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Context to the emergence of modern Pagan Witchcraft in the early 20th century



Sir James George Frazer by Emile Antoine Bourdelle bronze bust (1925)
© National Portrait Gallery, London (used with permission)

James George Frazer (1854-1941) was a child of Victorian 
Britain (1837-1901), coming of age and being educated in a 
period that saw many changes, including the expansion of 
the British Empire.

His book The Golden Bough was enormously influential on 
the emergence of modern Pagan Witchcraft.



Margaret Murray (1863-1963) 

“Rarely has a historian achieved so much by 
being completely wrong...”

(Dr Francis Young, 2020) 



Margaret Murray, supervising the public unwrapping 
of Khnum-Nakht, shown here with Miss Hart-Davies, 
Mr Standen and Mr Wilfred Jackson (May 1908).



Left: Margaret Murray, Christmas 1933

Above: Flinders Petrie in front of tomb dwelling in Giza 
(The Petrie Museum of Egyptian Archaeology, UCL; 
published in Stevenson 2012).



In her autobiography she said: 

“Someone, I forget who, had once told 
me that witches obviously had a special 
form of religion, “for they danced 
around a black goat.” As ancient religion 
is my pet subject this seemed to be in 
my line, and during all the rest of the 
war I worked on witches.”



“…witchcraft is known to its votaries as la vecchia religione, or 
the old religion, of which DIANA is the Goddess, her daughter 
Aradia (or Herodias) the female Messiah…”

Charles G Leland 
Aradia: Gospel of the Witches 

Grateful thanks to Geraldine Beskin of the Atlantis Bookshop, London, for allowing me to take this photo 
of the frontispiece of Margaret Murray’s copy of Aradia: Gospel of the Witches (first edition, 1899).





“Under Operative Witchcraft I class all charms and 
spells… [which are] common to every nation and 
country, and are practised by the priests and people of 
every religion. They are part of the common heritage of 
the human race and are therefore of no practical value 
in the study of any one particular cult.”

The Witch-Cult in Western Europe, 
Margaret Murray, 1921.



Cecil Williamson and Gerald Gardner 1930s – 1940s 



Gerald Gardner (1884-1964), Isle of ManCecil Williamson (1909-1999), Bricket Wood



Cecil Williamson always maintained 
that it was his childhood 
encounters with practitioners of a 
traditional style of English rural 
witchcraft that inspired his lifelong 
passion for witchcraft and magic. 



Gerald Gardner lived most of his life overseas in 
Ceylon (Sri Lanka ) and the Federated Malay 
States (Malaysia), moving to England on his 
retirement in 1936. 

He was based in London but continued to travel 
overseas, including Palestine, Turkey, Greece, 
Hungary, and Cyprus, between 1936 and 1938. 



Gardner’s Home Guard 
enrolment form. He applied 
on 12 March 1942 and was 
accepted on 15 April.



“OPERATION CONE OF POWER”
Witchcraft in World War II
The Lammas Ritual 1940
by Julia Phillips PhD

The Last Tuesday Society
15th May 2024

https://www.thelasttuesdaysociety.org/event/witchcraft-during-world-war-ii-julia-phillips/





John S M Ward at the 
Abbey Folk Park Museum in 1937.





Moving back to London after the war 
brought Gardner into contact with the 
Atlantis Bookshop, whose owner, Michael 
Houghton, agreed to publish Gardner's 
novel, High Magic’s Aid, in 1949, providing 
Gardner covered all the costs.



Above: front and back endpapers from 
High Magic’s Aid.

Below: illustrations from the Key of Solomon.



Cecil Williamson and Gerald Gardner 1951 – 1954  



Register for the Folklore 
Society for 1945 and 1946 
showing GB Gardner as a 
member.

It seems unlikely that he 
was a member prior to the 
end of WWII, but the 
Folklore Society records for 
1939 to 1945 are 
incomplete.



Far left: Gardner elected to 
Council in 1947.

Left: Gardner elected 
again in 1948.





28 January 1951
Sunday Mercury

Photos of Cecil Williamson 
and the Witch’s Cottage at 
Bricket Wood, January 1951.







Extract from a letter from Gardner to Williamson, 
undated but the content confirms it is 1951. 

“I’ve been to several more Theatrical People, but none of 
them will make the sword, so Im bringing up 2 swords for 
you to see, & I think we can fake them up. Ive made the 
Unicorns Crown, & got some chain – will have to burnish 
it… Ive made the picture for the shrine, & I have written 
out a lot of the grimoire. Dr Dee’s in Enochian Language 
you know … I think it will look quite imposing when its 
stuck up.” (original spelling and punctuation). 



Sunday Pictorial, 29 April 1951

This is the earliest known advertisement for 
the Witchcraft Museum on the Isle of Man. 

At this point there is no mention of Gerald 
Gardner and Williamson says that some 
witches lay too much stress on sex, making 
reference to fertility rituals, with witches 
‘prancing and dancing in the nude.’



Telegram dated 
11 Sept 1951
“To Williamson: 
Confirming 
afternoon boat 
13th please 
meet Gardner”

Telegram dated
5 May 1951
“To George 
Hotel: Can I have 
room Tuesday 
15th Gardner”



After seeing this article about Cecil Williamson and 
his museum on the Isle of Man in Illustrated magazine 
(27 September 1952), Doreen Valiente wrote to him 
to find out more about witchcraft.

Williamson passed her letter to Gerald Gardner and 
the rest, as they say, is history.



Letter from Gerald Gardner to Cecil Williamson 
date 30 August 1953 p.1

With regards to my collection. it was offered 
to you & accepted on the clear 
understanding that it was a collection, & 
would be treated with the customary 
courtesy , & would not be broken up … you 
promised it would have a room to itself ,with 
my portrait, called the Ga rdner room. 
(original spelling and punctuation.)



Letter from Gerald Gardner to Cecil Williamson 
date 30 August 1953 p.2

As you said you did not wish me to show people 
round the Museum this year, I have kept away…

… a little discussion beforehand would have 
perhaps prevented this unhappy business with the 
Southern Coven, which has taken away nearly all 
the scientific value of your Museum … you have 
put me in a very Queer position in the Scientific 
World. (Original spelling and punctuation.)



Gerald Gardner 1954 and beyond



Published in the Daily Despatch
August 5th, 1954. 

I am a Witch & I believe that if I used my power 
to do anything evil I would have all the rest of 
the Witches down on me. G.B.Gardner
My Witch name is S’cire (or Scire)





Published by the 
Aquarian Press in 1959

Published by 
Rider & Co in 1954



Doreen Valiente was initiated by Gerald 
Gardner in 1953. She proved to be 
enormously influential in the 
development and growth of Wicca, 
writing many of the traditional chants, 
invocations, and charges, used in the 
practice of the religion.



Arnold and Patricia Crowther 
with Gerald Gardner

Monique Wilson

Charles Clarke

Lois Bourne with Gerald Gardner

Eleanor Bone

Jack Bracelin



Will dated 2 January 1964





News of the World 
9 February 1969

“THEIR LITTLE GIRL IN PERIL

YVETTE WILSON was initiated into 
witchcraft rites when she was only four 
years old. Now, aged 11, she witnesses 
rituals like those above – with the 
knowledge of her parents, 
Mr and Mrs Loic Wilson.”





1960s Wiccan Coven meeting taking place inside the Witch’s 
Cottage in Bricket Wood, which Gardner acquired in 1945.

Thank you for joining me on this fascinating journey.

Q&A
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