


A PLACE FOR

GROWING
an interview with Shivam O’Brien



ou and Erika have been keeping the land
at Pennant for a number of years with Spirit

Horse, offering people a unique opportunity
of living their life adventure consciously with
the land through ritual, questing and many
other types of awareness work. When and
how did that dream start?
We started out with the fairly simple idea of doing
medicine work, rituals and retreats out on the land.
Sixteen years ago we began with our small collection
of archaically-inspired tents and a tiny but heroic
crew. Now we have a village of yurts and
roundhouses, a season that has stretched to
embrace most of the year, and a thriving community.
And destiny calling us to buy our stunning valley.

Our beginning was blessed, that first summer in
1990; there we were, camped in a pristine palace of
cliffs and waterfalls, wild woods and mountains. By
some miracle, we’d found Paradise to rent at the far
end of a Welsh farm, with enough room for our
imaginations and souls to run wild. 

How has the dream changed and grown over
the years you have been living with it?
We could never have predicted the rich tapestry of
community that has subsequently arisen from those
pioneering days.

At a certain point it became obvious that the
overwhelming need of our times was for community,
and some new, flexible form of community was
emerging, insisting on coming into being, fed on the
big stories and emerging rituals and customs that
we’d so far unearthed, and needing more.

We didn’t know it so clearly at the time, but in our
own small way we had begun the mammoth task of
remaking, which is remembering, culture.

A village was being woven through and out of us.
With its own stories, architecture, ceremonies,
customs, prayers, songs, and a welcome for all that
we took pride in and endless trouble over. We were
re-building culture! And it was a joy to share it with
newcomers on the workshops.

A lot of people are wary of communities. What,
for you, signalled your work was developing in
the right direction?
At Spirit Horse events, everyone young or old, gets a
chance to speak to the village from their
heart, in talking circles. And the love with
which people speak of the valley, of what
we are trying to do, their level of eloquent
concern for our collective well being - this
tells me our village is growing up to face
the sky. The tears and invisible ecstasy are
still there now in our collective memory,
and that keeps everyone going. Especially
when teenagers are the speakers.

Furthermore, serendipitously, key
people arrived with crucial skills, as if on
cue, when we teetered on the brink of a
new phase of growth. Time after time just
the person we needed next appeared over
the horizon, often as if they’d stepped out
of legend. Characters that had perhaps
waited centuries to get to work. I’ve seen
the proof of Goethe’s wisdom, in his
famous saying about whatever you can
do, or dream you can do, begin - and
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AAtt  tthhee  hheeaadd  ooff  aa  wwiilldd  WWeellsshh
vvaalllleeyy,,  nneeaarr  ttoo  tthhee  sseeaa  aanndd

ssaaccrreedd  mmoouunnttaaiinnss  aanndd  cclloossee
ttoo  aanncciieenntt  ddrreeaammiinngg,,  aa

rreemmaarrkkaabbllee  eennccaammppmmeenntt
ggaatthheerrss  eeaacchh  yyeeaarr  ttoo

cceelleebbrraattee  ssaaccrreedd  lliiffee,,  aanndd  tthhee
wwiilldd  wwoonnddeerrffuull  hhuummaann  sseellff..

Shivam O’Brien found himself holding this
dream 16 years ago. Together with his 
partner in the dream, Erika Indra, the 
‘Mother of the Camp’ they have both

held on to it with tenacious belief. 
It has become a vision of community as it
naturally is, where everyone has a part to

play, a place to grow into something
bigger and finer. And the magical valley

watches over and blesses all.

In return, the land remembers itself
and the spirits celebrate the 
return of the human hearts.

In an exclusive interview with Sacred Hoop 
we find out how this vision has to grow now,
as it urgently invites the love and support of

each one of us to create a ‘forest of dreams’!

Y



unexpected help will
arrive. I’d add here that
this project of ours has
always had to gamble,
with finances, people,
authorities - the soft
option of security has
not been the creative
ground. Goethe said
“Boldness has genius
and magic and power in
it!” We wouldn’t be here
today without it. Like the
Irish Triads have it:

An eye that
can see nature,

A heart that
can feel nature,

And the boldness
that dares to follow it.

In recent years Martin Prechtel1

who is a Mayan shaman has
appeared, again very much as out
of legend, on our horizon. I have
had the privilege of working with
Martin, whose understanding of
culture, its roots and how modern
culture has gone astray, came like
lightning over our roundhouse. 

So what happened as
things developed?
We just kept at it! If you stick at
anything long enough you get
good at it. A kind of fertile ground
was created. Our pool of shared
stories gave depth to our
understanding of the real purpose
of ritual work, people grew into
themselves whether as

storytellers, ritualists, hospitallers,
cooks, builders or whatever - and
in some cases all of the above.
Our own culture of service grew
diverse and broader roots, setting
the tone for visitors.

How do people find a
role at your camps?
People appear when the time for
them is ripe. They are clearly
recognizable by all after a short
time, and they are usually a little
troublesome until their rightful
place has been accorded them
and their creativity has found its
place to flow to.

It’s a king’s job, according to
the old stories, to be able to
recognize such people before
anyone else does and to ensure
their individual talent is put to
good use.

Is that your job?
It will happen if the fertile ground
is there, but it’s a leader’s
privilege and holy task to ensure
no-one is thrown away, or that
anyone’s genius is overlooked or
eclipsed. If someone is not given
the welcome that Spirit would
wish for them, that happens
because of self-importance,
clannishness, carelessness and
not realizing that our lives are part
of a great story that started a long
time ago. It damages the tribe. It
also means occasionally
defending some seemingly
worthless or troublesome idiot
until the role he is playing in the
big picture is revealed. 

What is regarded as a flaw or
neurosis in the modern world can
be elevated to a holy and useful
status and given a job as part of a
sacredly-held whole. If you say
you are trying to create
community you cannot exclude
anyone, you can’t pick and
choose. You’d better assume
Spirit has sent them all along.
Some will do eighteen times more
work in half the time than others,
and with more humour and better
manners! But if you want to
exclude anyone the vacuum will
be filled by someone worse. So
we have our geniuses and idiots,
but they are our geniuses and
idiots and we love them! The old
Druid poets of Ireland knew this
when they described the
gathering at the Feast of Tara,
that there was a proper place for
all in the assembly, from the
noblest kings, warriors, harpers

Our pool of shared stories gave
depth to our understanding of
the real purpose of ritual work,
people grew into themselves
whether as storytellers, ritualists,
hospitallers, cooks, builders or
whatever - and in some cases
all of the above. 

A village was being woven
through and out of us.
With its own stories,
architecture, ceremonies,
customs, prayers, songs,
and a welcome for all, that
we took pride in and endless
trouble over. We were
re-building culture!
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and poets down to the “fops with
their winsome consorts”. And all
wise cultures know this. I
stumbled on a useful rule of
thumb after years of this: you
don’t have to like everyone in your
community, but you do have to
love them. Our little village is
open to all… no one will be
ignored, or idle! 

You began this work with
Erika Indra. In terms of what
you were saying about
authentic roles, how has her
input changed?
When it comes to finding yourself
at the hub of the wheel - with
community happening around you
(never my intention at the
beginning!), it does help to have a
deeply, psychically intuitive
woman to hand who’s on your
side, guarding, nourishing, seeing
and healing the individuals of the
community. She is our ‘Big She
Elephant’, the Mother of the Tribe,
and playfully and seriously
announces her ambition to be a
“Good Ancestor”.

I have tremendous respect for
her emotional intelligence; she
knows what people will feel and
do, long before they know
themselves - including me (which
can be very annoying!) You need
a lot of love for people and deep
understanding of the
undercurrents of their watery
souls to keep a group healthy,
wedded with the guts to allow
that love to assume fierce and
fearless forms; and there are
times when you have to shrug off
your niceness and your
carelessness and dare to be
intimate without indulgence.

Your community might sound
a little confrontational for
some tender souls!
Those tender souls are all longing
to dance and praise and labour in
honour of something magnificent
that will blow their isolation out
into the wide-spun world!

This won’t happen in
community unless there is also on-
target praise and an atmosphere
that celebrates the nobility of each
individual’s attempt. And that
won’t work unless there are holy
times and spaces created for
people to be able to weep and
express their grief openly, and sing
and speak from their most tender
depths. To be able to speak
beautifully about the movements of

one’s soul, beyond apology or
confession, in such a way that
your words feed the tribe, the
gods and the ground, is an art
worth the years of practice. This is
the real poetry, an art that has
fallen into disuse in this
commercially-driven desert that
passes for culture these days. The
living poem of which we are all a
profound fragment lies unsung,
unwept for; and hence beauty, like
the rose of the unguarded heart,
has no garden to grow in even
though everyone is busy putting
up their protective walls!

I feel satisfied when our
attempt at authentic community -
and it is just an attempt - can
recall that lost rose garden. Like
some distant, dusty Sufi dream
from a warm starlit night in ancient
Shiraz, speaking holy words
capable of drifting fragrantly into
the great silences between us,
where the gods live, whilst also
robustly and humorously getting
on with the tasks in hand, without
fuss and with a fair dash of
everyday heroism! 

Our tongues must learn again
to unleash in words the fiery and
watery passions of our longing for
each other and our lost spiritual
home. We need poetry and prayer
and beautiful speech so we don’t
have to look dumbly and
suspiciously at each other! 

Rarely enough do we hit the
target, but if the attempt is in
there somewhere - I, for one, am
prepared to put up with the next
ten social disappointments
cheerfully. To be proud of one’s
comrades and proud of their
broken-hearted, golden-haired
attempt is to have a beautiful
boat, no matter how often
shipwrecked, sailing in the ocean
of your chest.

What else would you say of
the day-to-day tensions and
practicalities in trying to
make something manifest
which is ostensibly outside
our normal upbringing and
culture?
You need a constellation of
empowered people doing
whatever it is they do best with
the blessing of everyone else.
Blessing each other is important
and modern people don’t bother
any more! These things used to
be built in to the language and
culture and remain in small
ways, like the way neighbourly

To be able to speak beautifully
about the movements of 

one’s soul, beyond apology or
confession, in such a way
that your words feed the

tribe, the gods and the ground,
is an art worth the years of

practice. This is the real poetry
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old country people in Ireland to this
day might not knock on your door
but just walk in and announce
loudly “God bless!”

Prejudice and jealousy are
poisonous; but saying that, a bit
of lively gossip is OK and
unavoidable! In my foolish early
days I tried to get everyone to do
their fair share of washing up and
not gossip! I must have been
mad! A twopenny ideal that’s not
worth fighting for - whereas to get
everyone to grow into being
themselves is! And ironically it
takes a long time to grow into
being yourself, but your own
sense of inner loss and shame will
prompt you along and not let you
off until you do.

Isn’t rebuilding
culture an impossibly
daunting task?
It can all be
remembered together by
pulling together, coming
together in a sacred
way. But it’s slow work
requiring many things -
most crucially, story and
ritual. Collectively the
individual sparks of
creativity combine into a
flame you could not
have made on your own,

and if you tried you’d only further
increase your isolation. That might
be appropriate for some people at
certain times, but not many people
are ready or prepared to go it
alone. And if they do, with us they
can return with gifts for the tribe.

How do people initially get
involved in your camps?
It works best if they come on a
workshop or community gathering
and take part in what we are doing
and not assume that they know
what we are doing - because they
don’t! After that, offers of help and
involvement of all sorts are
welcome and we have a complex
internal economy of work
exchange. When people really get
what we are doing, which takes a
couple of years, they usually just
want to serve it and be part of it,
which is really what sacred culture
is all about. Self-obsession fades
out of their concern. Their
presence and work becomes
exalted, beautiful, yet quite ordinary.
Some folks that are hard to include
actually turn out to be bringing the
greatest gifts and some seemingly

socially well-adjusted types have to
learn to be a little crazy now and
then to dance with their sacred,
soulful side.

What shape does the
community have nowadays?
We’ve arrived at a point where we
have two big community camps
and key ritual meetings through the
summer. Then there’s a men’s
lodge and women’s lodge who
meet independently, except for one
ceremony in the summer when the
camp is strictly divided into male
and female halves - now that is
fun! We are starting to grapple
with ritual culture for teenagers
and we have a thriving children’s
lodge for the smaller ones.

Your camps have run long
enough for some children to
have grown up with them and
passed through their teens,
how do they get on?
Some need to wander off for a bit
somewhere between ages thirteen
and seventeen, depending on the
usual reasons which are hard to
define. Mostly where the parents
have found a sense of home, the
children do too, and the reverse is
also true and does happen. We
give them plenty of room to create
distance from their parents when
they need to - and they do need
to, and must! Some of our youth
announce they want to carry on
our work and caretake our valley
when we buy it and openly declare
their gratitude for our wild little
village and the day they found it.
They bring their teenage friends. 

For several years now we’ve
been seriously working on
developing authentic rites of
passage for them, and I DON’T
mean the ‘make-it-up-in-a-weekend-
workshop’ type. It’s a dauntingly
massive job, but you can’t ‘re-build
culture’ without them. 

What other plans are you
working on currently?
Too many to talk about here! But I’d
like to mention our land purchase
and building work. Our communal
work building the huge forty-foot
roundhouse both practically and
inspirationally drew us closer
together. It was a symbol of our
pride in each other and had the
irresistible delight of everyone
contributing their best to a
magnificent building. We have a
lively and skilled ‘builders’ lodge’,
but that’s no fun unless everyone
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Those tender
souls are all
longing to dance
and praise and
labour in honour
of something
magnificent
that will blow
their isolation
out into the
wide-spun world!



chips in: drawing the trees from the
forest, peeling bark, bringing the tea
up the mountain, making banners,
making the offerings and prayers to
nature and creating a wonderful
candle-lit feast in the evening. And
of course praising and admiring the
work as it moves along!

We actually built a whole
village of canvas-covered
roundhouses on the flimsiest of
budgets. We’re moving into a new
phase though, planning to build a
huge ‘Mead Hall’, fully timbered,
with horses’ heads and salmon
tails carved spiralling in true
Celtic and Viking style, to house
our kitchen, our feasting, nights of
song and dance and our huge
collection of tents. Planning
permission already applied for! Its
other purpose of course is to
make something magnificent that
in itself expresses our dream.

And the land purchase? Can
you tell me about the current
situation which is threatening
your continued working with
this magical piece of land?
The farmers are ready to sell to us
for their own reasons and if we
want to carry on we have to buy
the valley, which is ambitious - but
our hand is forced. At one time it
was beyond our wildest dreams,
but now we are determined to buy
the entire head of the valley, to
return it to the wild. We’ve long
dreamed of removing the sheep
and letting the trees, flowers and
original diversity return. It’s a way
of saying thanks to the spirits of
the place and it’s our gesture
towards a disappearing world. It
will be held in perpetuity by our
charity, The Forest of Dreams, as
a sanctuary for perennial culture
and the wild. Our community is by
no means financially rich, but we
have all pulled together pretty
furiously and raised over
£200,000 so far.

In what ways are you
asking for help?
We have stretched ourselves
beyond what we thought was our
limit because we love this place.
We are urgently appealing for
help, and invite people to get
involved in our ‘anciently-rooted’
new form of community. We need
another £250,000 for the land
purchase before we can carry on
with any of our work, which these
days must meet all planning
requirements. The Celtic/Viking

Mead Hall will need sponsors too.
I hope people who care for these
things will join forces with us in a
way that feeds the holy and
makes deep culture possible.

I’m sure your work has made
it a special place, but it was
already a uniquely beautiful
valley wasn’t it?
I can’t believe our luck, even if it
has been hard work all the way.
The valley is secluded, filled with
waterfalls, rock pools, spectacular
rock faces and secret hidden
nooks where you can always go
off and be alone. Though sheep
have allowed no new growth,
there are majestic old remnants of
oak, ash, hazel and alder, with
peregrines, buzzards and red
kites wheeling overhead. It’s a
damp, soft, wet, green, hidden bit
of paradise and we want to pay it
due respect forever. 

Deep in rural Wales, the local
community is based on
farming with a very different
way of keeping the land. How
has your relationship with
that community developed?
Very, very slowly, and naturally.
We’ve always been careful to
practise good neighbourliness to
the point where everyone in the
valley - bar one farmer - is glad to
have us there. And our dealings
with that one farmer have brought
us closer to all the other farmers
and residents, who themselves
have struggled with him for over
thirty years. A quiet love of the
land and its humours make us kin.
Over the last six years we’ve made
concerted efforts to have our
publicity and brochure available in
Welsh, to have Welsh speakers,
and to celebrate Welsh culture and
heritage. Last year’s season was
rounded off when the Cardigan
Eisteddfod-winning Blaenporth
Male Voice Choir came to the
valley and sang in the Roundhouse
at our end-of-season ceilidh. And
all the neighbours were there.

To contact Shivam O’Brien about fund
raising or to take part in any of the
Spirit Horse events visit:
www.spirithorse.co.uk  
Email: shivam.spirithorse@gmail.com 
or Tel: (020) 8346 3660

NOTES: 1: To read about the work of
Mayan shaman Martin Prechtel see
Sacred Hoop Issue 19.
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AN APPEAL  FOR HELP

FOREST OF

DREAMS
Help to buy Pennant Valley!

THE ‘FOREST OF DREAMS’ APPEAL
has been set up to purchase the land at Pennant. 
Its aim is to reforest some areas with 
native species and let others remain wild.
Spirit Horse Foundation and other such groups will
continue to offer courses in the valley that increase
awareness and understanding 
of the earth as a sacred place,
honouring the beauty and diversity of species and
habitat, and the need for deep culture.

SPONSOR THE LAND
half an acre can be retained as wild land 

and protected for ever, for £1,000

have fun at our FUNDRAISING DAY
on 11th June at ‘Matata’ in the Cotswolds

If you care about woodland, wildland, 
conservation, education, children,

youth and the contemporary crisis in culture, 
we ask you to back us wholeheartedly. 

Together we can make a vital and urgently
needed gesture of hope and responsibility 

towards all our futures.

Patrons of  the FOREST OF DREAMS include: 

Rolf Harris
Martin Prechtel

Ngak’Chang Rinpoche
Frances Firebrace 

Lynne Franks 
Jonathan Cainer

Please join us all by giving your support 

www.forestofdreams.org.uk
or see left for other contact details 

The leaves are falling, 
the winds wild,

Samhain is on us, 
with worlds colliding

I beseech your help 
to keep the world alive


