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Introduction


Interest in the occult is booming. Even the most casual perusal of books, television shows, movies, music, and websites will uncover an amazing amount of occult material available for young and old alike. Many of the offerings are subtle in their presentation, with titles and descriptions that include highbrow words such as esotericism, metaphysics, quantum mysticism, Rosicrucianism, and Theosophy. Nothing scary-sounding there. They could be courses offered in a college catalog. In fact, they probably are.


On the other end of the spectrum are the scarier-sounding, hard-core occult topics such as witchcraft, sorcery, black magic, and Satanism. In between are all manner of “tamer” occult diversions such as astrology, white magic, fortune telling, divination, and necromancy (communicating with the dead).


The one thing all these subjects, and many more, have in common—and what makes them appealing to so many people—is the promise of hidden knowledge. Who doesn’t want to unlock the secrets of the Universe? Who wouldn’t like to know how to conjure up a better job, more money, a true love? Who wouldn’t want to talk to their dear deceased Aunt Flo and discover what it’s like on the Other Side? 


Apparently, quite a few. In recent years, there has been a tremendous uptick in the number of people participating in occult activities. A number of factors are responsible, including a falling away from traditional religion, the need to fill a spiritual void with something new and exciting, and easy access to “how to” manuals. (Need a love spell? Just ask Google.) 


While all of this is great news for freelance witches, television mediums, online fortune tellers, and other occult vendors, it has become disastrous for many individuals who have left themselves open to evil forces by immersing themselves—or merely dabbling—in the dark arts.


The occult is dangerous. Ouija boards, séances, mediums, Tarot cards, spells, curses, satanic rites and rituals—all of these things facilitate the crossing over of evil spirits into the human realm, your realm. And once you attract malevolent spirits into your life, they’re really, really hard to get rid of. Hanging out with you and making your life miserable is a whole lot more fun than going back to where they came from. (One exorcist related that a demon he was expelling from a woman begged to stay because he feared punishment from “the master” for failing.) 


Sometimes it’s possible for a person to get rid of the trouble on their own, depending on the level and intensity of the spirit activity. This might involve burning all occult paraphernalia, reciting prayers of deliverance, and/or making a major lifestyle change like moving to a new location. Other times the help of a professional—a clergyman, exorcist, demonologist, or gifted paranormal expert—is needed to banish the tormentors. In all instances, the individual must be predisposed to renouncing the occult activity.


If ever there was an example of a slippery slope, it is in the realm of the occult. A person (we’ll call her Amy) starts with, let’s say, having her palm read. The next day Amy runs into an old boyfriend, just like the palm reader said. (Well, she said a “surprise” would come her way. Close enough.) Amy’s appetite is whetted. She picks up a book on ceremonial magic and performs a candle spell for good fortune. Later, she finds a five-dollar bill on the floor of her car. Woo-hoo! She must be on to something! The next week while shopping at Toys “R” Us for her niece’s birthday, she spots a Ouija board nestled among the other board games. What the heck? She buys Hungry Hippos for her niece and the Ouija for herself. That night Amy and her girlfriend attempt to raise a spirit. They get one! It’s an acquaintance from high school who died his senior year in a car crash. At least, it says that’s who it is. It wouldn’t lie about something like that, would it?


Of course it would. And now Amy has just opened herself up to an unsavory spirit who seized an opportunity to intervene in Amy’s world. The spirit might have first noticed Amy at the palm reader’s shop and decided to go home with her. It could have been invoked during the candle ritual. Or it could have simply been the first to answer Amy’s unwitting “come on in, whoever!” call that the Ouija board so notoriously facilitates. 


Amy is not a hard-core devil worshipper, but she still has opened herself up to a whole lot of trouble. Though our example here is fictional, the ugly reality is that any involvement with the occult, even passive participation, will more often than not take a serious toll on one’s physical, mental, and spiritual health. Walter Cascioli, spokesman for the Italy-based International Association of Exorcists (IAE), warns that the ramifications of occult activity include anxiety, panic attacks, nightmares, acts of self-harm, and constant thoughts of death, to name a few. In severe cases, occult activity can lead to demonic possession. “The consequences are always disastrous,” he says.


Sadly, warnings like these are falling on deaf ears. The global surge in popularity of the occult has led to a not-surprising correlative increase in the demand for exorcisms. According to the IAE, the number of requests for exorcisms in Italy alone was a staggering 500,000 in 2015. In the U.S., the number of exorcists appointed by bishops has risen from 12 to 50 in the last 20 years to handle the number of requests. Unfortunately, there are still not enough trained exorcists available to handle the load. Father Gary Thomas, an exorcist in the diocese of San José, knows this firsthand. “I am a full-time pastor and this is a very intense ministry. Almost every free night that I have is taken up with exorcisms,” he says. 


The Reverend Vincent Lambert is an exorcist in the diocese of Indianapolis. He states that while the request for exorcisms has skyrocketed, only one out of every 5,000 requests is a case of full-blown demonic possession. Nonetheless, he has conducted countless exorcisms related to demonic obsession, vexation, and infestation. “From a faith perspective it may seem like the devil has upped his game, so to speak. I don't think the devil has upped his game, but more people are inclined to play that game,” says Lambert.


While some occult practitioners, like “white witches,” do not usually intend for anything bad to happen when they practice their craft, others—black witches, sorcerers, Satanists—most definitely do. Using profane rituals, they are able to summon specific demons and command them to do their bidding. Their common objectives are to attain money, prestige, personal power, sexual conquests, and the ruin of their adversaries. They are often successful. But at a steep price.


Renowned demonologist Ed Warren put it like this: “The demonic is a loan shark, and it not only collects before you’re ready, it wants double in return for what it gives. Ultimately it wants the soul.” Involvement in the occult always backfires, in one form or another. It can be quick or it can take a number of years. But be assured that the spirits you bargain with will never let you off the hook.


Demonology expert and exorcist Father José Fortea of Madrid, Spain, echoes this warning in a discussion about curses: “Many people ask if curses are truly effective. Well, the first thing that has to be said is that whoever does the curse—as well as the person who may have asked for the curse to be done—will be the first one affected by the demonic. Without a doubt, they will suffer some type of demonic influence, possession, or sickness. The evil they wish on another will come back to them. A demon is never invoked in vain.”


The stories that follow are true, though some identifying details have been changed to protect the privacy of the individuals involved. They all illustrate, each in their own way, the dangers of partaking in occult activities or, in the case of at least one unfortunate person, being a target of occult bedevilment. Some of the consequences are more severe than others. Some of the cases are resolved more easily than others. Some of the cases are not resolved at all.


This is the nature of occult entanglement. It’s messy, murky, and malignant. The evil it invokes is like a vicious form of cancer: it’s hard to get rid of completely, and often it comes back, more virulent than before. Only in this case, it’s not just the body that’s being assaulted, but also the soul.


* * * *


“If you want to figure out the spirit world while you’re alive, then beware—the deeper you get into it, the deeper they may want you, and the more powerful the pull is to find the answers.” 


– Zak Bagans, paranormal investigator and host of Ghost Adventures





1
 
The Beast


There is arguably no other figure in recent history who influenced the development of the modern-day occult movement as much as Aleister Crowley. He is largely credited with having popularized “magick” in England and bringing it to America in the early 20th century. His famous one-line moral code, “Do What Thou Wilt,” has become the central creed of the neo-pagan, Wicca, and witchcraft communities. And his esoteric spiritual teachings have influenced a long line of occult and cult leaders, including Gerald Gardner, founder of Gardnerian Wicca, L. Ron Hubbard, founder of Scientology, and Anton LaVey and Michael Aquino, leaders in religious Satanism.


The following examination of Aleister Crowley’s life and times is intended to show how a life dedicated to the occult can end in disaster and ruin for one and for many. Though admirers will argue that Crowley was a mystical genius and spiritual prophet, most people, it is hoped, will view him as the creature he truly was: a pathetic, perverted, repugnant beast.  


* * * *


Aleister Crowley (1875-1947) was the most notorious occultist of his time. Given the title “The Wickedest Man Alive” by the tabloid press, and calling himself “The Great Beast 666,” Crowley strove mightily to live up to his reputation through his writings and teachings, his outlandish behavior, and his hedonistic lifestyle. In fact, no one thought more of Aleister Crowley than Aleister himself.


Raised by strict fundamentalist parents in an English household, Crowley grew to despise Christianity at an early age. Rebellious and ill-tempered, his parents often dubbed him “the Beast of Revelation.” When his father died of cancer in 1887, the young Crowley was left with ample opportunity and a good chunk of the family fortune to indulge his earthly passions and pursuits, of which there were many. Chess, poetry, and mountain climbing were among his tamer interests. But it was sex and drugs that preoccupied most of Crowley’s time and energy, and which got him into the most trouble, both in and out of school.


Crowley may have been undisciplined but he was no dolt. He entered Cambridge in 1895, where he formally changed his name from Edward (his birth name) to Aleister. During his time there, he studied philosophy and English literature and began his own self-guided study of the occult. A popular story from that time describes how Crowley made an effigy of a professor who had scolded him and used it in a black magic ritual performed with several classmates. During the ritual Crowley stabbed the effigy’s leg with a needle. The next day the professor fell down a flight of steps and broke his leg.


After Cambridge, Crowley traveled around Europe and pursued in earnest his interest in mountain climbing. He proved quite adept at the sport, and in 1902, he attempted to climb K2, the second-highest peak in the world. He got as far up as 20,000 feet before being forced to turn back by bad weather. Over the years, Crowley’s reputation among other climbers was tarnished by repeated reports of his bad behavior toward his climbing partners, which went as far as causing them bodily harm and even, it was rumored, death on one or more occasions. 


In 1898, Crowley joined the burgeoning British occult group the Hermetic Order of the Golden Dawn. The HOGD was dedicated to the study of ceremonial magic, metaphysics, and alchemy. Crowley proved to be a quick study and rose quickly through the ranks on his way to the society’s inner circle. But even an occult group open to “enlightened” and “progressive” thinking could not entertain Crowley’s excessive sexual antics and drug use, and he eventually became isolated from the group.
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Crowley in a Hermetic Order of the Golden Dawn ritual as resurrected Osiris








In 1899, Crowley bought an eighteenth-century mansion on the southeastern shore of Loch Ness in Scotland. The residence was called Boleskine House and it quickly became the source of dark rumors and whispered warnings among the local residents. Already saddled with an auspicious beginning—the mansion had supposedly been built on the site of a church where the congregation had once burned to death in a fire while at Mass—Boleskine captured Crowley’s fancy as a “Magical East” that was perfect in location and design for performing intense magical rituals. 


In particular, Crowley was obsessed with a complicated, six-month ritual described in the Book of the Sacred Magic of Abramelin that had as its end goal contact with one’s Guardian Angel, who would then supposedly impart magical wisdom to its invoker. But first, the spell-master had to invoke what Crowley called the Lords of Darkness and compel them via the ritual to serve the forces of Good, an action that needed to be undertaken with great care, as these dark forces were not amenable to making such a change willingly.


Crowley began the ritual but was called away in the middle of it by a Golden Dawn leadership crisis in Paris. Before he left, Crowley noted in his diary that the rite seemed to be having strange effects on his property, and feared it could be the doings of the “Abramelin devils.” His housemaid abruptly quit and another worker went insane. The local butcher accidentally cut off his hand after reading a meat order from Crowley that on its back were scrawled the names of demons. After Crowley left, rumors of strange goings-on intensified. Large black clouds seemed to endlessly hover over the estate. People mysteriously died or disappeared. Soon it was being reported that the uncompleted ceremony had resulted in demons arising and running amok in the community. Some even claimed the unfinished rite was responsible for a huge, monstrous entity in Loch Ness.


Over the next several years, Crowley journeyed around the world, climbing mountains and studying various forms of mysticism that included Hinduism and Buddhism. In 1904 he married Rose Kelly, the sister of an artist friend, Gerald Kelly. The two honeymooned in Egypt, where Crowley claimed to have contacted the Egyptian god Horus through his messenger, a supernatural entity named Aiwass. Aiwass supposedly dictated a religious codex to Crowley entitled The Book of the Law. It was to be the manifesto for a new post-Christian age “religion” which Crowley would lead as its chief prophet. Crowley called this new philosophy system Thelema and added more volumes to it over time. The Book of the Law remained the cornerstone of Thelema, instructing its followers to discover their destined paths in life through the practice of magick and to adhere to the central tenet of “Do what thou wilt.”


In 1905, Rose gave birth to Crowley’s daughter Lilith. While Rose spent most of her time caring for the infant, and becoming increasingly dependent on alcohol, Crowley continued to indulge his “Do what thou wilt” axiom. He flaunted his bacchanalian lifestyle with a never-ending stream of mistresses and prostitutes—both male and female—ritualized orgies, heavy cocaine and heroin use, pornographic writings, and bizarre self-proclaimed titles such as “Baphomet,” “Ipsissimus,” “The Great Beast 666,” and anything else that suited his fancy. 
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