ancestors. They include ceremony, ritual, and the careful navigation of the relationship between the living and the dead. All of these elements appear, in forms unique to the culture, in the Celtic tradition.

What distinguishes Celtic shamanism from other traditions is its particular flavour — its rootedness in the landscape of the Atlantic coast, its rich mythological inheritance, its profound relationship with the Otherworld, and its understanding of time as cyclical rather than linear. The Celtic cosmos is one in which the past is never truly past, the dead are never truly gone, and the world is shot through with a kind of luminous aliveness that demands to be honoured.

The Celts and Their World

The Celtic peoples inhabited a vast swathe of Europe from at least the Bronze Age — from the Iberian Peninsula in the south to the British Isles in the north and west. At their cultural height, Celtic languages and traditions stretched from Galatia in modern Turkey to the western shores of Ireland. They were not a monolithic culture but a family of related cultures, sharing mythological themes, ritual practices, and a particular way of understanding their place in the cosmos.

What we know of the Celtic spiritual world comes from several sources: the archaeological record, which is rich with evidence of ritual practice; the classical accounts of Greek and Roman observers, who watched the Celts with a mixture of fascination and horror; and the great medieval Irish and Welsh manuscripts that preserved — in Christianised form — the mythological inheritance of the pre-Christian period. From these sources, and from the living oral traditions that survived in the Celtic fringe of Ireland, Scotland, Wales, Brittany, and Cornwall, we can piece together a picture of extraordinary depth and beauty.

The Celts inhabited a world that was saturated with the sacred. There was no separation between the natural and the supernatural, no hard line between the human world and the world of the spirits, the ancestors, and the divine. The land itself was alive, inhabited by forces that had to be acknowledged, respected, and worked with. Water was a threshold — rivers, lakes, and springs were places where the Otherworld touched most closely into this one. Trees were intermediaries, particularly the great oak and the slender rowan. Animals were messengers and guides. The dead were present, not as ghosts to be feared but as ancestors to be consulted.

This was a world in which relationship was everything. The health of the individual, the health of the community, and the health of the land were
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