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INTRODUCTION 

Wi^tchcraft, called th^"01d Religion" by many of its followers, is 

a subject on which very few people have no opinion. Many contemporary 

Americans probably think of witchcraft as something of an anachronism, 

a hold-over from the past. These people may equate witchcraft with the 

Hallowe'en image of an old crone dressed in black, riding on a broom

stick with a peaked hat on her head; a black cat is optional. Others may 

equate witchcraft with Satanism, devil-worship and other unsavory cult

like practices. Very few persons, when asked about witchcraft, would 

say that it is a religion. 

The purpose of this study is an examination of witchcraft as prac

ticed by residents of West Texas in 1981. The objectives of this study 

are: 1) to examine the contemporary practices of self-proclaimed 

witches; 2) to determine if these practices are survivals, derivations, 

or reinterpretations of the historical practice of European witchcraft 

— that is, have the practices of modern witches come down to the pres

ent time unchanged, or have these practices changed somewhat over time, 

or have the practices of modern witches changed radically from the 

practices of the past; and 3) most importantly, to determine if witch

craft as practiced in West Texas in 1981 is a religion, as its practi

tioners claim. 

Terminology 

As with any study, the first requirement is a definition of terms. 

According to Webster's New World Dictionary (1970) the term 'witch-
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craft' comes from the Middle English Wicchecraft which is derived from 

the Old English wiccecraft, and means the "power or practice of witches." 

The term 'witch' is from the Middle English wicche which is derived 

from the Old English wicce or wicca, "sorcerer." This term is akin to 

the Middle Dutch wicken, "to use magic," which is derived from the Indo-

European root weik, "to separate." From this information on the deri

vations of the word, one might construct a meaning such as "a sorcerer; 

one who uses magjc to separate"_pr "one who uses magic to separate some

thing." /This is not the modern definition given by Webster's. Accord

ing to Webster's, a witch is "a) a woman supposedly having supernatural 

powers by a compact with the devil or evil spirits, sorceress; b) [ob

solete] a man with such powers." Rose says of the term 'witch': 

The word "witch" has been used, in England, in ages 
when almost everybody believed in witchcraft and in 
ages when almost nobody did so. It has been used by 
people of all degrees of education and intelligence, 
and in the nature of the case those with the most ed
ucation have often been those with the least know
ledge of witchcraft; it has been used in gravity and 
in mockery; and our understanding of it is built up 
out of all the former uses (1962, pp. 3-4). 

A further explanation of the term 'witch' as it is used within the 

modern practice of the Craft will be included in Chapter Four. 

As in many other groups, the practitioners of witchcraft have de

veloped a specific language or jargon. Most of these terms are specific 

to an action or object and will be discussed in their working context 

in Chapter Two. A few terms, however, are not action/object specific 

and require a more immediate explanation. 

What is witchcraft? Webster's definition has been mentioned a-

bove, but not all contemporary witches are content with this limited 



definition. Many witches wish to emphasize that witchcraft is "a way of 

practicing magic, an occult technology" (Adler, 1979, p. 43). One in

formant said, "Witchcraft is a religion and a craft. We are taught to 

use our talents as any apprentice is, but we use our talent and training 

— \ 

within our religion."i It is thus obvious that witchcraft is a descrip

tive term. Many witches use "the Craft" instead of, or along with, the 

use of the term witchcraft. The informants in this study used the two 

terms interchangeably, and they have been used in the same manner in 

this text. 

A second term that is the basis for some confusion in the study of 

witchcraft is 'traditional'. Traditional is used in two ways. The 

first usage is to mean "from the past" and is applied to any practice 

within the Craft that is believed to be of ancient origin and passed 

down through the generations of witches to the present day. In other 

words, a witch may speak of traditional witch laws and mean that these 

are laws of ancient origin. The second usage is to describe a sect 

within witchcraft. Thus, a witch may be trained, or practice, in the 

Gardnerian Tradition. To minimize confusion, when the term traditional 

is used to mean a sect within the Craft, it will be capitalized. 

Another term which may be the cause of confusion in the reader's 

mind is 'coven.' The coven is the working group in witchcraft and is 

described in some detail in Chapter Two. Many witches will say "my 

group" when referring to their coven, so these terms are used inter

changeably. 

Also used interchangeably are the terms 'magic[k]' and 'working.' 

Both of these terms are used to describe the actions of the coven with-



in the ritual. Magic is discussed in Chapter Four. 

The term 'witch' is used to designate a practitioner of witchcraft. 

What the witch is and does will be discussed in the subsequent chapters. 

The practice of witchcraft is not limited to one sex. There are many^ 

accounts of male witches in transcripts of the witch trials, but the ""-

prevailing attitude is that there are more women than men in the Craft. 

Simons states that "malicious intent has usually been attributed to the 

female witch" (1974, p. 37). It has been said that witchcraft is the 

only religion that did not in the past and does not now discriminate 

against women as leaders of the sect. Therefore, in this study the pro

noun "she" will be used when speaking of witches in general as a reflec

tion of prevailing attitudes in both the past and present. 

Methodology 

This study is primarily drawn from literary sources. In this re

search, both popular works — some written by witches — and scholarly 

texts were consulted. The literary research was roughly divided into 

two parts: historical research to determine the witchcraft practices 

and beliefs of the past and modern research to determine the practices 

of witchcraft in the present day. In the course of this research, I 

found that there were two types of writing on the subject: pro-witches 

and anti-witches. Finding a balance between the two was difficult. 

I was privileged to gain access to several extensive private li

braries on the subject which provided access to some of the more eso

teric volumes mentioned in other works. Also available through these 

private collections were copies of works published privately or in 

limited editions that would have otherwise been impossible to locate. 



Both the Texas Tech University Library and the Lubbock Public Li

brary proved to be of great help in locating and requesting the loan of 

source material. 

To supplement and validate the library research, I located and in

terviewed several informants from both the Lubbock and general West 

Texas area. The bulk of this fieldwork was done in a small community 

of less than 5,000. I was privileged to work with two principal inform

ants from that community as well as interview three others at their home. 

Neither the real names of the informants nor the exact location of the 

community in which most of them live will be mentioned because of pre

vailing attitudes toward the practice of witchcraft by the people of 

this area. I was made aware of these attitudes and was cautioned not to 

advertise my visits and to be yery careful to obey all traffic and other 

laws or risk the harrassment of the police. In the light of this atti

tude on the part of other community members, the anonymity of the in

formants was essential; to reveal their names would be to subject them 

to harrassment and possibly even loss of employment. 

Bill and Betty Kilborn live on a farm approximately fourteen miles 

southwest of Clemsenville, Texas. Both are in their early fifties and 

were born and reared in the Clemsenville area. They attended the public 

schools of the area and were members of local Protestant Churches. Both 

attended college — Bill has a master's degree in counselling, and Betty 

has a bachelor's degree in business. They have been married for over 

twenty-five years and have two daughters, both adults. Both Bill and 

Betty consider farming their primary occupation. They have been in

volved in witchcraft for twelve years. Betty explained how she and Bill 



became interested in the Craft: 

About twelve years ad|o a friend of ours was teaching 
at a junior college close by. He was a member of 
MENSA, and on one visit he brought us a copy of MENSA's 
magazine that had an ad for the School of Wicca's 
correspondence course. We'd been interested in ESP, 
parapsychology and religions for a long time, so this 
ad really intrigued us. We wrote to them and got an 
answer back, along with a sample of the course. Well, 
we were really interested. The information was so 
academic. So, we took the course, and after we had 
completed most of it, we got a phone call saying, 
"You're ready to be initiated." We were, and that's 
it. 

On alternate weekends between April and September of 1981, I 

traveled to the home of Bill and Betty. Approximately fifty hours were 

involved in interviews. Most of the interviews were structured, ques

tions being asked from a prepared list, but much of the information came 

from free-association evolving from a question or comment. I tape re

corded most, but not all, of the sessions. Several of the visitors to 

Bill and Betty's home did not wish to have their comments taped, al

though they did not mind talking to me. In these instances, I depended 

on handwritten notes. 

The plan of alternate weekends was chosen to give me time between 

the sessions to analyze the information of the previous visit. In that 

way it was possible for me to formulate questions based on any ideas 

that might have been mentioned but not fully explored at the previous 

meeting; it also enabled me to seek clarification on points discussed 

previously. Many of the questions were based on information from the 

library research. 

At all times during the interviews, the informants were candid and 

showed a willingness to answer any question asked. They were, however. 



reticent about having an uninitiated outsider visit their esbats, or 

working meetings of the coven; therefore, I was unable to observe any of 

their ritual first-hand. However, they were willing to discuss what 

took place at the esbats and did so. 

A third principal informant, Jillian Blackholtz, came from the Lub

bock area. She is not acquainted with the other two principal inform

ants, and her background is of a different Tradition. Jillian is in her 

mid-thirties. She was born in Illinois and moved to Texas at age thir

teen. She was not reared in any religion. She has a master's degree 

in computer science. Jillian is married, not to a witch, and has two 

sons ages six and nine. She gave the following account of becoming in

terested in witchcraft: 

I've always been a voracious reader, and at about fif
teen, I came across Gardner's High Magic's Aid. I 
was facinated by the Craft and began reading every
thing I could find. When I went to college I took all 
of my books with me. A girl saw them one day, and we 
got to talking about the Craft. Some time later, she 
took me to meet and talk to some other people. I 
found out later that the other people were witches 
in a coven she knew of. They asked me if I wanted to 
be initiated, and I said, "Yes, now!" I was Gardner
ian, but because I'm away from them now and practice 
alone, and because my views have changed, I consider 
myself Dianic. 

At the present time, Jillian is not a member of an organized coven. 

Interviews with her were conducted in July of 1981 and included ap

proximately ten hours of interviews. The interviews were in the same 

format as those conducted with the other informants. Like Betty and 

Bill, she was candid and open in her response to questioning. 

Interviews with the remaining special informants were limited to 

one to two hours with each. These informants were visitors in the home 
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of the Kilborn's. The fiif'st was a practicing witch and a member of a 

coven in her home area. The second was a witch who had left her coven 

and was no longer actively practicing witchcraft. The third was in her 

training period before her initiation as a witch. 

All informants in this study were white, Anglo-Americans with the 

exception of one special informant who was Mexican-American. All, ex

cept one who was reared as a Catholic, were from Protestant religions. 

All were middle-class and well-educated. 

In addition to the library and informant research, I conducted 

correspondence with practitioners of witchcraft in other areas of the 

United States: notably the School of Wicca in North Carolina, Circle in 

Wisconsin, and several groups in California. The correspondence with 

these groups proved most valuable in preparing questions for the prin

cipal informants and for giving me an insight into other witchcraft 

Traditions. This personal correspondence was also valuable in con

firming information obtained through the library research. 



CHAPTER ONE 

THE HISTORY OF EUROPEAN WITCHCRAFT 

Widespread religious and philosophic systems are usu
ally sustained by a body of literature, sanctified by 
roots in antiquity and added to by each new believing 
generation. There is no such corpus of written mat
ter belonging to witchcraft. The tradition is large
ly oral, and the continuity of the tradition is sus
tained by ritual practice (Simons, 1974, p. 33). 

The lack of written records that Simon speaks of is the major reason 

that the history of witchcraft is shrouded in secrecy, mystery and 

misinformation. Much of the information available to the researcher 

is from the transcripts of the witch trials conducted in the 16th and 

17th centuries. This information, although quite valuable, must be 

seen in the light of its time; it was written by men who were con

vinced of the evil and guilt of those accused of witchcraft. This 

information supports the contention that witchcraft existed as an 

evil cult, dedicated to the ruin of the Christian Church. Montague 

Summers wrote: 

The existence of evil discarnate "intelligences" it 
is impossible for any thinking man to doubt, whilst 
it is certainly established that this realm of re
bellion and disorder owns one chief, and it is re
asonable to suppose, many hierarchites, a kingdom 
that is at continual warfare with and opposed to all 
that is good, ever striving to do ill and to bring 
man to bondage. It is this connexion between man 
and the demon with its consequences, conditions, and 
attendent circumstances that is known as witchcraft 
(1973. p. 9). 

Montague Summers wrote this passage about the existence of witchcraft 

in the world today, but he would be the first to say that it also 

applied to the past. Margaret Murray and others who have written in 

defense of witchcraft would say otherwise. These authorities contend 
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that the witch cult was the survival of the Old Religion existing from 

the earliest time of man; or in a more moderate view, that witchcraft 

is the religion that evolved from that early religion in the Middle 

Ages. 

The following brief survey of the history of witchcraft does not 

allow for a detailed and in-depth examination of the subject. It will 

be limited to the European Tradition generally and to the British Trad

ition specifically whenever possible. There will be little mention of 

the practices of the Black Mass and the other practices of which the 

witches were accused during the time of the witch-craze. 

The literature on the subject of witchcraft is specific as to who 

were witches, or at least, specific on those accused and tried as 

witches. Montague Summers (1927) and other writers give name after name 

of those accused and parts of their confessions and trial records. 

Summers comments that "Ladies of high estate seem to have been particu

larly implicated" (1927, p. 105). From many other works, it becomes ~̂̂ ' 

obvious that those accused during the witch-craze were from all strata 

of society — farmers, old women, midwives, young and beautiful girls, ] 

members of the gentry and nobility, as well as the poor and destitute. 

But, how many of these persons actually practiced witchcraft? May these i 

persons not have been merely the scapegoats of society being punished 

for the ills that were affecting all of the society at that time — 

plague, famine, political unrest? Some current writers, such as Harris, 

believe that the system behind the witch-craze was "too well-designed, 

too enduring, too grim and stubborn" to have survived the time that it 

did without the support of the state because it served other goals than 

J 
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those stated by the witch-hunters. Harris points out that the period of 

the witch-craze was a time of unrest both socially and politically, and 

by giving the people a common enemy, someone to blame problems on, the 

people were drawn together in an attempt to rid themselves of their 

problems by ridding themselves of the enemy. Thus the state and the 

Church appeared to be doifig something about the problems of the time, 

and this improved their images with the people (1974, pp. 204-6). 

Pre-History, Greek and Roman Periods 

The information referred to above is from the 16th and 17th cen

turies. Were there witches before this time? Many authorities see 

pre-Christian similarities to witchcraft practices, and some suggest a 

remote origin in the Neolithic or even Paleolithic period (Simons, 

1974, p. 32). Murray (1921) writes: 

It [witchcraft] can be traced back to pre-Christian 
times, and appears to be the ancient religion of 
Western Europe. The god, anthromorphic or therio-
morphic was worshipped in well-defined rites, the 
organization was highly developed; and the ritual is 
analogous to many other ancient rituals. The dates 
of the chief festivals suggest that the religion be
longed to a race which had not reached the agricul
tural stage; and the evidence shows that various mod
ifications were introduced probably by invading peo
ples who brought in their beliefs (1921, p. 12). 

Murray and those who agree (however slightly) with her theory on the 

origins of witchcraft have been the subject of much criticism. 

Murray based her theory in part on a cave painting found in the 

Caverne des Trois Freres in Ariege. This painting dates to the late 

Paleolithic and shows a figure wearing the skin and antlers of a stag. 

There is little doubt that this is a representation of some type of 

hunting magic. Murray contends that this may be a representation of 
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the Horned God of the witches (1952, p. 23). Whether or not this is 

the case, the legends relating to the Horned God do seem to be ancient. 

A parallel to the Horned God appears in th6 legends of the Aegean 

in the form of the Minoan Bull and the god Pan. It is impossible to 

date these early legends exactly, but they are believed to be of Bronze 

and Iron Age provenience. Along with these manifestations, there are 

Bronze Age rock carvings in Scandinavia depicting a horned god. Roman 

records mention a horned god, Cernunnos, as one of the major deities of 

Gaul (Murray, 1952, pp. 23-9). Valiente points out that many cultures, 

including the American Indians, Egyptians, Celts and several of the 

Teutonic groups, had gods with horns; in these cases the horns were in

terpreted as a sign of sacredness. She calls the Horned God the mas

culine, active side of nature (1973, pp. 215-21). Apparently, the im

plication is that, with the rise of Christianity, the Horned God be

came identified with the devil of the Christian religion. (This will 

be discussed later in the Chapter.) 

There is frequently a goddess mentioned in conjunction with the 

Horned God. Lethbridge calls her Diana, and Buckland calls her the 

Great Mother. The Great Mother was symbolized by the moon, ostensibly 

because it passes through the phases of life on its monthly cycle — 

waxing in birth and growth, full in maturity, and waning in old age and 

death. The moon passes through its phases and is reborn monthly, just 

as the world annually passes through its seasons of birth, maturity and 

death. Women were regarded as the servants of the Great Mother because 

of their monthly cycle which allowed them the same fertility as was 

found in the earth (O'Connell, 1975, p. 22). Lethbridge theorized that 
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the witch cult originated when totemism was being superceded by the 

belief in anthropomorphic gods (1962, pp. 26-7). 

Simons, too, attempts to link the emergence of witchcraft to a 

broad stage in the evolution of society; he suggests that it belongs 

to a primeval matriarchy in which woman was the first "wise one." He 

goes on to theorize: 

Witches sprang from the old "Wild Women," the ancient 
priestesses who sacrificed the Divine King at the end 
of his term, that his precious blood might fertilize 
the earth. With the emergence of patriarchal religion, 
including Christianity, the matriarchal wisdom was 
preserved in the Mystery Cults, often linked with fer
tility beliefs and often illegal (1974, p. 9). 

Valiente draws a connection between the Great Mother and the 

Greek goddess Hecate, based on a collection of poetry fragments cal

led the "Chalden Oracles" which speak of Hecate as "the Great Mother 

clothed in nature." The power of Hecate was supposedly three-fold: 

of heaven, of earth, and of the spirit realm. She was associated with 

the moon because of her three-fold power, and her statue was placed at 

the meeting point of three roads (1973, pp. 201-3). 

Speaking of the time before and during the Roman Empire, Donovan 

suggests that "originally witches were sorceresses who were respected, 

or feared, for their seemingly supernatural power and wisdom" (1971, 

p. 42). O'Connell speculates that much of the witch's so-called super

natural power came from her knowledge of herb-lore (1975, p. 22). It 

is not unknown in primitive groups still in existence for the women 

to be the healer/curer of the group. 

With the rise of the Roman Empire, written records became more 

common. Witches are mentioned by Horace, Virgil, Tibullus and Lucian 
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[op. non cit.]. The Old Religion from which European witchcraft would 

ultimately derive was tolerated at this time. 

Donovan states that between the time of the fall of Rome and the 

15th century, witchcraft was considered to be an aspect of sorcery and 

magic. During this time "witches were considered to have a wide range 

of magical powers, but principally they concocted prescriptions, created 

charms or cast spells to achieve specific ends — either good or evil 

depending on the demands of her customer" (1971, p. 51). The commonest 

form of witchcraft during this time involved the use of herbs, drugs 

and other substances some of which were medicinally effective, but it 

was the faith in the magical spells and charms of the user that made 

them most effective (1971, p. 58). 

When the Romans arrived in Britain they found indigenous magical 

practices mainly associated with the Druids, as well as other cults 

which were also present. Druidism and continental witchcraft had much 

in common: beliefs in reincarnation, forms of prophecy, sacredness of 

stone circles (such as Stonehenge), and ritual meetings. But by the 

7th century A.D., witchcraft, Druidism and the other cults had been 

defeated as the major religions in Britain (Simons, 1974, p. 30). 

The Dark and Middle Ages 

The new religion of Christianity was growing slowly and surely 

during the first 1,000 years of its existence. Donovan notes that 

Christianity was mainly an urban religion, and further states: 

Witches were pagans, said the Christians, and the 
charge was valid, for 'pagani' simply meant "country 
dwellers," and European witchcraft was essentially 
a rural religion. The old faiths from which it grew, 
with their emphasis on fertility, were much more 



15 

comprehensible to people who lived close to nature 
than that preached by the priests of the new re
ligion (1971, pp. 82-3). 

It was also during this time of growth in Christianity that the lead

ers of that faith began to equate the Horned God of the Old Religion 

with Satan. Buckland says, "It has frequently been said that the gods 

of an old religion became the devils of the new, and this was certainly 

the case as far as Christianity was concerned" (1971, p. 22). Murray 

(1952) writes that the use of the term 'Devil' for the name of the 

Horned God stigmatized the believers in the Old Religion. It meant 

that in the minds of the people, the worshippers of the Old Religion 

became identified with the principal of evil (p. 33). Some groups even 

adopted the term 'devil' for the leader of their coven. "But the god 

they worshipped was still not the malevolent being depicted in Chris

tian theology" (Simons, 1974, p. 60). 

It was between the 12th and 15th centuries that ritual witch

craft began to follow an established pattern. It was emerging from 

the old fertility religions with the added aspects of classical beliefs 

and other beliefs borrowed from local faiths. Exactly when and how 

this happened is unknown because there are no archeological artifacts 

from this transition period, and the literature was written by the 

Church. The witch cult was a mystery which could not be written down, 

even had the witches known how to do so. 

It is reasonable to assume that for several centuries 
before the Church recognized witchcraft as a religion 
with the Devil as its God, the Craft existed with its 
own rites and rituals and its own gods or goddesses. 
In the hinterlands it may have had more followers than 
the Church (Donovan, 1971, p. 85). 

Earlier during the Middle Ages, within the Christian Church, the 
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laws against witchcraft had begun to appear. In 906 A.D., the Canon 

Episcopi first appeared. The Canon was an injunction to bishops to 

rid their parishes of sorcery by expelling from the Church those who 

practiced it. The Canon was not as severe a document as those which 

cane after it and, in fact, although it cast some suspicion upon the 

existence of sorcery it mentioned witchcraft not at all — perhaps be

cause at this time witchcraft was considered to be a part of sorcery. 

The Corrector, which was independent of the Canon, was a condemnation 

of the belief in the practice of sorcery rather than of the actual 

practice itself. 

Russell states that the period between 1000 and 1150 A.D. was of 

great importance in the history of witchcraft. Paganism had finally 

died out as an independent force and remained only in a Christianized 

form; witchcraft was becoming more and more separate from simple magic 

and sorcery. As witchcraft became more closely associated with heresy, 

new elements were attributed to it and these soon became fixed in the 

minds of the prosecutors and Inquisitors. These elements were: the 

orgy, the secret meetings at night, cannibalism, ritual murder of 

children, worship of demons and the desecration of the Christian Church 

(Russell, 1972, pp. 99-100). 

The rise of these heretical Christian sects, such as the Waldenses, 

Albigensians, and Cathari, probably had little to do with the Craft, 

although their gatherings may have been responsible for the development 

of ideas about the witches' sabbat. 

The same accusations of Devil-worship, miraculous 
flight, child-sacrifice, black magic and immorality 
appear again and again in the trials of both heretics 
and witches. The widespread belief that heretics 
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practised magic at their gatherings produced in time 
the idea that there was such a thing as the witch 
sect at whose meetings all the worst details of the 
synaqoga Satanae were reproduced (Hole, 1947, pp. 
21-2). 

Cohn has called the idea of the witches' sabbat a fantasy created 

by the Inquisitors (1970, p. 11). On the other hand, Murray claims 

that the sabbat, or witches' meeting, was the time when all worshippers 

of the Old Religion got together to joyously celebrate. They came 

either on foot or horseback to a site in the open, preferably near 

water (1921, pp. 97-107). The Great Sabbats of the witches' year seem 

to be based on an annual cycle of fertility, and to roughly parallel 

the Celt's great fire feasts. During the Middle Ages, there were four 

Great Sabbats: Candlemas, celebrated on February 2nd, also called 

Imbolc or Oemelc, was the celebration for the beginning of the year, the 

rebirth when the fields began to come to life again; May Eve, celebrated 

on April 30th, also called Beltane and Walpurgis Night, was the spring 

celebration; Lamas, celebrated on August 1st, also called Lughnassadh, 

was the celebration of the first harvest of corn and the beginning of 

autumn; All Hallow's Eve, celebrated on October 31st, also called 

Halloween or Samhain, was the celebration of the dead, not only of peo

ple but also of the year — Halloween marked the end of the year and 

the beginning of winter. The four Lesser Sabbats were the two solstices 

— midsummer and midwinter, and the two equinoxes — spring and au

tumn. The witches did not write down their rituals, so many of the el

ements attributed to the Sabbats were from the witch trials. 

The 12th and 13th centuries were a time when both witchcraft-and 

the hatred of witches began to grow rapidly. And, as the hatred grew 
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so did the means by which the courts could obtain evidence. In 1252, 

Pope Innocent IV issued his bull Ad Extirpanda which ordered torture in 

trials of heresy by civil authorities, but adjuring that it not take a 

life nor injure a limb. The Inquisitors on the European continent were 

constantly requesting that they be given more power over the trials of 

witchcraft, and eventually Pope Alexander IV gave the Inquisition juris

diction over cases of sorcery where it involved heresy, a point which 

the Inquisitors went out of their way to prove. Ultimately Pope 

Innocent VIII published his bull Summis Desiderantes Affectibus in 1484, 

which established finally that the Inquisitors had the full support and 

approval of the papacy in their fight against witchcraft. 

The Malleus Maleficarum by Institoris and Sprenger was published 

with Innocent VIII's bull. There is little original material in the 

Malleus; its purpose was to fix the beliefs regarding witchcraft in the 

minds of the Inquisition and society and to refute any arguments a-

gainst the truth and reality of witchcraft. The Malleus lists four 

necessary characteristics of witchcraft: renunciation of the Christian 

faith, sacrifice of unbaptised children to the Devil, devotion to evil, 

and sexual congress with incubi. All of these were popular beliefs of 

long standing about witchcraft, and the impact of the Malleus was not 

that it repeated the beliefs but that it made a statement about witch

craft and then refuted all arguments about the statement. It was this 

format that made the Malleus important. One statement in the Malleus 

led to the identification of women and witchcraft. To paraphrase: 

the woman is more susceptibile to the influences of the devil because 

of her inferiority in mind and spirit. 
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The Malleus cannot be blamed for the inquisition on the continent; 

it was merely an outgrowth of it. However, it did serve to fan the 

flames of fear and hatred. Selma Williams in Riding the Nightmare — 

Women and Witchcraft (1978) says: 

Once the idea of witchcraft was accepted, singling 
out a witch was easy, even if she was never actually 
caught in her evil activities, and never seen rid
ing that broomstick, or conferring with her co-workers 
(pp. 10-11). 

Although the persecution of the witches was beginning in the Mid

dle Ages, public opinion had not turned completely against the witch as 

it would in the 16th century. During the Middle Ages, the witch was 

still the village healer, spell-caster, midwife, interpreter of dreams 

and psychologist. In a time when doctors were more likely to kill than 

heal, and the Christian Church offered no solace, she was greatly re

spected for her knowledge and compassion (Valiente, 1973, p. 203). 

The 16th Through 19th Centuries 

The growing power of the Inquisitors and the ills of society com

bined to cause the large-scale persecution of the witches that began in 

the 16th century. Harris estimates that between 1562 and 1684 A.D., 

1,258 people were executed in southwestern Germany for witchcraft and 

82'.' of those executed were women (1974, p. 206). Historians estimate 

that, conservatively, half a million people were tortured and burned 

on the European continent during the 16th and 17th centuries. From the 

transcripts of the witch trials, comes much of the information that 

scholars use to reconstruct the practices of witches in this time period 

Although this information must be considered suspect because it was ob

tained through coercion and torture, it may be used to determine gen-
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eral trends in the behavior of witches. 

Murray, who used the witch trial transcripts as a source, believed 

that the sabbats began with the oath to the devil, whd was actually the 

leader of the group. This act of homage may have required the worship

per to kiss, in an act of humility and subservience, whatever portion 

of the devil's body that he indicated. This act is undoubtedly the 

basis for reports that witches were required to kiss the posterior of 

the devil at their meetings. After the act of homage, the witches con

ducted any magic or other business requiring the attention of the whole 

group. Then the meeting became a celebration of dancing and music and 

feasting. The jumping dance, the round or ring dance, and the follow-

the-leader dances were to promote fertility in crops, animals or humans. 

The jumping dance was for crops and done with the broomstick. The "ob

scene dance," not described any further but possibly sexual inter

course, was for animals if the participants were disguised and for 

humans if they were not disguised. The round dance was performed around 
3 

an object, probably to raise the power; and the follow-the-leader was 

probably for fun. Music for the dances was provided by the membership, 

either by voice or instument. The feast was held either indoors or 

out, depending on the time of year. The food was provided by the mem

bership, although there are accounts of the feast being provided by 

the devil. Most descriptions of the sabbats are based on information 

from the continent of Europe because there is little mention of it in 

the English trials (Murray, 1921, pp. 124-51). 

Simons says that prior to the sabbats the witches would prepare 

themselves by rubbing their bodies with ointments, taking potions and 



21 

fasting, and that these preparations probably made them more receptive 

to suggestions of magic (1974, p. 130). Harris and others have specu

lated that the ointments used by the witches contained a hallucinogen

ic drug that was responsible for the sensation of flying. It has been 

suggested that the witch's broomstick was not merely a phallic symbol 

but also an applicator for the ointment to the sensitve membranes of 

the vagina (1974, pp. 190-1). 

The sabbats were believed to be held between midnight and cock

crow. Different sources claim that the number of witches in attend

ance was between fifty and 100,000. Simons quotes DeLancre as saying, 

"The sabbatt resembles a fair of merchants, mingling together, angry 

and half crazed, arriving from all quarters, a surging crowd of some one 

hundred thousand devotees of Satan" (1974, p. 131). This is probably 

an exaggeration; it is more likely that the attendance at the sabbat 

was of a few covens in close villages and amounted to no more than 

forty or fifty persons. The sabbat was led by a priestess known as 

"The Ancient One," although she was often young, because of her embod

iment of a historic role. The demonologists and Inquisitors have re

fused to admit that the sabbat could be a time of celebration and fun; 

they were convinced that it was a time of bitterness even to the food 

which they claimed was disagreeable. The grand finale of the sabbat 

was the sexual orgy. If the dances were performed naked as has been 

suggested, then it may be supposed that few inhibitions remained 

afterwards. It was claimed that the orgy was promiscuous with no 

thought given to marriage or other relationships. Adultery, homo

sexuality, incest and beastiality were said to be frequent (Simons, 
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1974, pp. 126-35). Many authorities have commented on children at the 

sabbat; some believe they were dragged there for immoral purposes. It 

is more plausible, however, that the children in attendance were the 

ones to be brought up in the Craft, and like any other parent of any 

other religion, the witches wanted their children to attend the services 

of the religion practiced in the home. Donovan says of the sabbat: 

The sabbat was a combined religious festival, a meet
ing of a secret society, a mass picnic, a carnival, 
and a drunken orgy. It started with worship services 
led by a Grand Master during which young witches might 
be introduced or confirmed and baptisms and marriages 
performed (1974, pp. 95-6). 

It is most probable that witches at the sabbat were initiated in

to the Craft. Murray states that the requisites for admission into the 

Craft were the same as for other religions and that there were two 

points which were invariable: the candidate must join of her own free 

will, without compulsion; and, the candidate must devote herself, body 

and soul, to the master and his service (1921, p. 71). Some authori

ties have stated that the candidate had to repudiate Christianity and 

all it stood for and take an oath of allegiance to her new faith. It 

was at this time of initiation, according to the demonologists, that 

the witch received the devil's mark. It seems probable that at one 

time the Craft was open to all who wished to join, but with the growing 

hatred of witches, the Craft began to require that a new member be 

sponsored by a trustworthy member. 

Another aspect of the sabbat according to theologians was the 

Black Mass. There appears to be no real evidence to link the witches 

with this. Robbins says that "ewery witches' sabbat was supposed to 

include a diabolical service, but the 'black mass' as such is not found 
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in any contemporary account of witchcraft ... the black mass, as some

thing that historically occured, is one of the biggest frauds ever im

posed on the lay public" (1968, pp. 414-5). Simons writes: 

It is important to realize the Black Mass, as por
trayed, could be performed only by an ordained Chris
tian priest, who had the power to consecrate the host. 
The mass, in reality or in its inverted form, could 
not be carried out by anyone who had the impulse. In 
theory at any rate, only the priest was guilty of her
esy by performing a Satanic mass (1974, pp. 138-9). 

It is highly unlikely that any members of the priesthood were truly 

members of the witch cult, although there are records of priests being 

magicians. These priest-magicians were probably practitioners of Cere

monial Magic rather that the type of magic practiced by witches. 

The esbat was a meeting of a single group, or coven, of witches. 

The major purpose of the esbat was to do business which in terms of 

the witches was to do magic; curings or making charms were the most 

common types of magic. Most authorities agree that it occured at the 

time of the full moon, when, it was said, the power was greatest. 

Murray disagrees on this point, claiming that there was no fixed day 

or time, and that rather than being monthly the esbat may have been 

held weekly (1921, p. 121). The esbat was a regular meeting where 

such rituals as consecration of magical objects, divination and work 

for an outsider could be performed. Instruction and child-offering 

might also occur at these meetings. The child-offering was not a 

blood sacrifice, but the equivalent of the Christian baptism. It 

probably was not all work at the esbats; music and dancing as well as 

a feast were seemingly included (Simons, 1974, pp. 124-5). 

According to Murray the witch cult was organized "in as careful a 



24 

manner as any other religious community" (1921, p. 186). The cult was 

divided into districts, each with a supreme leader who was known as the 

devil. Subordinate to him were officers, male and female, who were 

probably the leaders of the local covens. These subordinates were in 

charge of arranging meetings, keeping records and communicating the 

wishes of the devil to the local groups. The local coven, comprised of 

twelve men and women and a leader, was the working group of the witches 

(Murray, 1921, pp. 186-204). Simons states that some authorities do 

not accept the idea of a coven in the earliest times because there is 

no mention of covens before 1662, at the trial of Isobel Gowdie, who 

(first) mentioned covens and the organization of thirteen members in 

her confession (1974, pp. 121-2). Donovan writes that the leader of 

the coven had administrative as well as priestly duties; he performed 

marriages, directed the instruction of initiates, arranged for the time 

and place of the meetings and the food to be served; it is theorized 

that the leader of the coven was of the upper class and therefore safe 

from persecution (1971, pp. 90-1). 

' There are several traditional witch laws still in effect, which 

date from this period. The first is that each coven should be sure 

' ^ that there is at least a league [three miles] between their meeting 

place and the meeting places of other covens; this is to avoid a clash 

of interests in their magical work. Second, no coven should know the 

business of another coven nor should they know the members of another 

coven; in this way they cannot affect the magical works of another 

coven intentionally, nor can they implicate anyone outside of their 

own group. Another tradition that is very old among witches is nick-
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names. It has been said that the nickname was given at the time of 

initiation just as a name is given to the Christian child at baptism 

(Valiente, 1973, pp. 91-6). 

There are many statements about identifying marks made in regard 

to witches. The two that are most common are the devil's mark and the 

"little teat." The devil's mark was probably any blemish or birthmark 

found on the body of one accused of witchcraft, however, there is some 

speculation that it may have been an artificial mark such as a tattoo. 

Murray notes two types of marks: a small red mark, somewhat like the 

bite of a flea, and a larger blue mark, somewhat more elaborate and 

said to appear to be a bite (1921, p. 90). The "little teat" was sup

posedly where the witch fed her familiar; in different accounts it 

produced either milk or blood. The description of the "little teat" 

suggests that it was a supernumarary nipple which is not an unnatural 

phenomenon (Murray, 1921, p. 90). 

Witches were often accused of keeping familiar spirits, a demon or 

an imp, given to them by the devil. The familiar was usually a small 

animal, a dog or cat or less often a toad or bird, although it could 

even be an insect. In some cases the familiar was said to be a dis

carnate human spirit or an elemental. The elemental was usually as

sociated with some object, a mirror or crystal being the most common. 

The familiar was used in magic for the purpose of divination or carry

ing a spell to someone. It was said that the witches acquired familiars 

at the time of their initiation or as a legecy from a family member in 

the Craft; either way the familiar was given a name and treated very 

well (Valiente, 1973, pp. 152-8). 



26 

Traditionally, certain items have been associated with the work of 

magic. The athame, the bUck-handled knife, was for drawing the cir

cle; the bolline, the white-handled knife, was for magic work inside of 

the circle; a wand or broom was used in thfe invocations and spells and 

also for protection to and from the meetings; the garter was a sign of 

rank; the cords were used in magic and symbolized tying together of 

many elements; the cauldron was for boiling herbs to use in spells and 

probably for the refreshments at the end of the meeting (Valiente, 1978, 

pp. 79-80). Another item that is traditionally important is the Book 

of Shadows. This book contained all the spells and chants used by the 

coven; it was always hand-written and usually copied from the book of 

another member at initiation. There is an old custom that upon the 

death of a witch her Book be destroyed so that it could not fall into 

the wrong hands (Buckland, 1971, pp. 74-5). There is some confusion 

as to whether the Book of Shadows and the grimoires were the same 

thing. Most of the grimoires that survive, such as The Keys of Solomon, 

were obviously written by highly educated, erudite practitioners of 

Ceremonial, or High, Magic while, in contrast, the fragments of the Book 

of Shadows were written by almost illiterate people. Donovan says: 

The extent to which witches used grimoires or con
tributed to them, is not known. Since most witches 
of this era were illiterate, few could have used 
them, although they probably contributed some of the 
spells and incantations contained in the volumes 
(1971, p. 53) 

It would seem, therefore, that the grimoires were used by Ceremonial 

Magicians, since Ceremonial Magic was practiced by the educated, upper 

classes; most of its practitioners were of the nobility. The rites 

differed from those of witchcraft in that they were more complex, the 
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wording of the incantations and rituals more specific. The ritual ob

jects used by the Ceremonial Magician were crafted of the finest mater

ials with the best possible workmanship. In the Craft, the practition

ers were simple people; the tools they used were the ones that could be 

used in the kitchen after completing magical work; the incantations and 

rituals were subject to frequent ad libbing. Basically, the differences 

between witchcraft and Ceremonial Magic is that Ceremonial Magic is a 

matter of content and witchcraft is a matter of intent. 

Witchcraft was treated differently in England. Before 1542, the 

English civil law dealt with all cases of witchcraft and then the accus-

sed witch was tried for the crime committed, not for the practice of 

witchcraft per se. Henry VIII's law of 1542 made witchcraft in itself 

a crime if another person was harmed or if his property was harmed by 

witchcraft. At this time, the influence of the witch hunters on the 

continent began to creep into England, and in 1563 a much more severe 

law was passed that required the death penalty for crimes of witchcraft. 

By the reign of Elizabeth I, the witch-craze in England seemed to be 

lessening. Witch trials were few and convictions were even fewer. James 

I, for all of his contributions to the suppression of witchcraft and 

his Daemonologie, required that evidence be tested for fraud. The laws 

against witchcraft were strengthened during James's reign, but not 

appreciably. During his reign there were forty executions for witch

craft, which averages to only two per year. It was during this time 

that the proof of the witch's (or devil's) mark, the water ordeal and 

pricking were accepted as evidence of a witch's guilt; and, the Witch-

Hunter General, Matthew Hopkins, also rose to prominence at this time. 
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Between 1649 and 1653, the witch hunters spread through England, and by 

their evidence thirty persons were executed for witchcraft, but by 1653 

the tide was beginning to turn against the witch hunter. England was 

at peace during the period between 1653 and 1659, and the executions 

for witchcraft during this period dropped to six. Most of the trials of 

this period were based on some form of wrongful death, and most of the 

persons accused were charmers or enchanters (Nolestein, 1965, pp. 221-

2). With the return of the Stuarts, the Devil appeared again and the 

witch hunters became active once more. During the period between 1660 

and 1668, the type of accusation also showed a change: 

In its earlier stages the attack upon the witch had 
been in part the community's way of ridding itself 
of a disreputable member. By the time that the pro
cess of attack had been developed for a century, it 
had become less impersonal. Personal hatreds were 
now more often the occasion of accusation (Nolestein, 
1965, p. 280). 

Another interesting aspect of this period was the first mention, in 

1673, of a congregation of witches in England. In 1736, witchcraft as 

a statutory offence was stricken from'the laws of England, but a few 

accusations of witchcraft continued into the 20th century; the differ

ence at this time was that the belief in witchcraft was no longer uni

versal (Hole, 1947, p. 157). In 1951, the laws against the practice 

of witchcraft were repealed in England. 

A mention must be made of the witch trials that took place in the 

New World. The people of New England were believers in witchcraft be

cause they were men and women of the 17th century and the belief in 

witchcraft was a part of life. Before 1692, there were six executions 

for witchcraft in Massachusetts. The outbreak at Salem accounted for 
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twenty more executions and two deaths in prison. These twenty-eight 

were the only victims of the witch-craze in New England. That the 

witch-craze broke out in New England is not surprising, but it is sur

prising that it did not happen earlier and last longer. It is also 

surprising that the judge and jury who convicted these persons should 

later recant their conviction, repent and make public confession of 

their guilt. "This made the Salem troubles the best argument conceiv

able in the hands of those reformers who soon after 1700, began to make 

actual headway in their opposition to the witch-dogma" (Kittredge, 1929, 

pp. 365-7). 

That the practice of witchcraft is ancient cannot be doubted, but 

there is no proof that Murray's theory regarding witchcraft as the sur

vival of the Old Religion of the Stone Age is correct. The evidence 

indicates that the witchcraft practiced in the recent past, during the 

time of the witch-craze, was, at least, an evolved and changed form of 

the Old Religion, changed by the numerous cultures through which it had 

passed. For any religion to survive it must change when the people who 

make up its following change. 

Unfortunately witchcraft happened to run afoul of elements in 

society that were more powerful, the Church and the powerful nobility, 

and inspired one of the great tragedies of man's history, the witch-

craze. This persecution forced witchcraft underground for several cen

turies, but now the practice of witchcraft is beginning to surface 

again. 



CHAPTER TWO 

THE MODERN PRACTICES OF WITCHCRAFT 

Although the legal persecution of witchcraft ended in 1736 in 

England, the practice of witchcraft was still illegal. Most histor

ians consider this date to mark the end, or death, of the practice 

of witchcraft in general. It is probable, however, that this date 

marks the end of the open practice of witchcraft rather than its 

death. Folklorists and historians have noted that many aspects of 

witchcraft have lingered in folk customs of the country people, but 

these have none of the religious connotations that would have been 

known to the witches of an earlier time. 

What did happen to the practitioners of witchcraft after 1736? 

It is impossible to say with absolute certainty, but it is probable 

that witchcraft became an underground religion. There is no way to 

prove this, except by the statements of modern witches who claim to 

have come from hereditary witch families. One may speculate that 

something like the following took place. 

It is logical that the terrors of the persecution 
made witchcraft a family affair because witches 
could only trust their own children or near rela
tions. The Craft became a family secret society 
with each coven isolated from all others (Donovan, 
1971, p. 228). 

If this scenario is accurate then there would have been an end to the 

large celebrations of the sabbats and an end to the open practice of 

the village spell-wife or wise woman; and, ultimately there would have 

been an end to the regular esbat because there wOuld have been no, or 

very few, new converts. One may rather safely surmise that when the 

30 
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covens became isolated, a great deal of the ritual would be lost or 

changed. If all of the information was in the mind of one old woman, 

and she became senile or died, the remaining members of the coven 

might have found themselves unable to remember exactly how a certain 

ritual was performed. They would then find themselves faced with the 

choice of abandoning that ritual entirely or modifying it to fit the 

information that was available to them. 

However it was managed, some of the ancient knowledge did sur

vive, according to the witches who practice today. One thing that we 

may be sure of, witchcraft is alive and doing quite well in both 

England and the United States today-. Whether it is the same Craft that 

was practiced in the past is a question that will be broached in 

Chapter Five. 

The Resurrection of the Craft 

Between the end of the 18th century and World War I, there were 

a few scattered reports of witchcraft being practiced. It was not 

until the end of World War I that there was a real beginning of in

terest in the Craft by the general public. Part of this renewed in

terest was due to several scholarly works on witchcraft that were 

published or reprinted at this time. 

There are several writers who have been instrumental in the re

vival of public interest in witchcraft, and one of the first was 

Margaret Murray. Murray was an egyptologist who turned to the study 

of witchcraft history through a detailed examination of the tran

scripts and records of the witch trials on the European continent and 

in England. She believed that by making a comparative study of the 
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information that the convicted witches had given in testimony she 

could find a correct description of what they believed and practiced. 

Her work The Witch-Cult in Western Europe was published in 1921. The 

criticism of Murray's work lies in two areas: her emphasis on witch

craft as being the survival of a pre-Christian European religion and 

her dependence on the trial transcripts as absolute fact. Many scholars 

believe that Murray was speculating on a pre-Christian European reli

gion and that she had no real proof to support her theory. On the 

criticism of her use of the trial transcripts, some scholars have 

pointed out that they are not absolute fact. These scholars believe 

that, because the transcripts often contained confessions obtained as 

a result of coercion or torture, the results are suspect and should be 

used only to define general trends not specific information. Many 

scholars also feel that Murray's influence was responsible for most of 

the covens to be found in England between 1921 and 1938. In Murray's 

defense, it must be noted that she was the first writer to treat the 

subject of witchcraft on a scholarly basis without the prejudices and 

biases of the heresy accusations, and she did bring the subject out in 

the open. 

The second writer of importance to the revival of the Craft was 

Charles G. Lei and. Lei and was an American writer and folklorist who 

traveled extensively in Europe before the turn of the century. In 

Italy, he came in contact with a woman named Maddalena who claimed to 

be a witch. She gave him a copy of the local witches' book which con

tained myths and spells that, Leland claimed, were obviously translated 

from the Latin of the middle or late classical period of Rome. The 
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book contained the story of Diana, Queen of the Witches, and her affair 

with Lucifer, the sun, that resulted in a daughter, Aradia. Aradia 

was sent to earth to teach the arts of witchcraft to humanity and 

afterwards returned to the heavens with her mother. Leland called this 

the gospel of the "Old Religion" (his was the first use of this term 

that is so common in the Craft today) and stated that this religion was 

still being practiced in Italy at the time. In 1899, Leland published 

Aradia, or the Gospel of the Witches which he said was the book given 

to him by Maddalena. Some authorites have claimed that his book was 

an attempt to justify the existence of the witch cult. Whether or not 

the book Leland published is a valid account, it has been used in many 

of the rituals of modern witchcraft. It was Leland who first empha

sized the role of women in witchcraft. He believed that the High 

Priestess had an equal if not superior role with the High Priest (Adler, 

1979, p. 59). This has endeared him to some of the more radical fem

inist groups in modern witchcraft. 

A third writer of importance to the modern practice of witchcraft 

is Robert Graves. His book. The White Goddess (1948) is an admittedly 

poetic treatment of the worship of the goddess of witchcraft. Many 

modern witches find it to be an inspirational work, and some groups 

have used portions of it in their ritual. Most scholars dismiss it as 

a work of fiction. The book has enjoyed a great deal of popularity, 

and it has been a factor in bringing witchcraft to public attention. 

Gerald Gardner (1884-1964) was probably both the most important 

and most controversial writer on the subject of witchcraft. Gardner 

was an Englishman who spent much of his early life in the Far East, and 
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some of his ideas about the Craft are obviously affected by this. He 

returned to England in the 1930's and in 1939 was initiated into a 

coven. Gardner believed that he came from a hereditary witch family, 

and he was firmly convinced that witchcraft was in danger of dying out 

and the only way to save it was to publicize it. Many of the witches 

of the day believed that this would be a disaster and would bring back 

the persecution of earlier times. Gardner was finally allowed by his 

coven leaders to write a historical novel that was published under the 

title of High Magic's Aid in 1949. Although legal persecution ended 

in 1736, under English law the practice of witchcraft was still an il

legal action until the repeal of the last of the Witchcraft Acts in 

1951. In 1954, Gardner published Witchcraft Today. Witchcraft Today 

enraged many members of the Craft because they felt that Gardner had 

broken his oath of secrecy by publishing information about the goddess 

and the rituals of the Craft. Gardner has also been accused of writ

ing, or having written, many of the rituals of the modern Craft. Some 

critics have charged that Gardner hired Aleister Crowley, a noted oc

cultist of the day, to author many of the rituals. The reason for 

this charge was often given as either Gardner's boredom with the old 

rituals, or more charitably, that Gardner's coven had such fragmen

tary rituals that it was necessary to fill them in with new inform

ation. However these rituals appeared, and whoever wrote them, they 

have come to be used in most covens today. Gardner inspired a Trad

ition in the Craft which will be discussed later in this Chapter. 

There are other writers who have influenced the growth of the 

Craft, and there are many writers who have written books that are 



35 

merely sensationalized accounts of the practices of the Craft. Some 

of the current writers who have written honest, intelligent accounts 

of modern witchcraft deserve to be singled out. These writers are not 

affecting the Craft in the same way that Murray, Leland and Gardner 

did, but they are giving the public a chance to learn what modern witch

craft is all about. 

Doreen Valiente in An ABC of Witchcraft Past and Present gives a 

thorough listing and discussion of the terms, people and concepts of the 

Craft from both the past and present times. Margot Adler in Drawing 

Down the Moon examines the Neopagan movement in the United States today. 

Both of these women are practicing witches, but not all of the present 

writers on the subject are. Frank Donovan, a historian, is the author 

of Never on a Broomstick, which is an excellent account of the history 

of the Craft including the controversies and theories surrounding it. 

G.L. Simons, also a historian, has written an account of the Craft 

through the time of the witch trials called The Witchcraft World. The 

latest popular work on the subject of witchcraft is Erica Jong's 

Witches; it is by no means a scholarly treatment of the modern beliefs 

and practices of the Craft, but it does present clear descriptions and 

is lavishly illustrated with beautiful art that represents many of the 

witches' beliefs. 

Donovan suggests several reasons for the reemergence of the Craft 

besides the influence of writers on the subject: the need for an out

look on life that is not founded on materialistic principles, dissat

isfaction with the modern church and its teachings, an increased in

terest in the "mystery faiths" such as Zen, Yoga, and Buddhism, and the 
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time being right for a swing to a more tolerant faith. He quotes Will 

and Ariel Durant in Lessons of History as saying: 

One lesson of history is that religion has many lives, 
and a habit of resurrection ... Puritanism and paganism 
— the repression and the expression of the senses and 
desires — alternate in mutual reaction in history. 
Generally religion and puritanism prevail in periods 
when the laws are feeble and morals must bear the bur
den of maintaining social order, skepticism and pa
ganism (other factors being equal) progress as the 
rising power of law and government permits the decline 
of the church, the family and morality without basic
ally endangering the stability of the state. In our 
time the strength of the state has united with the 
several forces listed above to relax faith and morals, 
and to allow paganism to resume its natural sway. 

Donovan comments that the Durants are equating faith and morality with 

the religious establishment; in their opinion, the Craft is a return 

to paganism because it rejects the orthodoxy of the church and wor

ships a different deity. However, Donovan believes that the Craft does 

not lack faith or morality on its own terms; it merely refuses to ac

cept the "ascetic code of repression that the church has established 

as the only basis for morality" (Donovan, 1971, pp. 229-30). 

For the reasons listed above, or possibly for other reasons that 

are as yet unknown, the Craft has gone through a period of resurgence 

and growth in recent years. Covens are being organized in England and 

in every state of the Union, and the practice of the Craft is more 

open and available that at any time in history. 

The Practice of the Craft Today 

There are many Traditions in modern witchcraft, and each has its 

own way of doing things — its own ritual, beliefs and style. There 

are some elements, however, that cross the lines of Tradition and are 
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common to all. These common aspects in the practice of witchcraft will 

be discussed below. 

The Circle 

The witch's circle is cast to contain the power that will be raised 

within the ritual. It is traditionally nine feet in diameter, and of 

this size one informant commented, "This is the perfect size for a max

imum of thirteen people to work in close harmony and comfort." The 

circle may be drawn on the ground in a secluded spot outdoors, or on 

the floor in a convenient living room with chalk; it may even be sewn 

on a large piece of material that may be picked up and stored after the 

ritual until it is needed again. The place and method of drawing the 

circle are not of great importance because the circle is not truly 

drawn for magical work until the High Priestess (in most groups) has 

traveled the circumference with her athame and activated it for magi

cal purposes. In some covens multiple circles are used. The first 

circle is the traditional nine feet and the second circle is drawn six 

inches outside of the first; a third circle may be drawn six inches 

beyond the second circle. 

The High Priestess activates the circle by proceeding around it in 

a counterclockwise direction beginning in the north. After completing 

the circle, she opens a gate in the north for the other members of the 

coven to enter. The circle is then sealed and is consecrated with salt 

and water; some groups consecrate the circle before the other members 

enter. At the four cardinal points or quarters — north, east, south 

and west — candles are placed, and in some groups, water or salt may 

be placed at the cross cardinals — northeast, southeast, southwest 
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and northwest. If multiple circles are used, symbols such as penta

grams may be drawn between the circles. An altar is set up in the 

center of the circle and oriented to the east/west, so that the High 

Priestess will be facing the north when she is working behind the altar. 

At the end of the ritual, the High Priestess opens the north gate 

for the coven members to leave the circle. She then travels the circle 

in a clockwise direction beginning in the east, speaking a ritual which 

thanks the gods for their help and dismisses them. All of the candles 

are snuffed out and the ritual ends. 

The purpose of the circle is to open a place between the two 

worlds, the physical inhabited by man and the spiritual inhabited by 

the gods. In this place between the worlds, a "cone of power" may be 

raised. The circle is a measure taken to keep the power in where the 

witches may work with it; and it is also to keep outside influences to 

a minimum. 

The Paraphernalia 

The tools of the Craft are simple. They are usually homemade or 

adapted by the witch to whom they belong. Each witch is expected to 

prepare her tools before initiation, where they will be consecrated to 

the gods and to the witch herself. Many persons will disguise their 

tools so that they will be inconspicuous; however, even if this is done, 

most witches keep their equipment out of sight and away from the pry

ing eyes of the uninitiated. 

The athame is probably the most important of the witch's tools. 

It is a small short double-edged knife used in many rituals, espe

cially the consecration of the circle. It is a symbol of the witch's 
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power, and traditionally has symbols inscribed on the blade. Some 

groups do not use the athame for all magical purposes and have a second 

knife, the bolline, or white-handled knife to use in the making of 

other ritual objects. Most groups use the athame only for making the 

circle and the bolline only for working inside the circle. 

The wand is a piece of wood, usually from the sacred trees: wil-

low, rowan, oak or mistletoe. It is made by the witch and consecrated 

as a tool of her willpower. The wand is often used in small rituals 

or when the witch is wording alone. Another item that is often used 

by the witch alone, but can be used in the ritual, is the pentange. 

This is a disc-shaped talisman on which there is a five-pointed star; 

it may be carried with the witch at all times and is often used as an 

amulet or charm. 

The witch's cords, or cingulam, are symbolic of the binding oath 

that she takes when initiated. In magic the cingulam is used for 

binding rituals, that is any ritual seeking to bind one thing to an

other. It is usually red and plaited and may be made of cotton, silk 

or wool, although some groups do use leather. The length of the cord 

is either four and one half feet or nine feet, so that it may be used 

in drawing the circle. It is worn around the waist of the witch, 

whether or not she works clothed. The.scourge is a lightly knotted 

whip of rope. Most, but not all. Traditions use the scourge; and the 

ones which do use it do so as a reminder that suffering and power are 

both part of life and must be respected. Many groups use a very light 

twine, or even embroidery thread, instead of rope when making the 

scourge because they consider it to be symbolic and incapable of harm. 
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The broom is often made of hawthorne, rowan, willow, birch or 

other sacred woods. It is used in some Traditions to sweep the circle 

before it is consecrated. The broom is a symbol of fertility, and not 

all covens use it in their rituals. 

There are two personal items to be discussed that do not appear in 

all Traditions: the necklace and the garter. The garter is usually a 

symbol of rank, and not all Traditions use a rank system. It is of 

green leather, lined with blue silk and buckled with silver. The neck

lace is most often of silver, although some groups use blue beads. The 

groups which use the necklace give it to the woman at initiation as a 

symbol of her ties with the goddess. 

There are other pieces of equipment that are used in the witch

craft rituals. In many covens, they are jointly owned, but this is 

far from universal. The sword is used as is the athame in consecrating 

the circle. The censar is used for the burning of incense. It is usu

ally of brass and there is no standard design. Most witches say that 

the censar is not as important as the incense that is burned in it. 

Some groups have a cauldron in which a fire is kindled or the food for 

the feast is cooked. Some groups have brass candlesticks for the 

ritual use in the circle. 

The Altar 

The altar is set up in the circle at all rituals. It may be a 

small table of wood or stone, or if outdoors, a large rock or tree 

stump. It holds the paraphernalia to be used in the ceremony, and it 

may be covered or not. Typically, the altar will hold both water and 

salt used in consecrations, a chalice of wine, the censar and incense, 
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candles, figures of the gods, a bell for summoning the gods and a Book 

of Shadows. 

Book of Shadows 

The Book of Shadows has a very important function in modern witch

craft. In it may be written the chants, spells and rituals of the 

coven. In some groups, there may be only one Book given into the keep

ing of the High Priestess. If this is the case, it may also contain 

all of the records of the coven: memberships, initiations, rites per

formed for a certain individual and the times they were performed. 

According to tradition and witch law, no one may have the writing of 

another; in this case, each member would copy, in her own handwriting, 

the Book of Shadows of another member. It is also traditional that 

this book be destroyed upon the death of the owner. This practice 

has its roots in the past, when, if found, the book would be dangerous 

to the family of the witch and to the coven to which she belonged. 

The Coven 

The modern coven has a membership of between four and thirteen 

persons. Most traditions believe that when a coven reaches more than 

thirteen, it should divide and start a new coven to allow for growth 

and seekers. O'Connell says the coven is: 

... a group of witches brought together by their in
terest and devotion to witchcraft. Yet by joining 
the coven one stays an individual. In a small group 
... no one is artyonymous. A secret bond unites all 
the members (1975, p. 137). 

Because there is no over-all organization in the Craft, each coven is 

autonomous and makes its own rules. Most covens, the Dianic Tradition 
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Gxco|)ted, believe that if workings are to be successful a balance of 

the sexes must be maintained. They are usually organized with a max

imum of six couples and a High Pr'iestess. It is also necessary that 

all members of the coven be able to work in harmony. This does not 

mean that they must agree on all points, but that they must be able to 

put aside their disagreements when it comes time to work. 

The coven is the basic group in the practice of the Craft. It 

meets monthly, at the time of the full moon, although some Traditions 

which have training covens for initiates require that these training 

covens meet weekly. This meeting is called the esbat and is still, as 

it was in the past, the working meeting of the coven. It is at this 

meeting that initiations, marriages, healing magic and other work takes 

place. 

The Ritual Format 

The ritual has a form that is basically the same no matter what 

the specific purpose of the work to be done. Before the ritual begins, 

the altar is set up and the circle is drawn, music is prepared for 

dancing, and the work to be done is discussed. After all of the pre

parations have been completed, the High Priestess consecrates the cir

cle, the members enter and the ritual begins. The gods are called upon 

by invocations and prayers and are asked to lend their aid and support 

to the work that is to be done. 

The invocations vary greatly, but since it is the intent and not 

the words that matter, this variance is not significantly important. 

Some groups have put more emphasis on the invocations and have a 

stricter attitude, but these groups are in the minority and are usually 
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quite interested in Ceremonial Magic. 

Dancing plays an important role in the witches' rituals. The most 

widely used dances are: the follow-the-leader dance in which the High 

Priestess leads the group in a spiral movement around the circle; a 

slow, side-to-side dance in which the members of the coven move around 

the circle, holding hands; a back-to-back dance in which couples link 

arms at the elbow and dance around the circle; and a waltz-type dance 

in which the individual moves a few steps toward the center of the cir

cle, pirouettes and returns to his place. The dancing serves the pur

pose of helping the members of the group to achieve an emotional level 

high enough to provide the power required in the working of magic. The 

dancing is usually beautiful and joyous, and by the end of the ritual 

it is often especially active and boisterous. The music for the dance 

is usually recorded, but if there is someone available to play for them, 

the coven is especially pleased to have live music. When live music is 

available, it is most often either a guitar, flute or recorder that is 

played. 

The ritual ends with a feast, often of wine and cakes. The feast 

may be held in the circle or outside the circle after it has been 

closed. The feast is an agape, a feast of brotherhood, not a parody of 

the Christian communion; there is no suggestion of transmutation in 

the feast. The food, in fact, is secondary to the pleasure of the 

sharing of food. Although wine and cakes are the most common food, 

anything may be served. 

The Kilborns generally celebrate the Great Sabbats. They have 

their rites indoors. The High Priest is called the Flamen, and the 
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High Priestess is called the Flamenca. Three circles are drawn using 

salt, sulphur and charcoal. The gat is left open to the east or the 

northeast for the coven members to enter the circle. The altar is in 

the center. The coven members enter and are greeted with a kiss; the 

Flamen kisses the females and the Flamenca kisses the males. After all 

have entered and are standing around the circle, male then female, the 

Flamenca sweeps the circle with her broom to clear it of evil spirits. 

The evil spirits are told to leave the circle or they will be forced to 

work; then herbs are strewn in the outer circle. The circles are then 

closed. All members place their athames in the outer circle, blades 

pointing outward to protect the circle. The Flamen and Flamenca take 

two candles each and place them at the cardinal points and request the 

help of the Guardians. All coven members draw signs in the inner circle 

with salt. The Flamenca sprinkles water inside the circle and places 

vials of water at the crossquarters. All spirits are welcomed and 

thanked for the help they will give in the work to be done. During 

the ritual there is meditation, dancing, chanting to raise the power 

for the work to be done. After all the work is finished, the spirits 

are thanked again and are requested to come again. The circle is then 

opened, and the feast is held. 

Secrecy 

Secrecy is one of the most important aspects of the modern Craft. 

At the time of initiation, the new witch swears an oath of secrecy on 

her powers, requesting that should she ever break her oath her powers 

be turned against her. Much of the importance of secrecy in the Craft 

today probably comes from the time when witchcraft was an illegal prac-
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tice. Also the reason given by Craft members is that the god and god

dess are not known by their names outside of the circle because if 

their names were known evil could be done against them or their power 

might be weakened. 

Part of the appeal of witchcraft is this secrecy. The initiate is 

given a feeling of belonging to a small and select group that has 

knowledge that is not available to the general public. In this group, 

she is known by a secret name and is privy to secret rites and magic. 

Nude or Robed 

One of the most controversial aspects of the Craft, to outsiders, 

is the practice of working nude. Inside the Craft, the Tradition in 

which one works is the determining factor as to whether the witch 

practices nude — skyclad — or robed. Those traditions that support 

nudity believe that working nude allows the power to eminate from the 

body unobstructed and that it is a sign of democracy and freedom. 

These groups often quote a passage from Aradia in which the goddess 

instructs her followers to appear nude before her. When all members 

of the coven are nude there can be no competition as to the appearance 

of the robes; and nudity is felt to be an expression of casting off 

worldly trappings and morality. Regarding nudity, Donovan says: 

Nudity in the worship of the Craft has no sexual con
notation. The rites are essentially spiritual and 
intellectual and any injection of carnal thoughts or 
actions would destroy their purpose. Witches con
sider nakedness, when they think of it at all, as a 
free, natural and relaxed state and they enjoy it < 
(1971, p. 241). 

Those in the Craft who work robed believe that, to quote one witch, 

"If the power can't get through one thin garment, it's not very strong." 
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For many of them, it shows a respect for the gods to appear robed. 

They use the same type of argument about democracy, saying that all 

should wear the same type of robe so that none are finer or better 

than the others. Traditionally, the color of the robe is black, but 

the coven may choose any color that they wish. Groups that practice 

outdoors often claim that wearing robes is a necessity in climates 

where it is often cold and rainy. 

The groups who wear robes usually choose them in a natural 

material such as cotton or silk. They may be in the style of a caf

tan with long sleeves or sleeveless. Other groups who wear robes choose 

a heavier homespun material. Some groups who wear robes insist that 

they be made with no fasteners, and either slip over the head or wrap 

around with the witch's cord used as a belt. Groups who wear black or 

dark colored robes say that they are a distinct advantage when travel

ing out of doors at night. 

The Rites 

One of the most important rites is the initiation of a new member, 

and as with virtually everything in the Craft, they vary greatly. There 

are, however, several actions that all groups have in common. First, 

there is a purification rite of some sort. This may include anointing 

the initiate with oil, symbolic scourging, and an invocation to the gods 

to accept the devotion of the applicant. Second, there is a swearing of 

an oath on the part of the applicant. In taking the oath, the appli

cant swears to keep secret all of the mysteries of the Craft. Third, 

there is the consecration and presentation of the tools that the appli

cant will use in the practice of the Craft. Fourth, the applicant takes 
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a now name by which she will be known in the coven and circle only. 

The following initiation rite is one which, according to the in

formants, is typical among most Traditions in the Craft: 

The Circle is cast and consecrated. The High Priest
ess officiates if the candidate is male, the High 
Priest if the candidate is female. The candidate, 
here a male, is blindfolded. His hands are tied be
hind his back with a witch's cord, which is then 
drawn up and tied around his neck with a free end 
hanging down in front as a lead. A red cord is also 
loosely tied around the right and left ankles, 
leaving them "neither bound nor free." At the en
trance to the circle the initiate is challenged and 
answers with the passwords "Perfect love and perfect 
trust." The candidate is then pulled into the cir
cle backwards by his initiator, who has her left arm 
around his waist and her right arm around his neck." 
She gives him the third password, a kiss. The initi
ate is led around the circle and proclaimed to the 
east, south, west and north as a prospective candi
date for admission to the coven. After the High 
Priestess has given the charge of the Great Goddess, 
the candidate is taken around the circle until he is 
south of the altar. There a small bell rings eleven 
times signaling his being given the fivefold kiss 
that in turn sanctifies the feet, the knees, the gen
itals, the breast, and the lips. The candidate next 
kneels at the altar where he pledges to be "true to 
the art," whereupon a bell rings three, seven, nine 
and twenty-one times. It is now time for the candi
date to take the oath, using his new witch name. 
Spoken only inside the coven circle, it is a secret 
name, one an initiate has taken because it summons a 
sense of his new witch personality and his feelings 
of supernatural power. The initiate's hands are un
bound. He kneels as the Priestess holds out her 
athame. Placing his right hand on the blade he swears: 

"I (witch's name) in the presence of all 
here assembled, man or god, living or dead, 
do of my own free will most solemnly swear 
that I shall ever keep secret those things 
entrusted to my ears alone by the coven, ex
cept it be to a proper person, properly pre
pared, within such a circle as I am now in, 
and that I shall never deny the secrets to 
such a person should he be properly vouched 
for by a fellow member of this coven. All 
this I swear upon my life, now and hereafter, 
and may those powers I possess, now and here-
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after, turn against me should I break 
this most solemn oath! So mote it be!" 

After being anointed with sabbat oil, then with con
secrated wine, and finally with a kiss, the candi
date rises and is presented to the coven by his witch 
name. The ceremony will end later with a feast of 
cakes and wine. And thus, he is welcomed, a newly 
confirmed witch (O'Connell, 1975, pp. 142-4). 

Another rite that is often performed is marriage, or handfasting. 

The couple to be married is brought into the circle and may be bound 

together. They repeat vows of honor to each other, and then a broom 

is used to sweep all evil out of the circle. The broom is then laid 

on the ground, and the couple jumps over it into the bonds of matri

mony. Some groups perform a mixing of the blood of the couple, but this 

is not a general practice. In the recent past, many marriages per

formed in this ceremony had to also be performed by a licensed official, 

but in 1981 many of the High Priestesses and Priests are themselves 

licensed ministers. 

A third rite used in many Traditions is the "drawing down" of the 

god/goddess. In this rite the High Priestess usually, although occas-

sionally the High Priest, is believed to become the Goddess incarnate. 

This rite is most often used by the Traditions who have levels of High 

Priesthood as an inititation into' the highest level. According to 

several informants, the "drawing down" rites may, if both the Goddess 

and God are believed incarnate, include the "great rite." The "great 

rite" is the divine union of the gods. Most covens do not engage in 

actual sexual rites, using instead the chalice and athame in a symbolic 

representation. Some groups do use sex in the "great rite" and in 

other rituals as well, but according to most informants this is more 

rare than most non-witches would believe. Various reasons are given 
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for the scarcity of sexual intercourse in witchcraft rites. One in

formant said that it caused more trouble than it was worth because 

most people are unable to cope with ritualized sex. Another said that 

if one searches deeply enough, sexual symbolism may be found in any 

religion and, "why should people expect to find ritualized sex in witch

craft if it is not found in all of the other religions with symbolic 

sex." 

Festivals 

The modern witch celebrates the same festivals — basically calen-

drical — as did the witches of the past. There are four greater and 

four lesser sabbats. Some groups call these the "Ceremonies of the 

Wheel" because they are roughly spaced throughout the year. The Greater 

Sabbats are Halloween on October 31st, Candlemas on February 2nd, May 

Eve on April 30th and Lammas on August 1st. The Lesser Sabbats are the 

Winter Solstice on December 21st, the Spring Equinox on March 20th, the 

Summer Solstice on June 21st and the Autumn Equinox on September 22nd. 

They are times of great enjoyment and happiness and, if it is possible, 

most groups enjoy celebrating them with other groups. 

Traditions in the Craft 

As mentioned earlier, the use of the term tradition may be con

fusing to some readers. This section is devoted to a discussion on 

the sects of the Craft. Adler says the following about Traditions: 

Before we look at "traditions" it is important to be 
clear that these categories may have little to do with 
what is actually happening in a coven. Decentralism 
and individualism in the Craft seems to overshadow 
any "tradition" or "ritual" (1979, p. 111). 
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The following Traditions will be briefly discussed: Hereditary, Gard

nerian, Alexandrian, Dianic and School of Wicca. 

Hereditary Traditions 

This is not really a Tradition in the same sense as the others be

cause it is an artificial combination of all the groups who claim that 

they practice the Craft in a manner passed down through many generations 

Many of these groups claim that they practice witchcraft, although they 

seldom call it that, the same way it was practiced in the distant past. 

The hereditary witches tend to keep the myths and folk customs selected 

from one particular country and see these as being more important than 

any of the newer aspects of the Craft. According to Adler, "In general, 

they are less prone to work nude, and less prone to use sexual symbol

ism that other Traditions" (1979, p. 115). 

Gardnerian Tradition 

This Tradition is based on Gerald Gardner's writings and teachings. 

Many of the Priests and Priestesses who lead these covens were initi

ated into the Craft by Gardner himself. They show a strong tendency to

wards a matrilineal outlook and place the Goddess in a superior posit

ion. The Gardnerians have been criticized for placing too much empha

sis on the use of heirarchy in their groups; they have three levels of 

priesthood and something not found in many other groups, the witch queen 

who is the High Priestess of a High Priestess; in other words, the High 

Priestess who initiated a woman who later became a High Priest is a 

witch queen. The Gardnerians also tend to have an elaborate ritual 

filled with poetry, much of which was written by Gardner. 
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Although many of the other Traditions are hesitant to admit it, 

it is obvious that Gardner has affected many of them. Many other 

Traditions use the rituals written by Gardner and, in fact, many other 

Traditions were begun by former members of the Gardnerian Tradition. 

Alexandrian Tradition 

This Tradition was begun in England, by Alex Sanders, who claims 

to be a hereditary witch. The Alexandrians are virtually identical to 

the Gardnerians except that they place slightly more emphasis on the 

use of Ceremonial Magic. There are many covens who follow this Trad

ition in the United States today, but very few of them have a direct 

contact with Sanders. 

Dianic Tradition 

Margaret Murray referred to witchcraft as "the Dianic cult" in 

discussing the worship of the goddess. This Tradition is unusual be

cause it is divided into two groups, both using the same name. Both of 

these groups are alike in having placed the primary emphasis on the 

worship of the goddess. 

The first Dianic group is often referred to as the "feminist craft" 

because they are primarily concerned with the matriarchal tradition, 

and are deeply involved in the feminist movement. They are creative, 

psychic, extremely political and not at all structured or formal in 

their rituals (Adler, 1979, p. 119). Also, men are totally excluded 

from membership in their covens. 

The second group is the Dianic Covenstead that was founded in 

Dallas, Texas. This group differs from the first in that it does not 
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specifically exclude men. They worship the Goddess almost exclusively. 

The women in this Tradition may choose to go through five more stages 

or degrees than are available to the men, after which they may form 

their own covens. The women also choose the High Priestess's High 

Priest and may remove him from that office at any time. This Tradition 

is basically unstructured and allows, even encourages, innovation. 

School of Wicca Tradition 

This Tradition is based on the teachings of Gavin and Yvone Frost 

who operate the School and Church of Wicca. It is unusual in several 

ways, and there are many in modern witchcraft who claim that the School 

of Wicca is not even practicing the same religion as the other Tradi

tions. The Frosts advocate an essentially monotheistic view of an a-

sexual god who is in control of the spirit world "on the other side." 

They also place great emphasis on heterosexual sex magic in their 

ritual. The School of Wicca places no particular emphasis on the fem

inine and has been accused of having an anti-matriarchal bias. One of 

the practices for which they have been criticized is charging for the 

correspondence course that they offer; many other witches feel that 

this is against the teachings of the Craft which forbid charging for 

information. They have also been charged with sexism by the feminist 

witches. 

Informants Tradition 

Two of the principal informants for this study, the Kilborns, are 

married and began in witchcraft through the School of Wicca correspond

ence course. They still basically follow this Tradition, but they have 
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modified it on several points. They came to the Craft through an in

terest in comparative religions, occult sciences and psychic phenom

ena. Both are interested in how science may be applied to the Craft 

to provide explanation. As in the Tradition of the School of Wicca, 

they call the High Priest the Flamen and the High Priestess the Flam

enca. They use three circles in their rituals and work through the 

guides on the other side. 

The third principal informant, Jillian Blackholtz, is a Dianic. 

She was initiated into the Craft in the Gardnerian Tradition and still 

follows some of its rituals, but she works alone or unaligned with 

any coven. She uses the single circle and claims the title of High 

Priestess. 



CHAPTER THREE 

HOW MODERN WITCHES PERCEIVE THEMSELVES 

In the previous Chapter, the discussion was on the resurrection 

of the Craft, the witch's paraphernalia, rituals, rites and Traditions. 

In this Chapter, the discussion will center on the witch, herself. Who 

are the witches, how does one join a coven, and how does the witch see 

herself? 

Who are the Witches? 

According to the informants, witches are potentially anyone: 

farmers, lawyers, government workers, students, computer operators, 

mothers and fathers, psychologists, reporters, social workers, teach

ers, business people and scientists. They are also nature worshippers, 

pagans, counter-culturalists, renegades, radicals and occultists. 

Anyone may be a witch. The only requirement is locating a coven that 

one may join, study and be initiated. 

Many witches believe that the person that is attracted to the 

Craft is intelligent and a seeker of knowledge beyond that which is 

offered by the contemporary establishment. They may be persons who 

are dissatisfied with the so-called establishment church and are seek

ing a more fulfilling religious experience. They may be persons who 

wish to belong to a group which is unstructured and not hampered by 

dogma. There is no doubt that the element of secrecy involved in 

witchcraft is appealing to some. Many people wish to be members of a 

group which has knowledge not available to the general public. In, 

general, most people who join the Craft are from an urban or suburban 
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area, and are usually members of the middle to upper classes. The 

Craft seems to hold more appeal for individuals of European descent. 

How Does One Join a Coven? 

The first step in joining a coven is to locate one. This may be 

done by locating a known member of the Craft and expressing interest in 

learning about it. Although this may sound easy, informants note that 

it is not. Witches are seldom prone to announce themselves; this is 

because of both the oath of secrecy and the prevailing attitudes toward 

witchcraft. Most informants say that if a person is truly interested 

in joining the Craft she will find a way to do so. There are groups to 

which one may write if interested in the Craft, and these groups will 

put potential initiates in contact with a coven near them. However, 

just getting in contact with a coven does not mean that one will be 

able to become a member of it. 

Most covens have strict entrance requirements that involve an 

evaluation of the personality, intelligence, temperament, character 

and seriousness of purpose of the person who wishes to join. After 

these characteristics have been evaluated, and if the applicant has 

passed all of these tests, then a training period is begun. During 

this training, the applicant will study the Craft from many angles — 

its history, rituals, rites and laws — and learn the ways of the 

coven. The candidate will also begin to learn magic and how to devel

op her skills. When judged ready, the applicant will be initiated 

into the Craft. At this point, the new witch has become a member of 

a certain coven and will remain a member as long as she wishes. If, 

however, she must move to another area how does she locate a new 
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coven? Most covens are in touch with other covens of their Tradition 

around the United States, and when one has been initiated into a coven, 

one is usually welcomed by other covens of that Tradition. 

How Do Witches See Themselves? 

Most witches will say that they are normal, and for the most part 

average people. Witches work, marry, rear children, maintain homes and 

practice their religion in the same fashion as other people. [The 

question of whether or not witchcraft is a religion will be discussed 

in Chapter Four; for the purpose of this section, however, the witches' 

self-evaluation will be accepted.] According to the informants, most 

witches in the United States are white, middle-class, well-educated 

and heterosexual. 

Witchcraft, to the informants, is not a religion of origin (i.e., 

one in which a child is reared and then continues to practice as an 

adult). One informant who has traveled extensively and met many witches 

in the United States and Europe said, "I know many witches, and I can't 

think of more than three or four couples who are raising their children 

in the Craft." Another informant said that she was attempting to rear 

her children to respect all religions, and she has encouraged them to 

visit the Churches attended by their friends if asked. Since her child

ren are still young, she has not told them that she is a witch. She 

fears that because small children have a tendency to tell everything 

that they know, her children would be ostracized if other children 

found out and told their parents. "It bothers me, but I don't know what 

else to do," she said. 

A third informant, whose children are now grown, said that the 
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reason for not bringing children up in the Craft was that the burden of 

secrecy was too much for them. She waited until her children were in 

their teens to explain witchcraft to them. They were taught to respect 

other religions, and they were given the right to choose whatever re

ligion in which they felt most comfortable. One child chose witch

craft and the other chose to be Roman Catholic. "But, before they set

tled down on one, they tried everything from Baptist to Zen, including 

a few that I'd never heard of, " she said. 

The extreme tolerance of other faiths, according to one informant, 

comes partially from the historic treatment of witches. "In the Craft, 

we don't 'turn the other cheek' but we don't condemn another's belief. 

We each have to choose a path. I can't choose yours and you can't 

choose mine, but I must respect your choice," he said. Witches do not 

proselytize; if one is meant to be a witch, she will find her way. 

Guidance is never refused, but it is not offered without request. 

The informants in this study showed little emotion when speaking 

of the ritual or rites of witchcraft. On the whole they gave a simple 

recitation of the facts. When this was commented upon, one informant 

said, "How does anyone talk about what goes on in their Church?" 

Although the witches see themselves as essentially normal, they 

realize that non-witches see them in a variety of ways. Each inform

ant had stories about the reactions of outsiders. One informant said 

that she knew that some members of the community in which she lives 

say that whenever she comes to town the wind stops blowing. Her re

action to this rumor is extreme amusement. "Can you imagine anything 

so silly? If I could stop the wind from blowing in West Texas, I 
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could make a fortune!" Another informant, from a large urban area tells 

the following: 

One of my neighbors came to the house one day, livid 
about a group of witches having a rally in a park some 
blocks away. Of course, she had no idea that she was 
talking to a witch — she wasn't the type I'd tell I 
was a witch. Anyway I listened to her for I don't 
know how long and finally asked why she didn't go to 
the rally and see what was going on. She said she 
didn't have to go to know that "witches are evil, 
dangerous, bad people." I finally said she'd been liv
ing next door to one for five years. Well, she just 
stopped — went dead — and said "Who?" I told her, 
me. She just turned on her heel and walked out. We 
lived next door to each other for another six years, 
and she never spoke to me again. Now, that's sad. 

This type of reaction is why most witches do not advertise their 

faith. The informants told of jobs that were lost, children's play

mates that could no longer visit, and friends that simply faded away 

upon discovering that someone was a witch. One informant blamed this 

attitude on outdated beliefs about witchcraft, and on the confusion 

between witchcraft and Satanism. An informant said, "I get so tired 

of being called a Satan-worshipper. How can I worship a being I don't 

even believe in?" The other informants agree that this is one of the 

largest problems in communications with non-witches. Another informant 

said, "It's really painful to confront these silly prejudices and fears. 

Many people fail to realize that what they fear is an image from the 

15th and 16th centuries." Still another commented, "I'm a person like 

anyone else, no different. I don't go around putting curses on peo

ple or controlling the weather." 

Although witches are not group-oriented beyond the level of the 

coven, there was an attempt in April of 1974 to put forth a statement 

of beliefs for the Craft in general. The following "Principles of 
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Wiccan Belief" were accepted at the first (and last — unfortunatly, 

witchcraft is so fragmented that getting representatives of all groups 

together has proven impossible to repeat) meeting of the Council of 

American Witches: 

"Principles of Wiccan Belief 

"The Council of American Witches finds it necessary 
to define modern Witchcraft in terms of the American 
experience and needs. We are not bound by traditions 
from other times and other cultures, and owe no al
legiance to any person greater than the divinity man
ifest through our own Being. As American Witches we 
welcome and respect all life affirming teachings and 
traditions, and seek to learn from all and to share 
our learning within our Council. It is in this spirit 
of welcome and cooperation that we adopt these few 
Principles of Wiccan Belief. In seeking to be in
clusive, we do not wish to open ourselves to the des
truction of our group by those on self-serving power 
trips, or to philosophies and practices contradictory 
to those principles. In seeking to exclude those 
whose ways are contradictory to ours, we do not want 
to deny participation with us to any who are sincere
ly interested in our knowledge and beliefs, regard
less of race, color, sex, age, national or cultural 
origins or sexual preference. 
"1. We practice rites to attune ourselves with the 
natural rhythm of life forces marked by the Phases 
of the Moon and the Seasonal Quarters and Cross 
Quarters. 
"2. We recognize that our intelligence gives us a 
unique responsibility toward our environment. We 
seek to live in harmony with nature, in ecological 
balance offering fulfillment to life and conscious
ness within an evolutionary concept. 
"3. We acknowledge a depth of power far greater 
than that apparent to the average person. Because 
it is far greater than ordinary, it is sometimes 
called 'supernatural,' but we see it as lying with
in that which is naturally potential to all. 
"4. We conceive of the Creative Power in the Uni
verse as manifesting through polarity — as mas
culine and feminine — and that this same Creative 
Power lives in all people, and functions through the 
interaction of the masculine and feminine. We value 
sex as pleasure, as the symbol and embodiment of 
life, and as one of the sources of energies used in 
magical practice and religious worship. 
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"5. We recognize both outer worlds and inner, or 
psychological, worlds — sometimes known as the 
Spiritual World, the Collective Unconscious, and In
ner Planes, etc. — and we see in the interaction of 
these two dimensions the basis for paranormal phenom
ena and magical exercises. We neglect neither dimen
sion for the other, seeing both as necessary for our 
fulfillment. 
"6. We do not recognize any authoritarian hierarchy, 
but do honor those who teach, respect those who share 
their greater knowledge and wisdom, and acknowledge 
those who have courageously given of themselves in 
leadership. 
"7. We see religion, magick, and wisdom-in-living 
as being united in the way one views the world and 
lives within it - a world-view and philosophy-of-life 
which we identify as Witchcraft, the Wiccan Way. 
"8. Calling oneself 'witch' does not make a witch 
— but neither does heredity itself, or the collection 
of titles, degrees and initiations. A witch seeks 
to control the forces within him/herself that make 
life possible in order to live wisely and well, with
out harm to others, and in harmony with nature. 
"9. We acknowledge that it is the affirmation and ful
fillment of life, in a continuation of evolution and 
development of consciousness, that gives meaning to 
the universe we know, and to our personal role within 
it. 
"10. Our only animosity towards Christianity, or to
ward any other religion or philosophy-of-life, is to 
the extent that its institutions have claimed to be 
'the only way' and have sought to deny freedom to 
others and to suppress other ways of religious practice 
and belief. 
"11. As American Witches, we are not threatened by 
debates on the history of the Craft, the origins of 
various aspects of different traditions. We are con
cerned with our present, and our future. 
"12. We do not accept the concept of 'absolute evil,' 
nor do we worship any entity known as 'Satan' or 'the 
Devil' as defined by the Christian tradition. We do 
not seek power through the suffering of others, nor do 
we accept the concept that personal benefit can only be 
derived by denial to another. 
"13. We acknowledge that we seek within nature for 
that which is contributory to our health and well-being." 

Most informants agree that non-witches have a mistaken attitude 

about the importance of sex in the Craft. One informant stated, "It's 

incredible how many people believe that our covens are sex clubs for 
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weird swingers." Another added, "I've been accused of seducing child

ren! Can you believe thatt" A third said. 

Sometimes I feel like screaming at the top of my lungs, 
"I'm as normal as you are." Probably we're more sexu
ally normal than most people because of the law. If we 
take advantage of someone, we're hurting them and that's 
forbidden. Also, a person whose sexual orientation is 
far varied from the norm would never be admitted to an 
ethical coven. I'm not talking about homosexuality; 
there are several covens exclusively homosexual. But, 
people into kinky sex or sex with children have to go 
somewhere else. The witches don't want them. We're 
too normal to accept them or they us. 



CHAPTER FOUR 

WITCHCRAFT: RELIGION OR MAGIC 

The informants in this study, although they disagree on many 

ideas, all agree on one major point — that the practice of witchcraft, 

both in general and in the West Texas are specifically, is a religion. 

But, in what guise is it a religion? 

Before an answer to this question may be discussed, it is appro

priate to once again re-define the terms 'witchcraft' and 'witch' and 

to define the terms 'religion' and 'magic' In discussing both religion 

and magic, the definitions used will be from the many authorities in 

the field of anthropology who have written on the two concepts. 

Witchcraft and Witch 

According to Webster's definition, which was given in the Intro

duction to this study, witchcraft is the "power and practice of witch

es." This definition is entirely adequate from the point of view of 

the informants. One informant said, "Witchcraft is what I, as a witch, 

do; no more or less than that." The other informants agreed with this 

statement. If one accepts the witches' definition, then the next step 

is to attempt to define the term 'witch.' 

Returning to Webster's, a witch is "a) a woman supposedly having 

supernatural powers by a compact with the devil or evil spirits, sor

ceress; b) [obsolete] a man with such powers." Regarding this defin

ition one informant said, "I don't have any supernatural power and 

haven't made any pact with the devil. No one I know has made a pact 

with the devil." A second informant said, "This is the typical 
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stereotype of a witch. If the dictionary says something like this, no 

wonder people believe it." Still another informant stated, "This 

type of description reinforces the Grimm Brothers and Disney fantasy 

of a witch. Obviously, we need to counter this type of PR, but it's 

hard. Satanism makes better press than true witchcraft." 

P.E.I. Bonewits would disagree with Webster's as an absolute but 

not as a partial definition. Bonewits has developed a definition of 

witch/witchcraft divided into eight different categories according to 

beliefs. His divisions are: Classical, Neoclassical, Gothic, Neo-

gothic. Family Traditional, Immigrant Traditional, Reconstructionalist, 

and Neopagan. The "Classical" witches are the ones who used herbology, 

magic and divination with religion being almo<;t irrelevant to the 

technique. Some "Classical" became Christianized pagans but not all 

did, and a few of this type are still to be found. The "Neoclassical" 

witch is the most common at the present time. This division is com

posed of all those who call themselves witches and are engaged in the 

study of herbology, ESP, tarot, etc. The "Neoclassicals" are the mod

ern equivalent of the "Classical" witches. 

The "Gothic" witchcraft of Bonewits' opinion was a creation of 

the Medieval Christian Church, and its practitioners were those who 

worshipped the Christian Devil in exchange for magical powers used to 

harm others. The "Neogothics" are the modern equivalent of the "Goth

ics." This type is composed of the modern Satanist who, in Bonewits' 

opinion, are attempting to fulfill the role that they believe to be 

dictated by society and are most dangerous because they are often 

psychopaths and sociopaths. 
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The "Family Traditionals" are those who come from families that 

have been underground pagans for generations. Some of these groups 

claim to have kept a pure tradition, but Bonewits believes otherwise. 

The "Immigrant Traditionals" division refers to those "Family Tradi-

tionals" and "Classicals" who came to America and attempted to keep 

their faith alive. The members of this group, according to Bonewits, 

often mingled their beliefs with those of Native Americans and Black 

slaves producing Voodoo and Voudoun. 

The "Reconstructionalists" are any of the groups formed in the 

past fifty years who are trying to reconstruct the pagan past. The 

final division is called "Neopagans" and is composed of those people 

who call themselves "Wiccans" or "followers of Wicca." They have a 

duotheistic theology — the Goddess and the Horned God — and believe 

that they are worshipping in the present time the same way that all 

people worshipped in the distant past (Bonewits, 1976, pp. 9-10). 

Bonewits' definition of witch/witchcraft is most interesting in 

its attempt to divide witches into various types, but he fails to con

sider the combination of types that may result. Most of the informants 

for this study were a combination of the "Neoclassical" and the "Neo

pagan" with a touch of "Reconstructionalist" included. 

Adler (1979) in a discussion of the term 'witch' says that etymo

logy does not help confront "the confusing feeling that lies behind 

the word 'witch'. The very power of the word lies in its imprecision. 

It's not merely a word but an archetype, a cluster of powerful images" 

(p. 42). The informants say that the confusion over the word is com

mon even among witches. One said, "I'm a practitioner of Wicca, but 
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witch is what I'm called. I can't think of a better word, so . . ." 

This confusion extends to the term 'witchcraft' as well. Some 

witches feel that the term is misapplied because it refers to a decay

ed form of an ancient faith. Adler writes of the disagreement as to 

what witchcraft is among its practitioners: 

Some witches will tell you that they prefer the word 
"Craft" because it places emphasis on a way of prac
ticing magic, an occult technology. And there are 
Witches ... who define Witchcraft not as a religion 
at all, but simply as a craft. Others will say they 
are of the "Old Religion" because they wish to link 
themselves with Europe's pre-Christian past, and some 
prefer to say they are "of the Wicca," in order to 
emphasize a family or tribe with special ties. Still 
others speak of their practices as "the revival of 
the ancient mystery traditions" (1979, p. 43). 

Religion 

E.B. Tyler's writings on animism are the source of the minimal 

definition of religion as a "belief in Spiritual Beings" (1979, p. 10), 

Other authorities have, in their attempt to define religion, gone much 

further and search for an all-inclusive definition. Parsons states: 

A religion we will define as a set of beliefs, prac
tices, and institutions which men have evolved in 
various societies, so far as they can be understood, 
as responses to those aspects of their life and sit
uation which are believed not in the empirical-
instrumental sense to be rationally understandable 
and/or controllable, and to which they attach a sig
nificance which includes some kind of reference to 
the relevant actions, and events to man's conception 
of the existence of a "supernatural" order which is 
conceived and felt to have a fundamental bearing on 
man's position in the universe and the values which 
give meaning to his fate as an individual and his 
relations to his fellows (1979, p. 63). 

Commenting on the role that religion plays in explaining the unknown 

elements of man's existence. Parsons points to the importance of the 
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supernatural order (Tyler's "Spiritual Beings") which controls these un

known elements. He has thus expanded on Tyler's definition by creating 

a realm in which "Spiritual Beings" work to influence man's real world, 

and this realm is called the supernatural. 

According to Geertz, a religion is: 

... a cluster of sacred symbols, woven into some sort 
of ordered whole, which makes up a religious system. 
For those who are committed to it, such a religious 
system seems to mediate genuine knowledge, knowledge 
of the essential conditions in terms of which life 
must, of necessity, be lived (1973, p. 129). 

Geertz has added a new dimension to religion with this definition, that 

the religious system controls the life of the true believer. 

Durkheim determined that religious beliefs, either complex or sim

ple were divided into the sacred and the profane, the supernatural and 

the worldly. He defined religion as: 

... a unified system of beliefs and practices relative 
to sacred things, that is to say, things set apart and 
forbidden — beliefs and practices which unite into one 
single moral community called a Church, all those who 
adhere to them (1979, p. 29). 

Radin, commenting on religion, agrees that it has two parts, "the 

first an easily definable, if not precisely specific feeling; and the 

second, certain specific acts, customs, beliefs and conceptions associ

ated with this feeling" (1951, p. 3). This comment is directed towards 

Durkheim's "sacred" and reinforces the concept of the supernatural. 

Felix Keesing (1958) goes further in specifying general properties 

of religion: 

Every religious system shows a universal framework, 
consisting of categories which are familiar enough. 
They may be organized as follows: 
1. Belief or dogma. The ideational facet as ex
pressed in origin myths, theology and other tenets. 
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2. Group organization. The personnel dimension, a 
further facet of the social organization in its larger 
sense, covering such matters as membership, special 
leadership, individual participation. 
3. Ritual or rites. Patterns of action, often high
ly symbolic such as forms of worship, sacrifices, 
avoidances. 
4. Religious objects or paraphernalia. The material 
culture dimension, such as religious housing, altars, 
robes, images. 
5. Linguistic behavior. Verbal symbols and formulas, 
as in sacred literature, hymns, magical spells. 
6. Affective or emotional elements. These, generally 
rallied in religious experience, may variously empha
size "awe," "love," "fear," "ecstasy," "zeal," or 
other affective states (p. 335). 

Roger Keesing (1976) gives a functional definition of religion 

by designating three specific functions served in a culture: 1) ex

planation, 2) validation, and 3) reinforcement of human ability (p. 386-

7). 

Howells comments that there are no satisfactory definitions of re

ligion because each definition is affected by the bias of the person 

making it (1962, p. 19). However, from the definitions listed above it 

is possible to determine that religion is concerned with supernatural 

realm occupied by beings who are concerned with the sacred part of life 

To explain and bring order to the unknown, religion has a system of be

liefs, rituals and institutions geared to organize a moral community of 

true believers. It also has a corps of specially trained persons re

sponsible for communications with the spirit realm. 

Magic 

A common definition of the term 'magic' among anthropologists is 

that magic attempts to compel the supernatural whereas religion sup-

licates. It is not easy to draw a line between compulsion and suppli-
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cation, however. Therefore, it is not easy to make a definite separa

tion between magic and religion although many have tried to do so. 

Sir James Frazer (1959) was noted for his theories on magic and 

religion. He believed that magic was older than religion because it 

was psychologically simpler. In Frazer's veiw, an action or belief 

could only be called religion if the participants maintained an atti

tude of uncertainty and were humble and inclined to request favors 

from the spirits. On the other hand, if the participant felt he was in 

control and had no uncertainty regarding the outcome of a request, the 

practice was one of magic. Frazer also believed that magic was a psuedo-

science, that is, a system of natural laws or rules which determined 

the sequence of events throughout the world. The magician was concern

ed only with the practical application of magic. According to Frazer's 

principles of magic, there are two basic laws: Similarity, or Homeo

pathic, magic and Contagious magic. Homeopathic magic assumes that 

things that resemble each other are the same. Contagious magic assumes 

that things which were once in contact are always in contact. Both of 

these laws may be combined under the heading of Sympathetic magic. 

Many authorities believe that Frazer went to far in his distinc

tions between magic and religion. In Frazer's opinion, the magical 

practitioner believed that everything relied on magic and had no re

cognition of its limits. Malinowski (1931) disagreed with this. 

Although Malinowski agreed that basically magic and religion were 

separate, he believed that the magical practitioner recognized magic 

was reserved for those areas beyond ordinary human experience and know

ledge. Malinowski believed that magic differed in several ways from 
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religion: magic is a means to an end rather than an end in itself; 

belief in magic is simple with an aim that is definite whereas religious 

belief is more complex. Malinowski expected magic to be found when man 

reached the end of his knowledge or control and had no choice but to 

continue toward his desires. He also recognized that modern magic sur

vives not only in minor superstitions but within the religious systems 

and wherever there is danger, great incidence of chance, accident or 

uncertainity. 

Van Gennep applied the term 'magic' to the techniques (ceremonies, 

rites, services) of religion and considered the practice of magic and 

the theory of religion to be inseparable (1960, p. 13). Howells writes 

that magic means "all the formulas for doing things which are beyond 

one's personal powers" (1962, pp. 46-7); and Beals and Hoijer define 

magic as: 

... a body of techniques and methods for controlling 
the universe based on the assumption that if certain 
procedures are followed minutely, certain results are 
inevitable (1971, p. 460). 

Titiev lists four attributes of magic: 1) magic compels the super

natural to do its bidding and fails only if errors in procedure have 

been made; 2) magic has no church and, whether practiced publically or 

privately, does not need a large body of followers so has no social 

aspects; 3) magical utterances usually degenerate into spells or form

ulas which have little or no meaning even to those who say them; 4) 

magical practitioners are often set apart from socially recognized 

priests and seldom have a formal training period which qualifies them 

for the performance of publically sanctioned religious exercises (1960, 

pp. 292-3). 
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According to the definitions of magic listed above, most author

ities believe magic to be a compelling rather than supplicating act 

which is limited to use only when all other methods have been exhausted. 

Those who practice magic do so alone for the most part, but magical 

practitioners are not limited to this and may practice in a group. 

Magic is not excluded from religious practices; for example, the bles

sing of a congregation, the sign of the cross and rice thrown at wed

dings may all be called magical practices. 

Religion or Magic 

Now that definitions have been given of witch, witchcraft, religion 

and magic, it is possible to return to the question asked at the begin

ning of this Chapter. In what giiise is witchcraft a religion? 

According to the Adler quote above, witches see their practices in 

many ways; an occult technology, a religion, a craft, a "mystery re

ligion" and a survival of the religion of the ancient past. The in

formants in this study feel that witchcraft is a religion. In an at

tempt to determine the answer to the above question, one may use Felix 

Keesing's six elements of a religion. 

1) A religion has belief or dogma. 

Although each group or coven makes its own rules and laws, there 

are several tenents that are found in virtually ewery coven: reincarn

ation; three-fold retribution for good or evil; self-determination; the 

secrecy surrounding the names of the gods and the practices within the 

Craft; the witches'rule which states "and you harm none, do as you 

will." 

First, there is a belief in reincarnation. In this the witches 
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believe that each incarnation will be better than the last, there is no 

going backwards only forward. Most groups believe that after death one 

goes to a temporary heaven where one may abide for a time of renewal 

and refreshment with the gods. Donovan says of this: 

The completely dedicated witch does not fear death 
because she believes in everlasting life, an immor
tality of the soul, and in the cycle of reincarna
tion by which the just are rewarded and the unjust 
punished (1971, p. 246). 

The second tenet in witchcraft is that whatever is done will re

turn to the doer three-fold, either for good or for evil. One inform

ant said, "This is a great deterrent to getting angry and putting a 

curse on someone because you know that if you do, it'll come back. Maybe 

not now, but it will return to you." 

Witches do not believe that evil is present in the world in and of 

itself. In general, they feel that evil is created by mankind and not 

the gods. They, therefore, have no concept of original sin. They be

lieve that one is born innocent and whatever he becomes is determined by 

himself. Self-determination is very important in witchcraft; there is 

no one else on which to blame one's problems, and one must accept the 

responsibilities for his own actions. 

The Craft does not burden its members with the concept of sin nor 

with a standard of conduct, but one is expected to seek the knowledge 

and truth that will allow one to live happily. The Craft does not con

done lying, cheating, stealing, violence or other antisocial actions, 

and immorality is strongly condemned. The witches believe that by com

mitting such actions one would be hurting not only others but also her

self. The idea that one might hurt another or herself through an action 
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brings up what is perhaps the most important tenet of the Craft — 

"and you harm none, do what you will." This belief has been called by 

one informant the "Witches Golden Rule." Another informant said about 

it: 

It's the hardest thing in the whole Craft to follow, 
and the most important. When it says "harm none" 
that means yourself as well. And there are so many 
ways to hurt yourself. Any time that you let someone 
take advantage of you, you hurt yourself. Any time 
that you feel guilty because you didn't do some
thing that you think you should of, you hurt your
self. A lot of times you hurt yourself without even 
knowing it. It is your responsibility not to harm 
yourself. "And harm none" is what sets Wicca apart 
from other philosophies. It doesn't mean that you 
are your brother's keeper, far from it. He must 
decide for himself what's right, but you do help 
him. What it all boils down to is that you're re
sponsible for yourself. 

The witch does not worship her gods in the same way nor have the 

same attitude towards them as Christians. "Our gods aren't perfect," 

one informant said. The idea of an omnipotent andomniscient deity is 

foreign to the witch as is the idea of abject adoration. The witch is 

not above threatening the gods if they are willfully withholding their 

favors. The members of the Craft and the gods have a reciprocal re

lationship; the gods need the love and help of their followers, just as 

the members of the Craft need the comfort and aid of the gods. 

The gods of the Craft are a mystery to outsiders. Many authorities 

who are not witches have assumed that the god is the Horned God, the 

representation of hunting and death of Murray's theory, and the Great 

Mother, the representation of life and fertility of which Gardner wrote. 

Unless one is a witch, it is unlikely that one will ever know the truth. 

Most covens will only say that they worship the God and the Goddess; 
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they will not reveal the names of their gods, nor is there any reason to 

believe that all covens worship the same gods. Many, if not most. 

Traditions place the Goddess in a more prominent role than the God. 

This may be responsible for the belief in equality of the sexes that is 

found within the Craft. 

2) A religion has group organization. 

The group organization within the Craft is definitely not as com

plex as that of the Roman Catholic Church, but it does have a hierarchy 

within the coven. The High Priestess and Priest are the leaders of the 

coven, and the initiated members are the body or congregation of the 

group. Individual participation is encouraged within the coven, and 

each member is equal to the others. 

3) A religion has ritual or rites. 

As seen in Chapter Two, witchcraft has a ritual format and rites 

for special ceremonies. 

4) A religion has religious objects and paraphernalia. 

Again, in Chapter Two, the paraphernalia and religious objects 

of witchcraft have been listed and discussed. 

5) A religion has linguistic behavior. 

Witchcraft has many litanies and spells used in the rituals. It 

does not have a universal sacred literature, however many of the rituals 

are exchanged between covens. Each coven has a Book of Shadows in which 

the rituals, rites and spells of the coven are recorded. 

6) A religion has affective or emotional elements. 

Witchcraft rituals are geared to producing ecstasy in the partici

pants. This heightened emotional state is important in the workings of 
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the coven and will be discussed later in this Chapter. 

Thus, by the use of Keesing's elements, one may see that witch

craft fits all of the requirements for a religion. However, a major 

part of the practice of witchcraft is the practice of magic. This is 

not the magic practiced by historic witches, however. 

The modern witch is not concerned with calling up demons or 

spirits, nor does she believe that she can control and alter natural 

phenomena, such as the weather. The magic practiced by the modern 

witch is concerned with aspects of the occult and parapsychology, such 

as extrasensory perception, clairvoyance, clairaudience and telepathy. 

In the remainder of this Chapter, when speaking of magic it will be the 

magic of the witches' definition. 

"The individual has incredible powers, if he can only learn to 

control them. You can effect that which goes on by the power of 

thought," one informant said. The power of thought is amplified and 

harnessed by the coven, and this power is called by witches "the cone 

of power." The ritual is the way by which this power is raised. The 

use of chants, spell, dancing and the smell of the incense all are com

bined in such a manner that they arouse a high emotional level in the 

participants. When this level is reached the mind is opened; concentra

tion is easier, and the individual is able to reach an altered state 

of consciousness. When the coven has reached this altered state of 

consciousness, the High Priestess introduces the work that is to be 

done by the group. This work may be healing or influencing the out

come of some matter for one of the group or, less often, an outsider. 

Witches believe that in this altered state they can cause any effect 
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that they wish. 

Most groups, excepting Dianics, believe that by working in pairs 

of the opposite sex they can increase the power. The reasoning behind 

this belief is that the world is composed of opposites that must con

stantly be balanced, and all things in nature are found in the male/ 

female aspect. 

Magic has, in itself, no moral sense and can be used for either 

good or evil. Most witches claim that they could not use magic for 

destructive or evil purposes and still follow the beliefs of the Craft. 

They do admit that there are groups who call themselves witches who do 

practice black magic. "Every group has its fringe elements, and Wicca 

is not different, " one informant commented, "but these groups are not 

really witches. They are usually what we would call Satanists." 

Witches claim that they get results from their use of magic, but 

many skeptics attribute this to coincidence. In reply to this, witches 

claim that their success rate is higher than could be accounted for by 

mere coincidence; however, there is no statistical data to back up this 

statement. The Craft does not claim to be 100% effective nor do they 

claim that magic always works. They do, however, believe strongly in 

it. They also do not attempt to explain why it works. On the subject 

of magic, one informant said: 

Magic is a matter of observation. When someone wants 
to get something or have something happen, a lot of 
times you can see it in the way they answer questions 
and say things. Then it's just a matter of reinfor
cing their thinking, of letting them know that they 
can have what they want. It's just using psychology 
on them, convincing them, telling them that they can 
do it. 

Most witches believe that by instruction and practice anyone can 
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develop these powers. They believe that an individual may not be able 

to harness the power alone, but in the atmosphere of a coven with faith 

and ritual, it is possible for each individual to contribute to the 

power. This brings up the matter of individual practice of magic. Some 

covens follow the traditional witch law which says "Thou shall not be 

a witch alone" and believe that the practice of magic should be confined 

to the coven. Other groups feel that as long as the sexual balance is 

maintained two people are enough to practice magic effectively. Al

though some of the more traditionally minded covens still believe in 

this law, most witches and all of the informants for this study believe 

that one person may be able to accomplish her aims practicing alone; the 

natural talent and experience of the witch is of the greatest importance 

when practicing magic without a coven. One informant, who is an un

aligned witch, says of this law, "It's ridiculous. It all depends on 

the power of the individual. I personally believe that my power is 

more than sufficient for any purpose that I wish to apply it." 

The question of witchcraft being a magical practice may be dis

cussed in the context of Titiev's four attributes of magic: 

1) Magic compels the supernatural and fails only if errors in 

procedure are made. 

Witchcraft does not supplicate to their gods as in Christianity, 

but rather, according to informants, makes "respectful requests" for 

aid. The magic used by the witches is not always successful as it would 

have to be if it were a true magical practice. 

2) Magic has no church, does not need a large body of followers, 

and has no social aspects. 
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Witchcraft does have a church according to Durkheim's definition; 

each coven is a moral community united by beliefs. Although witchcraft 

does not have a large body of followers in any one coven, it does have 

social aspects, most notable, the feast at the end of the ritual. 

3) Magical utterances degenerate into spells that have no meaning 

to those who say them. 

Although spells and magical formulas are used in the practice of 

witchcraft, and although these may not have a standard wording that is 

used each time the spell is said, each does have a specific meaning that 

is known not only to the person saying the spell but also to the listen

ers. 

4) Magical practitioners are often set apart from socially recog

nized priests and have no formal training period qualifying them for 

the performance of publically sanctioned religious exercises. 

Within witchcraft, most High Priestesses and Priests are granted 

a license by the various states just as any minister of the Christian 

faith; thus, they are recognized by the state to perform socially 

sanctioned exercises such as marriage. Practitioners of witchcraft 

are required to go through a training period before initiation that 

may last between one and three years. 

From the above information one may see that witchcraft is not 

a magical practice according to Titiev's criteria. Therefore, one 

must assume that because Keesing's elements for a religion are ful

filled and Titiev's for a magical practice are not, witchcraft is a 

religion in which magic plays a significant role. 



CHAPTER FIVE 

SUMMATIONS AND CONCLUSIONS 

The objectives of this study were stated in the Introduction as 

an attempt to examine the contemporary practices of self-proclaimed 

witches, to determine if these practices are survivals, derivations, or 

reinterpretations of the historical practice of European witchcraft, 

and finally to determine if witchcraft as practiced in West Texas in 

1981 is a religion as its practitioners claim. Using the comparative 

method the following aspects of witchcraft will be discussed: who 

practices witchcraft, what do they believe, who are their gods and how 

do they practice their religion — rituals, paraphernalia, festivals 

and magic. 

Who practices witchcraft, past and present? 

Many sources, such as Murray, state that the original practition

ers of witchcraft were the tribal shaman. As time passed, the prac

tice of witchcraft was passed on to the village wise-woman, who had 

the knowledge of plants and nature that enabled her to heal the sick 

persons and animals. She also claimed the power of communication with 

the gods and power to charm the elements and bring rain. This woman 

practiced her simple magic in the countryside. Discounting the hysteria 

of the witch-craze, this was the practitioner of the Craft through the 

end of the 17th century. After 1736, witchcraft disappeared for al

most 200 years. When the Craft reappeared, the practitioner was vast

ly different. In the past, she was uneducated if not illiterate; in 

1981, she is school-educated. The modern practitioner usually comes 

from an urban area, and her coven meets in this area not the country-
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side. She works at a normal job — and may be a member of one of the 

professions. She no longer sells her charms and magic. The modern 

witch is sophisticated, educated and practicing a Craft which is far 

different from the one practiced by the historical witch. 

What were/are the beliefs of the Craft? 

A comparison of the beliefs of the Craft is much harder than an 

examination of the practitioners. In the historic period all of the 

beliefs that are documented are from the transcripts of the witch 

trials. This cannot be considered unprejudiced information. Other 

material which may be the ancient beliefs of the Craft come from the 

witches themselves who claim to be from witch families and are also sus

pect. The beliefs of the modern Craft have been discussed previously, 

and need not be mentioned again as it would be invalid to compare the 

verifiable modern beliefs with what others have speculated are the be

liefs of the past. 

Who were/are the gods of the witches? 

Murray's theory that the witches of the distant past worshipped 

the Horned God and the Great Mother may be more valid than some critics 

would believe. There is archeological evidence supporting the fact that 

the deities are quite ancient, and there are other groups who worship

ped similar, if not the same, gods. The Greeks and the Romans both 

had horned gods, as did the Celts, and it would not be unlikely for 

there to be a connection between these gods and the Horned God of the 

witches. One group may have taken the god from the other. The Great 

Mother is also found in the Greek and Roman mythologies, and in many 

other European cultures as well. Again, this may be a case of borrow-



80 

ing on the part of one or the other group. Murray (1921), Lethbridge 

(1962), Gardner (1954) and others published books supporting this 

theory. Many authorities suspect that these books were at least par

tially responsible for the Horned God and the Great Mother being ac

cepted as the gods of the modern covens. Although most covens will 

not volunteer the names given to their gods, they do say when question

ed that they worship the Great Mother and the Horned God. 

How do/did they practice their religion: ritual, paraphernalia, 

festivals and magic? 

The only records of the practice of witchcraft in the past are, 

once again, the records of the witch trials. According to Murray (1921) 

the ritual included homage to the gods, paid to the leader of the 

coven in their stead, and was celebrated with dancing and feasting. 

Others, such as Leland (1974), have written accounts of invocations and 

prayers, but none of the writers have given a format to the ritual. 

Some of the equipment used in the rituals of the past that are mention

ed by Murray are the athame, wand and broomstick. The festivals of 

the historic covens are, according to Murray (1921), the ones that 

were celebrated by many of the pre-agricultural peoples of Europe, 

and are also mentioned in early Roman records. The same festivals are 

celebrated today and with, apparently, the same paraphernalia. 

The magic practiced by the ancient witches, according to Murray 

(1921) and others, was mainly directed towards healing and nature, 

making the fields and animals fertile. The witch trial records accuse 

the witches of practicing magic for the purpose of harm — a charge 

which cannot be verified. The rituals of the modern witch are often 
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described in publications as are the descriptions of their equipment. 

Nevertheless, the magic of the modern Craft is known to be vastly dif

ferent from the magic of the past. The modern witch is not interested 

in making charms nor in calling up spirits; her interests are exploring 

the powers of the mind. One can see that the influence of contempor

ary psychology is definitely present in the modern witch's concept of 

appropriate role and ritual. 

In summation, what can be determined from the above comparison 

between the Craft of the past and the Craft of the present? 

It is obvious that the practitioners of the Craft have changed 

from a humble, illiterate peasant to a sophisticated, well-educated, 

urban-dwelling person. There can be no comparison between the beliefs 

of the past and present because the data is insufficient, especially 

in the light of the cultural changes known to have taken place in the 

interim. The gods of the witches, if we accept the view of Murray 

and others, are the same gods today as in the past. Both equipment 

and festivals appear to be the same whereas magic has changed radi

cally from the past to the present. 

Nevertheless, I do not believe that we can call the present prac

tice of witchcraft a survival of the Craft practiced previous to 1736. 

There are no records that would truly support today's witchcraft as 

being a survival. Moreover, the contemporary witches who claim to 

come from a hereditary Tradition often say that this Tradition was 

never referred to as witchcraft. It was only later, when reading of 

modern practitioners of the Craft, that they realized what they were 

practicing at that time was apparently witchcraft. This would indi-
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cate that the people who practice this hereditary Craft do not consid

er it to be witchcraft but simply folk customs that they have retained 

from the old country. Any contact with witchcraft was lost long ago. 

Gardner may have discovered some ancient rituals in the coven that he 

joined in 1939, but most modern witches admit that many of the rituals 

he described were of his own writing. 

How may the similarities — in the gods, equipment and festivals 

— be explained in a way that is consistant with the appearances of 

the many differences in the Craft past and present? 

It would seem plausable that once Murray and others began to 

write on the subject of witchcraft, persons interested in the Craft 

would adopt as truth what was written by these so-called experts. 

Therefore, if Murray said that the god was the Horned God, so he be

came. Also, Leland's Aradia, which he claimed was truth, could easily 

have been responsible for the popularity of the goddess, the Great 

Mother. The festivals are historically accurate, according to records 

from antiquity, so they are the same ones celebrated today. The same 

may be said for the equipment. 

These similarities are easy to perpetuate and the reasons for 

them easy to analyze. It is not so easy to analyze the main dif

ferences. The main differences occur in the practice of magic and 

in who practices witchcraft. The practitioners of the modern Craft 

are typical of the people of the day, just as the practitioners of the 

past were typical of their day. This is a normal evolution. Any re

ligion must chose its practitioners from those individuals available. 

Therefore, in the past the people were mostly uneducated country-
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dwellers who believed that the elements could be controlled and that 

spells and charms could be cast to bring one what he desired; these 

people were the ones who became witches. In the present, people are 

more technically sophisticated and better educated and allegedly do 

not believe in charms and spells that control the elements and bring 

whatever is desired; these people are the ones who now become witches. 

The same observation may be made regarding the performance of magic. 

The magic of the past was in healing, charms to prevent evil, fertility 

for animals and agriculture. In the present, solutions to these prob

lems are left to others. Science has accepted the challenges in medi

cine and infertility; and, the devil has been chased away by the ra

tional mind. The modern witch has been forced to find new areas into 

which to delve. To many people, the new areas of parapsychology — 

including extrasensory perception, telepathy and clairvoyance — have 

no basis in rationality. So, the witch in adopting them has brought 

a new type of magical performance into her religion. 

Conclusions 

The first objective for this study was an examination of the 

practices of self-proclaimed witches in the United States and West 

Texas specifically. Through this examination it was possible to 

determine if witchcraft as practiced by these practitioners was a 

survival, derivation or reinterpretation of the historical practice 

of European witchcraft. I do not find that the practice of witch

craft is merely a survival of an earlier practice, nor do I believe 

that it is a derivation or reinterpretation of that earlier religion. 

To be any of these, it would be necessary for the historical practice 
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of witchcraft to have an uninterrupted chain of existence. This did 

not occur. The evidence shows that the witchcraft that is practiced 

today, although it has obviously borrowed some elements from the his

torical practice, is a new religion not the "Old Religion." It is 

practiced by a different type of person for a different reason: a 

person who is sincerely interested in science and at the same time 

interested in the betterment of social and spiritual life. 

The third objective for this study was to determine if the modern 

practice of witchcraft qualified as a religion. The discussion in 

Chapter Four of Keesing's elements of a religion and Titiev's criteria 

for magical practice shows quite plainly that witchcraft is a religion, 

They call themselves witches, and they practice a religion in 

which magic plays an important role. The witches may refer to their 

practices in many different ways but clearly internalize it as a 

religion. 

A word of clarification may be in order at this point. One may 

ask if witchcraft is a cult or a nativistic movement. The answer is 

no. Cults or nativistic movements, almost invariably, arise out of a 

sense of deprivation. It is a response to negative pressures within 

the culture or social structure. By contrast, witchcraft as practiced 

today is a response to positive forces within the culture, and arises 

not out of a need for a better life, but out of the purposeful per

petuation of the good life. 

The people who practice this religion are not different from 

other members of the community; they are simply attempting to live by 

a stricter code of ethics, although they might not say so. 
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APPENDIX: GLOSSARY 

agape: A feast eaten in the spirit of love and brotherhood. 

athame: The black-handled knife used in magical work, mainly the cast
ing of the circle. 

bolline: The white-handled knife used inside the circle for making 
other tools. 

Book of Shadows: The traditional book of the witches containing the 
rituals, spells, chants and charms. It is copied by hand by a new 
member of the coven after initiation. 

censar: The incense burner used in the ritual for the consecration of 
the circle. 

cingulam: The witch's cord that is used in magical practices for bind
ing. It is either nine or four and one half feet in length and is 
made of a natural fiber such as cotton or silk and often red in color. 

circle: The traditionally nine foot area in which the ritual is carried 
out. It is believed to be an opening between the physical world oc
cupied by man and the spiritual world occupied by the gods. 

cone of power: The collective psychic power that is raised by the coven 
that is necessary for magical work. 

coven: A group of witches, usually between four and thirteen, led by 
a High Priestess and High Priest. It meets regularly, usually at the 
time of the full moon. 

covenstead: The meeting place of the coven. 

craft: The term used by witches when referring to the practice of 
witchcraft. 

esbat: The monthly meeting of the coven, usually held at the time of 
the full m.oon. Its purpose is magical work. 

familiar: An animal or spirit kept by the witch in the past, supposedly 
a gift from the devil. It was used to carry spells to the intended 
person and as an aid in divination. 

fivefold kiss: The witches' ritual salute, with kisses on 1) each foot, 
2) each knee, 3) above the pubic hair, 4) each breast and 5) the 
lips. This salute is only used within the circle. 

Flamen/Flam.enca: The terms used in the School of Wicca Tradition for 
the High Priest/Priestess of the coven. It means the "keeper of the 
flame." 
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grimoire: A book of spells or magical procedures usually from med
ieval times; the best known of these is The Keys of Solomon. 

handfasting: The witches' marriage ceremony. 

High Priest/Priestess: The male and female leaders of a coven. In 
some Traditions, it is a witch of the second degree. 

incubus: A spirit sent to have sexual intercourse with a woman. 

invocation: The ritual calling-up of a higher entity for aid and/or 
communication. 

Left-hand path: The witches' term for black, or evil, working. 

magic[k]: The term that witches use when speaking of the workings done 
inside the circle. It includes extrasensory perception, clair
voyance and telepathy. In the past, magic was calling up spirits 
and casting spells. 

Maiden: In many covens, she is the assistant to the High Priestess in 
the ritual. 

measure: In some Traditions at the time of initiation, a cord is cut 
to the length of the initiates body and is kept, along with hair and 
nail clippings, by the High Priestess as a guarantee of the loyalty 
of the initiate. In most modern covens, it is returned to the initi
ate as a sign of trust. 

pentangle: A disc-shaped talisman used in some rituals. 

pentagram: A five-pointed star, often inscribed on a pentangle. If 
held with the single point upwards it represents the human; if held 
with the double point upwards it represents the devil in Satanist 
rituals. 

Right-hand path: The witches' term for white, or good, working. 

sabbat: The meeting of one or more covens for a celebration of one of 
the eight seasonal festivals. 

scourge: The whip used in initiation by some groups to symbolize that 
both power and suffering are part of the Craft. 

scrying: The term for any type of divination that involves the use of 
an object for concentration aid. 

sucubus: A spirit sent to have sexual intercourse with a man. 

Traditions: The contemporary sects within witchcraft that are often 
based on the ideas of a single individual. 
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warlock: The term for a male magician. It is not used among Craft 
members, but it is often used by outsiders to refer to a male witch. 

wand: A long stick of wood, usually from one of the trees considered 
sacred, that is used in the ritual. 

Wicca: The witches' name for the practice of witchcraft. 

witch: A person who practices witchcraft. It is not a sex-specific 
term and may be applied to either a male or female practitioner. 

witch-queen: A degree in some Traditions gained by a High Priestess 
when a female witch that she initiated becomes a High Priestess and 
leads her own coven. 


