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INTRODUCTION

Welcome to The Real Witches’ Handbook. This book is written for all those who are young to the Craft of the Witch, whether in years or in experience. Within these pages you can discover how Witchcraft can be practised by anyone who wishes to, even in this, our modern, crowded world. Welcome to a new way of thinking where you can take charge of your life and your destiny.

Today there is a new growth in spirituality and Witchcraft is one of the fastest-growing religions in the world. People are turning away from the better known patriarchal belief systems, with their rules and regulations. They are turning away from religions where they need an intermediary or priest to intercede and interpret their Gods for them. They are tired of being told what to believe, how to worship and what decisions they should make in their personal lives. They want to take charge of their lives, their morality and their beliefs. Having seen the mess that authority of one sort or another has made, people are no longer content to take on trust the information which is passed down to them. They want to talk to their God and/or Goddess directly, and to worship in a way which seems natural and right to them.

Thanks largely to the World Wide Web and the Internet there is an increasing amount of information available on religions both old and new and an increasing openness about Witchcraft, which was previously a very reticent religion. As a result more and more people, of all ages and occupations and of both sexes, are becoming interested in Witchcraft, or ‘the Craft’, as it is also known. This interest is also being encouraged by fictional portrayals in books, films and TV. However, these come complete with many misconceptions and elaborations and it can be difficult for those new to the Craft to determine what is accurate and what is myth, especially if they have no one to guide them.

For the young it is especially hard as Witches have traditionally held that reputable Covens (the name for a group of Witches) do not accept members who are under 18 years old. This is partly because it is felt that the individual should have the opportunity to make an informed decision about their choice of spirituality (and therefore needs time to assess the options), partly because they should also have some life experience and maturity (although 18 is quite an arbitrary age to choose for this) and partly because taking on candidates under that age would (in most parts of the world) leave the group open to all kinds of accusations of corrupting minors.

This combination of increased interest and information leads to the modern Witch’s dilemma: how to treat those who are under the age of 18? A few reputable groups have always had a policy of encouraging exceptional candidates, usually by a process of one-to-one support given by a senior member of the Coven, until such time as the ‘age limit’ has been passed. This support sometimes takes the form of supplying a formidable reading list and counselling patience, something which simply tends to alienate all but the most dedicated seeker. This is especially true as most of the better books were written a long time ago and were intended to be read by those who already had access to a group setting. In this day and age we have to recognize that from the age of 14, people are making decisions which could affect the rest of their lives, in exam choices for example, and at 16 they may set up home and/or marry.

There are also many mature people who live in the company of those who may not be tolerant of the study and practice of Witchcraft, and who may not be able to find, or travel to, a Coven which accepts newcomers.

The new enthusiast may set about discovering the Craft via the many books and websites that are available and quite often may end up setting off in the wrong direction, misled by some of the more dubious texts which abound. Additionally, and unfortunately, there have always been disreputable individuals and groups who are prepared to take advantage of earnest seekers, whether sexually or financially, and any Witch who turns away a prospective candidate is always aware that this is a lamentable possibility.

What I have set out to do with this book is to bridge these gaps and to dispel many of the misconceptions. Being a Witch, I believe that everyone is entitled to their own spirituality and that they are entitled to make an informed choice. Hence I feel there is a need to provide that information and in a way which is practical and usable under all but the most trying of domestic circumstances. This book is for all those who wish to explore this path whilst being sensitive to the needs of those around them.

Witchcraft has been described as ‘a thinking person’s religion’ and this is a serious book about the Craft. It is written for all those who are serious about studying and practising, whether on their own or in preparation for joining a Coven. Some of the content may seem a little dry to those who are keen to get on with the actual practice of Magic, but persevere, for all the parts are relevant to the understanding of the religion, ritual and Magic of Witchcraft. Think of the first couple of chapters as an introduction before the practical work of the rest of the book.

Use this as a workbook and make notes to record your own thoughts and feelings about what you are reading and in relation to the work you do in the Craft. In this way it will become not just a book to read, but also the foundation for your own Book of Shadows, the volume which forms the basis of every Witch’s practice.

So for all the ‘young in Craft’ who would take charge of their future, for those inexperienced in spiritual variety, for those whose search for their own path has been exploratory, I offer an introduction to practising the oft misunderstood and misconstrued belief system of the Witch.

Blessed Be

Kate





WITCHCRAFT:
THE MYTHS

Witches are normal everyday people, the kind you pass on the street without giving them a second glance or thought. They are men and women from all age groups, who have all kinds of jobs and normal family lives. They are just like everyone else; in fact they could be just anyone else. But you wouldn’t think that if you were to look at the myths that have grown up about them.

The word ‘Witch’ conjures up many images. A Witch was a woman (for it usually was a woman) who lived on the edge of the village and who would heal the sick if treated well, but curdle your milk and spoil your crops if you upset her – or even curse your cattle, or your children, so that they would sicken and die. In return for her immortal soul she would have made a pact with the Devil for unnatural powers. And the Devil himself would accompany her in the form of a familiar, who in turn would feed off her flesh. Such Witches were supposed to gather together, flying by broomstick, so that they could join in orgies and meet the Devil in person.

A Witch might also be the old hag living alone in a tumbledown cottage in the forest, feared by all. In fairy tales, she would lure innocent children inside to eat them and drink their blood. Or the Witch might be a wicked fairy, not invited to the feast, who would curse the family as a result.

More recently the Witch’s image has been influenced by books, music, films and TV. From Bell, Book and Candle to The Craft, Bewitched to The X-Files and Buffy the Vampire Slayer, Witches are now frequently portrayed as younger, attractive women. They are shown as having control over others. Using ancient powers they perform strange rituals (with lots of modern special effects) and conjure up spirits who do their bidding. They are seen to make people fall in love, to gain revenge on their enemies and even to conjure up uncompleted homework! In books they are often linked with Satanists, whose extensive powers enable them to live in improbably wonderful houses. And somehow along the way, Witches have been linked to the imagery of Goth and other forms of music, with their vampiric fashions, archaic black clothing, heavy make-up and jewellery.

Other things linked to Witchcraft include broomsticks, cauldrons and black cats, hooked noses, warts, pointed hats and billowing cloaks (black of course). The Full Moon and Halloween are thought to be especially ‘Witchy’ times.

Now, within these stories and images there are elements of truth, but they are hidden by exaggerations, fabrications and even political intrigue. To understand how these images arose, it is necessary to know a little about the background and history of the Craft.

Before Christianity became established (anything from 1,600 to 800 years ago in the various parts of Europe), there were other belief systems. Often called nature religions, these were based around the phases of the Moon, the cycles of the seasons, the land and the animals which lived on it. Different groups held different beliefs and worshipped different Gods and Goddesses, without conflict as far as we know. Roman Gods and Goddesses had shrines or temples alongside those of the native population. At first Christianity was just another belief system and its churches also co-existed peacefully. However, as it became linked with the Crown and the Government it became more powerful and in order to maintain control it sought to eradicate those earlier beliefs.

The Gods of the nature religions now came to be called devils or demons and their followers were accused of laying curses and practising foul Magic which ruined crops, sickened cattle and caused children to fall ill or to die. They were even accused of child murder and sacrifice. Stories were invented or altered to discourage people, especially children, from seeking to learn more. Special agents were appointed to hunt out the ‘evil doers’. Special laws were introduced to cover their ‘crimes’. Incentives, in terms of the land and money of those convicted, were provided to encourage people to report those neighbours and fellow villagers who might be involved in such ‘demonic’ activities.

There is nothing unusual in this – it is a process that has been, and still continues to be, repeated whenever the people of one faith seek to take control over the land, property and power of those of another. In the same way that after the Reformation one part of the Church sought to outlaw and eradicate another, so the Arabs and Jews are still fighting over Israel to this day.

But to return to the takeover of the nature religions, as a result of the Church’s actions many innocent people were arrested, many were tortured and many were executed, some lawfully, others by the mob. Those who did wish to continue to follow the old religions did so secretly. They handed down their knowledge and beliefs by word of mouth and held their celebrations away from prying eyes. From the outside it appeared that Witchcraft had become a thing of the past, so much so that by the 1950s, it was no longer seen as a threat in Britain. The final remnants of the Witchcraft Act, first instituted in 1542, were finally repealed and Witches started, cautiously, to become more open once again.

The last 50 years have seen a great improvement in the way that people think about Witches and the Craft and media coverage is more favourable. Today, as a known Witch, I am less likely to have my windows broken or my tyres slashed than even 10 years ago, but there are still many misconceptions and I would like to address some of them here:


Witches are in league with the Devil and the same as Satanists.

Witches do not believe in, let alone worship, a devil. They do not believe in an evil being whose purpose is to balance out the good God. Witches believe in personal responsibility – we are each responsible for whatever we do, whether good or bad, and can blame no outside force (or devil) for those actions which we subsequently regret.

Nor is the practice of divination anything to do with conjuring up spirits who can see into the future. Divination is a way of accessing our own skills to see what is coming in our own and other people’s lives.

Witches practise Black Magic.

Magic itself is neither good nor bad, white nor black, it is a neutral force in the same way as electricity is. If Magic is used in a positive and beneficial way it is often called ‘white’; when used negatively it is often referred to as ‘black’. However, most Witches try to adhere to the main ‘rule’ of the Craft, the Wiccan Rede, which states: ‘An’ it harm none, do what thou will.’ Whilst there are undoubtedly a few Witches who do work Magic for selfish reasons or to the detriment of others, the vast majority of Magical workings are for the benefit of others.

Witches sacrifice animals.

Witches have a great respect for nature and for the rights of others. They do not believe that people have rights over animals or each other and do not make blood sacrifices. What they do sacrifice is time and energy. They may also make offerings of wine, oils, gemstones or items they have created themselves.

Witchcraft is all about sex and nudity.

Witchcraft is one of the ancient fertility religions. However, it is common to confuse fertility and sex. Fertility is not just about having babies, it is about inspiration, having new ideas. A fertile relationship is one where both partners assist one another to develop their individual potential to the full, where growth is encouraged, not restricted. This may or may not include having a family. A fertile business is one with new products, markets and customers.

It is also common to mistake the term ‘nature religion’ for ‘naturist’. Naturists are those who prefer to remove their clothes as much of the time as possible, as they find this totally acceptable and a more comfortable way of being. There is nothing in the Craft which demands nudity, indeed one of the key tenets is that no one should ever be forced to do anything they are uncomfortable with. Some Witches do indeed work their rituals naked, or ‘skyclad’ as it is termed, while others work in robes or in special but everyday clothing. This is because changing what you wear marks the step between daily life and ritual working. Some Witches may also be naturists, but this tends to be more likely in the warmer parts of the globe!

Witchcraft is a ‘pick and mix’ religion.

Certainly the Craft overall has no set rituals or formulae and no defining text. As a Witch you can refer to the God or Goddess by different names at different times and you are expected to make your own judgements as to what is right and wrong on a day-to-day basis. There are no ‘authorities’ to tell you what to do, say and think.

There are many who feel that this all means Witchcraft cannot be a true religion – in other words, there are not enough rules! However, the Wiccan Rede, ‘An’ it harm none, do what thou will’, whilst being a positive statement, is nevertheless a lot to live up to.

There is no proof that Witchcraft has any historical basis prior to the last 50 years.

It is true that there is little recorded history prior to the 1950s. Given the background of the persecution of Witches, not to mention the fact that writing was a skill available only to the privileged, this is hardly surprising. However, a few documents have survived in private hands and there are of course the Church’s own records, which seem to point to the continuation of the Craft. After all, why bother to persecute something which you do not believe exists? The absence of a long written ‘pedigree’ does not invalidate a belief system. Whether today’s Witchcraft has been handed down as an intact religion, whether it is a renewed version of an older belief system or whether it has almost totally reinvented itself does not actually matter. What does matter is whether it is valid today for those who would practise it.

Witches have a hooked nose and warts.

As I once said in an interview, ‘Well, I wouldn’t be much of a Witch if I couldn’t get rid of those!’ Spreading the idea that Witches are ugly is simply another way of discouraging people from becoming interested in something that is not understood.

Witches are glamorous.

This is a more modern misconception. What you have to remember is that the people who make fictional TV programmes and films are rarely doing so in order to portray facts, they are in the business to attract an audience and make money – obvious when you think of it. However, there are still lots of people who believe, without thinking, that Witches all look like Buffy and Sabrina, etc., and that it is the Witchcraft which makes them look good. This is only accurate in that practising the Craft will make you feel better about yourself and encourage you to have respect for your mind, body and spirit. Additionally, because for most of us the imperfections we perceive are false or exaggerated, the self-honesty that the Craft requires will result in a more positive self-image.

Witches wear black.

Witches wear whatever they wish. They are not instantly recognizable by their clothes or the way they look. However, when working in groups, especially outdoors at night, Witches will often wear dark or black clothing, for two very practical reasons. First, if you are disturbed in your workings it is far easier for you to disappear if you blend into your surroundings. Witchcraft is not a spectator activity and no one wants to gather an audience of dog walkers or people returning from the pub who fancy a bit of light entertainment. Secondly, dark colours show the dirt less. Witches may be tending a fire or sitting on the ground or simply brush up against a tree – and light clothing generates extra laundry!

Witches wear a long cloak and pointed hat.

Many Witches do have a long cloak for use outdoors, as it covers clothing and keeps the weather out. It is especially useful if you wear robes. Also, a long dark cloak with a hood enables you to pull up the hood, step into the trees and become invisible to anyone but the most keen observer. The pointed hat, however, is not something many Witches will own unless they have a taste for fancy-dress parties. It is said by some to represent the cone of power which is often raised when working Magic. But as the cone of power is something on the psychic, rather than visible, plane it is hard to see how this became popularized as a pointy black hat, with or without symbols on it.

Witches wear lots of heavy make-up and jewellery.

Some do, many don’t. The modern image of the Witch dressed in black, with long black hair, pale skin and darkened eyes, hung about with chains of silver, is partly generated by movies and TV, and partly by a fashion trend which some people are enjoying at present. Make-up and jewellery are fashion accessories or personal statements about the way you feel and the group you feel comfortable with, not requirements for Witchcraft.

A Witch lives with a black cat, a toad or other kind of familiar.

The belief that Witches have a familiar goes back to the time when it was usually the old and lonely who were accused of Witchcraft and these poor unfortunates often had a pet to keep them company. Many modern Witches do have a pet or pets – being a part of a nature religion inclines a person to seek the company of animals – but many do not keep pets. Toads, however, have never been all that popular!

Witches fly on broomsticks.

Witches fly on aeroplanes. The idea of flying to meetings on a broom is derived from the use of ‘flying ointments’. These often poisonous ointments used to be made to heighten the senses, much in the way that some people today use drugs in a ‘recreational’ manner. The effect of some of the ingredients was to give the illusion of flight. Most Witches discourage the use of artificial aids to increase awareness, partly because such use can be dangerous (sometimes causing long-term physical and mental problems and occasionally death) and partly because if awareness or heightened senses are acquired or enhanced with drugs or herbs, they are not truly your own. It is, if you like, a second-rate form of enhancement compared to that which can be achieved through study and practice, and the use of artificial aids often slows down the development of unaided skills.

Witches do, however, use the broomstick, or ‘besom’ as it is also called, to sweep, whether practically as in removing autumn leaves from the garden or metaphorically in preparing a working space. The besom is also used in some kinds of fertility rituals to represent the union of male and female. At a Witch’s wedding, or Handfasting, the couple will jump over the broom to symbolize the leap from their old lives into their new one and to encourage fertility – physical, mental and spiritual – in their union.

Witches brew strange concoctions in Cauldrons.

Witches who practise herbal work or who make ointments, salves and lotions tend to do so in the kitchen, in clean surroundings and comfort. These brews are often no stranger than any other natural remedy – indeed, they could be as normal as onion soup for a cold sufferer.

The Witches’ Cauldron is often used to contain fire when working outside, or candles when working inside. This confines the flames so there is no risk of a fire getting out of hand and so that no damage is done to the surroundings. Sometimes a Cauldron is used to hold water as a symbol of the Goddess, or as an aid to divination or scrying (more on these later).



You may by now have noticed a number of main themes running through all these misconceptions:


	Everything nasty and frightening has been, or is, attributed to Witches and Witchcraft. People have a tendency to group together the same age-old fears whenever they are trying to put down the beliefs of others, especially when their own beliefs can become linked to the control of the people.

	Quite a few, but not all, of these accusations are built around a grain of truth. This is because it is easier to discredit someone if you build your propaganda around something they cannot deny. It is far harder to undo the damage, especially when it has had over 1,000 years to become part of people’s beliefs.

	When it comes to appearance you cannot tell a Witch by the way they look – Witches are as individual as anyone else.



But by far the most insidious myth about the Craft is that Witchcraft makes life easier. Witchcraft does not make life easier. As a Witch, you will not have fewer problems, you will probably have more. Witchcraft is about hard work, study and self-discipline. It is about knowing when to speak or act and when to hold back.

If you practise Witchcraft you will almost certainly have to be careful about whom you tell about it and about what you tell, so you will have to learn to be very discreet. There will always be things which you need to keep secret, for example the names of those you have helped and their problems. As a Witch you must keep your word – you cannot give away the secrets of others, even though you may feel that this might solve a problem.

The Craft will give you the means to understand the way others think, feel and behave, and this understanding will eventually enable you to see that there are always two or more sides to every situation and many possible outcomes to every action. In time this knowledge will make you a better Witch, but often in the short term you will feel as though every potential action is going to fail. This can be the very time when you learn to wait and see.

For anyone who thinks that the Craft will make their life easier I would recommend that they give serious thought to the Wiccan Rede and the Rule of Three, both of which are explained in more detail in the next chapter.





WITCHCRAFT IN REALITY

Having looked at the misconceptions people have about Witches and Witchcraft, let us look at what Witches do believe in and practise.

One of the best definitions I have heard for a Witch is ‘healer, teacher and parent’. The Craft has its roots in a time when people lived in small communities, when communication and travel, over even small distances, were the exception rather than the rule. The village Witch was the nurse, doctor, midwife, vet and counsellor for the community. Witches were the ones who held the knowledge of healing and prepared the medicines of their time. They were the ones whose study of human actions and human nature enabled them to help their friends, family and neighbours solve their problems and resolve their differences. They were the ones whose observation of nature enabled them to advise on when to plant crops and when to harvest, and how best to treat and keep the animals which provided food for the months ahead. They cared for the people, the land, the growth and the future of their community. As keepers of knowledge they also took the responsibility of selecting and training the next generation of healers and teachers.

Today’s Witches often use the term ‘near and dear’ to refer to their community and, in a world where travel and communication are so much easier, this can extend to friends and Witches from far away. But the feeling is still that of family, whether through blood, fellowship in the Craft


THE GODDESS AND THE GOD




RESPECT FOR NATURE




	Being economical with resources – not using the car when it isn’t necessary, for example, and offering a lift to friends when we’re all going the same way.

	Being aware of how much damage is done to the environment in order to satisfy our desires – for example, many crystals are mined from the Earth by strip mining and the use of explosives, devastating acres of land and the habitats of wildlife and people in order to supply a market for ‘healing’ stones, whereas the stones you collect yourself can be imbued with healing properties.

	Not buying unnecessary things made from non-replenishable resources.

	Taking our litter away with us and disposing of it thoughtfully. This includes not leaving candle wax, dead flowers, etc., at stone circles or other sacred sites, or burying items there. Don’t change the site, let the site change you.

	Not throwing things away which could be passed on to friends or given to a charity shop.

	Using recycling facilities.

	Thinking carefully about the way we keep and treat our pets and animals. This is not to say that your cat should not be house-trained or that your dog should be allowed to bite, rather that you should think twice before making them perform foolish tricks just because you want to appear clever. It also means making sure that you provide the animals in your care with the best environment for them to live as normal as life as possible. Keeping a snake in a tank or a bird in a cage may be fashionable, but does it show any respect for the creature?

	Making appropriate protest when we feel that unnecessary damage is being done to the environment – and not just because we don’t want something in our neighbourhood. Deciding what is appropriate protest can be quite difficult, but it is worth remembering that protests made with enough support, at the right time to the right people, through the formal system, are more likely to succeed than something newsworthy just as the bulldozers move in. A lot of publicity at that late a stage will not save a lost cause! Remember, politicians count one well-written letter as representing the views of 100 people.



FREEDOM OF SPIRITUAL CHOICE




PERSONAL RESPONSIBILITY





THE WICCAN REDE


PERSONAL DEVELOPMENT




WE ARE EACH OUR OWN PRIEST OR PRIESTESS


THE ELEMENTS





THE SABBATS AND WHEEL OF THE YEAR















THE CYCLE OF THE MOON



MAGIC





	Work-related Magic – how to find a job, be successful at interview or to gain a promotion or pay rise.

	Magic for help in studying or examinations.

	Relationship Magic – to reunite those who have parted, to heal arguments, to gain the affections of someone new (often referred to as ‘love Magic’) or even to drive off a persistent unwanted admirer.

	Protection or defensive Magic, for people who feel under threat in some way, whether physical or psychic. This can also include people who feel there are ‘bad’ influences at work in their house, car or workplace. This is a quite common impression, although quite often it is the relationships in life which cause the bad atmosphere rather than anything else.






THE LAW OF THREEFOLD RETURN



DIVINATION





	Tarot This is a special deck of cards which has five suits instead of the four found in playing cards. There are over 200 tarot decks on the market at present of varying shapes, sizes, themes and even number of cards, although 78 is most common. For a reading a number of cards are laid out in a pattern, called a spread, and their the combination and progression are interpreted. The tarot is especially useful for readings where a high level of counselling is needed.

	Runes Runes can be made from wood, stone, pottery or other materials. Each rune has a different symbol on it and it is the interpretation of the combinations of symbols which gives the starting-point for the reading. Most rune sets are Norse in origin and their meaning can seem somewhat obscure unless you are familiar with Nordic traditions and their historic context.

	Crystal ball In this form of divination a sphere or rounded shape of glass, crystal or other gemstone is used. The reader does not see images as such in the ball, but uses it to focus their inner mind on the person or question in front of them.

	Palmistry Palm readers interpret the lines on both hands to determine the character and/or future of the person who seeks the reading. Palmistry is particularly good for identifying skills and talents, whether inborn or acquired.

	Dowsing For dowsing, various tools, including sticks, metal rods and pendulums, are used, usually to locate something, either in the ground or sometimes on a map. The most frequent use of dowsing is to locate water and many dowsers are employed by local water companies or farmers for this purpose.

	Tea-leaves Reading tea-leaves is a very old skill, which has largely died out since the tea bag has become popular. For a reading, tea is made in a pot. It is not strained and once a cup of it has been drunk, the residue left in the cup is used to make an interpretation of events, usually forthcoming. Tea-leaf readings are still as valid a method today as they have ever been, even if the skill of drinking unstrained tea has been largely lost!

	Astrology Astrology is not simply another method of divination or scrying, although it can be used to predict events. True astrology, rather than the horoscopes you see in the papers, which deal only with generalizations regarding Sun signs, is both a science and an art. The science lies in calculating the positions of all of the planets at the time of birth. The information thus gathered is put together in what is known as a natal chart. The art lies in interpreting the chart to give an accurate picture of the personality, skills and abilities of the person concerned. When done skilfully, this enables the subject to gain self-understanding and the ability to maximize their potential. Like other methods of divination, the practice of astrology is not limited to Witches – people from many belief systems use such techniques.

	Psychic readings All those who divine, or ‘read’, are to a greater or lesser extent psychic, but a psychic reader generally does not use any of the tools of divination to aid them in their reading. A clairvoyant is another term for a psychic reader. The word ‘clairvoyant’ simply means ‘to see clearly’. Psychics should not be confused with mediums, who are those who use contacts in the spirit world to obtain their information. This is not a form of scrying or divination. Whilst a person may be both a psychic and a medium, the two skills are different. Witches do not believe that it is right to summon back the spirits of those who have gone before, whether to tell the future or for any other reason.





	The Dark Mirror This can be either a watch glass coated with soot (although many Witches prefer to use the rather less messy medium of paint) or a bowl of water into which black dye or ink has been added. In both cases the resulting black reflective surface is used in much the same way as a crystal ball.

	Fire Here either the flames themselves are consulted or in some cases the hot embers are used. In the days when living fires (and large fireplaces) were common, many Witches would leave a piece of wood or corn from the harvest in the fireplace close to the flames. This would burn slowly overnight and the ashes would be interpreted next morning.

	The Witches’ runes Unlike the runes themselves, which are comprised of 20 or so pieces, the Witches’ runes have only eight pieces and the symbols on them are more pictorial. Their interpretation, whilst initially simpler, requires a greater study of the Craft.




REINCARNATION AND THE SUMMERLANDS
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