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Dedicated to the memory of my mother, Nan


INTRODUCTION



In the last thirteen years I have performed my ‘The Blood and Tears Walk’ (www.shockinglondon.com) for tens of thousands of people from all over the world. The tour covers the dark side of London’s history and uses a combination of detailed research and acting skills to try to create stories that are immediate, vivid, sometimes horrifying, sometimes frightening, but hopefully always interesting and real.

It is time to put some of the shocking, scary and tragic events in London’s history, and the people behind those events, into book form.

This book encompasses a huge range of material ranging across the centuries – from Jack the Ripper and many other London serial killers, to execution sites, to the occult, to disasters, to prisons, to grave-robbers – and much, much more.

For each gory tale I take you to the place in question, I show you what you can see there now and, where possible, I suggest somewhere where you can soak up the atmosphere and read about the terrible events – if you dare!

I am confident that within these pages you will find stories that will inform, entertain and, yes, shock you. 

I’d like to thank Crimson Publishing, and Hugh Brune in particular, for believing that I was the right person to write this book for them.

I also want to thank the three girls in my life: Ruth, and our two daughters, Bunny May Margaret, and Trixie Anna Catherine. 



Declan McHugh, April 2012, London


1 WEST CENTRAL LONDON


1) Coram’s Fields 



93 Guilford Street, London, WC1N 1DN. The park is open all year round from 9a.m. until dusk and is free and open to children and young people under 16. Tube: Russell Square. 



The Foundling Museum is at 40 Brunswick Square, London WC1N 1AZ. Tube: Russell Square. Tel: 020 7841 3600. Open Tuesday to Saturday 10a.m.-5p.m. Sunday 11a.m.-5p.m. Prices: Adult: £7.50 (£8.25 including Gift Aid), Concession: £5 (£5.50 including Gift Aid), free admission for children up to 16 years. Be sure to have a look at the statue of Thomas Coram outside the Foundling Museum. Website: www.foundlingmuseum.org.uk. 

The Coram’s Fields site is less than 10 minutes’ walk from Russell Square tube station. Leave that tube station and cross the street. Turn right and keep walking; after a few minutes you pass a mini-roundabout and the road twists round to the right. Keep walking and at the street end turn left into Guilford Street and walk along the side of a long white building. Soon you will pass a stone structure with two pillars framing an alcove – this little alcove is the actual place in the early period of the hospital’s existence which held a basket into which an unwanted child could be placed at any hour of the night. The actual entrance now for the public to enter Coram’s Fields park is a small gate just a few seconds further on. 

To enter the Fields themselves there is a pleasantly child-centric rule: every adult must be accompanied by a child. If you have no child with you, you can still visit the museum at 40 Brunswick Square which is back where the mini-roundabout was.

THE MAN WHO SAVED BABIES



In the early eighteenth century almost 1,000 illegitimate babies and infants were being abandoned in London each year. Dead and dying babies could be seen daily by the side of streets, either dumped by their parents (usually the mother who had been undone by a man), or left to fend for themselves. Very few were rescued.

[image: images]

This infanticide was a national disgrace and one man refused to turn a blind eye to it – Thomas Coram. Thomas observed these pathetic throwaways while travelling from Rotherhithe, where he lived, to central London. It is probably not a coincidence that Coram himself had not had the happiest of childhoods. His mother had died when he was 7 and his father had sent him to sea before he was 12 years old, but he had returned triumphantly from America in 1719 a rich, self-made man. 

Back in London, Coram found evidence everywhere of the abandonment of babies and was so shocked he resolved to create a ‘hospital for the maintenance and education of exposed and deserted young children’. 

Coram was, in effect, the Barnardo of the infants (almost 150 years later Dr Barnardo would become famous for his mission to rescue impoverished children and teenagers who were living rough in slums, on roof-tops and in all kinds of nooks and crannies in the East End). 

For the next two decades after his return to England Coram campaigned to establish London’s first and, for over 100 years, only home for abandoned foundling (illegitimate) children. When he was 70 years of age Coram was still tramping 10 or 15 miles a day around London seeking support and patronage for his dream. After 20 years of exhortations and constant petitioning, the home (or hospital as they called it) was finally established in 1739. 

Thomas Coram could be difficult to deal with and sadly in 1742 Coram and his hospital parted ways, but plans for the hospital itself surged ahead. 

Coram’s vision was shared and endorsed by two other men more famous than himself – composer George Handel, and painter and satirist William Hogarth. Annual performances of Handel’s Messiah raised the equivalent of over £500,000 in today’s money for Coram’s ambitious and expensive scheme. Meanwhile Hogarth (who knew plenty about child neglect – his famous print Gin Lane shows a toddler falling out of its drunken mother’s negligent arms) set up a collection of paintings by well-known artists, the first exhibition space in Britain. 

Different methods of admission were tried including ‘first come, first served’, balloting, and even, at one point, admitting absolutely everybody that applied. This last period lasted from 1756–1760 and is a blot on the hospital’s record because granting admission to every single child led to massive overcrowding. Of the fifteen thousand children admitted only 4,300 lived to the age of 15. Also a nasty trade grew up in transporting infants to Coram’s from all over the UK. Many infants died when the couriers pocketed the money and left the infants to die – a melancholy irony since the hospital was set up to avoid exactly this.

However, these sad facts have to be counterbalanced by the certainty that, particularly in the early years, many, many thousands of infants and toddlers would simply have died without Coram’s intervention.

The ballot system must have been heart-rending for the unsuccessful mothers. You went into the hall and picked out a ball from a container fashioned in such a way that that there was no way of seeing what colour the ball would be. If you picked a black ball, you had to leave immediately, probably in floods of tears. If you picked a white ball your child would be admitted, subject to the formalities. Red meant you were on the reserve list.

From 1760 onwards the system changed and mothers had to petition by letters for their children to be admitted. This is the phase of the hospital’s existence which is probably best known, due to the museum’s permanent collection of letters written by mothers pleading for their child to be accepted. Every letter was accompanied by a unique small identifying token. This might be a drawing or a piece of fabric, in some cases just a button or even a nutshell. Knowledge of the token would be needed in case a mother’s life improved to the extent that they wanted to reclaim their child. A few children were reclaimed but most children never saw their natural mothers again. Dickens (who lived opposite) borrowed the idea in Oliver Twist when Oliver identifies his family by means of a locket left with him. 

Some of the tokens and letters are poignant in the extreme:



‘Ann Gardiner … born 6 October 1757… (her parents hope to) have her home again when they get over a little trouble they are in. She is not a bastard.’



And Margaret Larney writes:



 ‘I am the unfortunate woman that now lies under sentens of death at Newgatt (Gaol). I had a child put in here when I was sent here his name is James Larney and this one’s name is John Larney … let them know one another.’



Foundling children were renamed and never told who their mother was, nor was the mother told the child’s new name. But some mothers found out their child’s identifying number and kept track of their children even when they were sent outside London for their first few years. Attending chapel these mothers would be able to surreptitiously watch their children growing up but would have no other contact.

At the age of 15, children left the Coram’s Home. Most boys went into the armed forces or into apprenticeships; tailoring was also a major occupation for them. Most girls became servants. Thus the institution became known as a source of plentiful cheap labour and some unscrupulous people took advantage of that. 

One such vulture was Elizabeth Brownrigg. Her brutal treatment of girls apprenticed to her, including from Coram’s, culminated in murder.

You might say that by the time the institution finally closed in 1953, the childless Thomas Coram had had some 27,000 children… 

The legacy continues with Coram’s Fields, a large open space where children can play and where there are animals, and also with ‘Coram Family’, a service for vulnerable children.

2) Princess Louise pub, High Holborn 



208–209 High Holborn, London, WC1V 7BW. Open Monday to Saturday 11.00a.m.-11.00p.m. Tube: Holborn.



Travel to Holborn underground station and leave by the main exit. Turn right and cross the street at the traffic lights on the left. Continue walking straight ahead into High Holborn. The Princess Louise pub is on the left-hand side and it should take you no more than 2 minutes from leaving the station to being at the pub. 

NEVER LET THEM SLIP AWAY





’The end of the day, the end of the drinking, the end of a person.’ 

Dennis Nilsen



‘I think I started off with about 15 ties. Now I’ve only got one left and that’s a clip-on’ 

Dennis Nilsen 



Canadian Kenneth Ockendon, a good-looking 26 year old who resembled 1970s teen idol David Cassidy, was visiting relatives in Britain at the end of 1979. On 3rd December he had been in London for two weeks. It was to be his last night.

Kenneth found himself in High Holborn near the guide-book approved lively areas of Covent Garden and Leicester Square. On the left side of High Holborn, just 2 minutes from Holborn station, stands the Princess Louise, a classic Victorian pub with 1892 décor including a horseshoe bar and lots of little screened off areas good for friendly or intimate chats. Ockendon presumably heard the jazz music playing inside and went inside to listen and have a drink or two. 

In the pub Kenneth got into conversation with a Scottish 37-year-old man, a bespectacled, rather nerdish civil servant called Dennis Nilsen. In some lights Nilsen could look boyish, in other lights he looked wolfish. Nilsen happened to be a gay man who was unhappy with his sexuality and who had long been unhealthily obsessed with death. He was also already a murderer.

Nilsen knew the area well. He worked 25 minutes away at the Soho job-centre in Denmark Street, helping people find work. Nilsen paid close attention to younger male clients, particularly drifter types. 

Before the job-centre Nilsen had been a policeman and he had also been a cook in the army, becoming skilled with a butcher’s knife. Later Nilsen worked for a while at Dinah’s Diner café in Endell Street, Covent Garden, about 7 minutes away from the Princess Louise pub (Dinah’s is also still there to this day). 

Nilsen was not a charismatic man, in fact he projected an aura of greyness and weariness. Conversation with him tended to be a bit one-sided since he found it hard to properly engage with other people and preferred to talk about himself in a monotone. He was something of a bore who, when drunk, could get nasty towards people he regarded as inferiors. Nilsen regarded most people as inferiors and got drunk a lot. 

It is not known why exactly Ockendon went back to Nilsen’s house in Melrose Avenue, Cricklewood, in north London; there is no evidence that Kenneth was gay. Perhaps to listen to music or perhaps he accepted the offer of a drink at Nilsen’s house out of pity, Nilsen seeming a bit lost and lonely as Christmas fast approached. Nilsen didn’t like Christmas: it reminded him that he was alone. 

At Nilsen’s house Kenneth was cooked for (ham, eggs and peas) then Bleep his dog watched as Nilsen strangled him to death with his headphones while Kenneth was listening to Pink Floyd.

Later Nilsen would say that it was chronic loneliness that compelled him to want to make men stay with him – permanently. In fact his first victim had been intending to leave when Nilsen had killed him on New Year’s Eve 1978.

Kenneth was victim number two. In total Nilsen murdered 12 men in Cricklewood and a further three in Muswell Hill. He was eventually arrested in 1983. 

In prison Nilsen busies himself with writing an autobiography already over 2,000 pages long (grandiose behaviour is a hallmark of serial killers), and attempts to get the European Court of Human Rights to take up his case for release.


FIVE LITTLE-KNOWN NILSEN FACTS

1) Nilsen appeared in the audience on Question Time in 1980. He was due to ask a question about government economic policy but was not chosen.

2) In 1970 when he was in the army, Nilsen cooked for the Queen when she visited his barracks near Balmoral.

3) Nilsen was a policeman for a year in Willesden, north-west London, where he went on to kill 12 men.

4) In 1981 Nilsen called an ambulance for an epileptic boy, Malcolm Barlow, who had collapsed feet away from his house. When the boy returned the next day after his release from hospital, Nilsen killed him.

5) Nilsen has a pitch-black sense of humour. He told a biographer that if they made a film of the murders they should introduce the cast in order of disappearance. Smoking after his confession he told a policeman who said he could just put his cigarette butts down the toilet, ‘The last time I put butts down the toilet I got arrested’.



3) Location of Aleister Crowley’s former apartments (now demolished) 



68 Chancery Lane. Tube: Chancery Lane.



Travel to Chancery Lane underground station. Walk outside exit 4 and turn right onto High Holborn. There is at least one coffee shop around here if you want to relax and read this chapter first, or if you prefer, just 1 minute further down on the right is an excellent pub, The Cittie of Yorke. If you don’t visit The Cittie of Yorke then keep walking and in another minute you will find Chancery Lane on the left. Walk into Chancery Lane and the new building at 68 Chancery Lane a few seconds in on the left is where Crowley’s former apartments at 67–69 Chancery Lane used to be.

DEAD SOULS





The whole of the original building, including Crowley’s apartments, was demolished in 2005 but this is where Aleister Crowley lived for about a year (1898–1899) when he was 23 years old. While workmen were knocking down the apartments in 2005 they found a human skull and pentagram in the building. This could have been some kind of sick joke, or it may well have been more sinister, but it undoubtedly scared them.

In these apartments Crowley had a white temple and a black temple (he had, at least in the beginning, an interest in white magic too). In the black temple he kept a human skeleton which he fed on dead birds and here in the apartment he claimed to have accidentally raised 316 ‘devils’ one evening. Crowley said, ‘It was the most awesome and ghastly experience I had known’.

Who was this Aleister Crowley anyway? Deep breath:



Poet. Charlatan. Novelist. Con man. Mountaineer. Drug addict. Bisexual lothario. Magician. Traveller. Painter. Iconoclast. Icon (73rd ‘greatest Briton of all time’ in the 2002 BBC vote). Genius (possibly). Satanist. 



‘I simply went over to Satan’s side; and to this hour I cannot tell why.’

Crowley, Chapter 5, Confessions



First though, to give the devil his due, Crowley had a genius level intellect. He had amazing will-power. He was a good writer. In the beginning he was a serious seeker of what lay beyond ‘the veil’. But long before the end he was, to use two of the three attributes famously applied to Lord Byron, definitely bad and dangerous to know. 

He was born in 1875 to ultra-repressed parents of the Plymouth Brethren religious sect. When he was still a boy his mother told him she thought he was the devil and Crowley responded with pride, calling himself ‘the Great Beast 666’. Crowley ‘always disliked and despised his mother… He treated her almost as a servant’. (Crowley, Chapter Three, Confessions) and this almost certainly influenced his relations with women, some of whom later committed suicide. If women weren’t dead souls before he met them, they certainly tended to be after he’d done with them.

Crowley travelled around the world pursuing his will and at one point he set up an HQ off Sicily in Cefalu which was the scene of intense magical ceremonies, orgies and animal sacrifices, and from which he was expelled by Mussolini. Mussolini found Crowley’s activities too disturbing!

However, probably the most important thing about Crowley (and he agreed) was the 1904 publication The Book of the Law, a series of writings he created, although he said they were channelled by a holy guardian angel (demon?) called Aiwass. Crowley was fond of the ‘SODDI’ excuse – some other demon did it.

The Crowley-invented religion stemming from The Book of The Law is called Thelema and it still has many adherents today. Some of the sentiments sound quite romantic and almost idealistic, ‘Love is the Law, Love under will’ and ‘Every man and every woman is a star’, for example. The big problem, however, is the overarching law: ‘Do what thou wilt shall be the whole of the Law’. 

As I was writing this there happened to be riots and looting in London: many of the rioters would have applauded Crowley’s ‘Big Idea’ and were in fact living it. 

Supposedly you were meant to find a deeper truth within yourself before doing what you wanted to do, i.e. you were meant to concentrate hard on finding your ‘True Will’; but once you had found it, moral considerations were null and void. 

Crowley again:



‘There are no “standards of Right.” Ethics is balderdash. Each Star must go on its orbit. To hell with ‘moral Principle;’ there is no such thing; that is a herd-delusion, and makes men cattle.’



The New and Old Commentaries to Liber
AL vel Legis, The Book of the Law by Aleister Crowley



Few people – basically saints and ascetics – would be able to perform such intense inner scrutiny without ego and libido getting in the way, so the commandment is an open invitation to amorality – and worse. Crowley’s own life stands as a testament to the result since he left a trail of misery in his wake. Many people who fell into his orbit died badly or in strange ways. 

The Hare psychopathy test is ‘considered the “gold standard” for measurement of psychopathy’. Crowley passes the Hare test with flying colours. There is sometimes confusion about psychopathy; psychopaths and serial killers are not interchangeable concepts. Psychopaths are in all occupations. Quite a few businessmen and politicians, for example, who haven’t killed anyone are psychopaths.

To go through some major items on the Hare check-list: Crowley was undoubtedly cunning (check) and callous (check); lacked empathy (check); was a pathological liar (check); was an egomaniac with incredibly grandiose opinions of himself (check); lacked remorse (check); was promiscuously sexual (check); was manipulative (check). In addition he had a parasitic lifestyle (check); was irresponsible (check) etc.

Crowley scores about 19 out of a possible 20 score on the Hare psychopathy test. 

I also note Crowley’s cruelty to animals: 



‘I therefore caught a cat, and having administered a large dose of arsenic I chloroformed it, hanged it above the gas jet, stabbed it, cut its throat, smashed its skull and, when it had been pretty thoroughly burnt, drowned it and threw it out of the window that the fall might remove the ninth life. I remember that all the time I was genuinely sorry for the animal.’ 

Crowley, Chapter 6, Confessions



Later, among other things, he crucified a toad, sacrificed pigeons for their blood and killed goats being used in magical operations at Cefalu.

There are two things that most people will find unforgiveable in Crowley despite the undoubted brilliance. One is the toadying up to the Nazis in World War Two who were certainly ‘doing what they wilt’ – to the crunch of broken glass and piercing screams. 

Crowley, like the Nazis, despised the weak and downtrodden and fetishised the strong. Crowley’s, sorry Aiwass’s, feelings on the subject are worth quoting at length.



‘We have nothing with the outcast and the unfit; let them die in their misery. For they feel not. Compassion is the vice of kings; stamp down the wretched and the weak: this is the law of the strong: this is our law and the joy of the world.’ 

Crowley/Aiwass, Liber AL vel Legis,
Chapter II, verse 21



‘… let blood flow to my name. Trample down the heathen; be upon them, O warrior, I will give you their flesh to eat. … Sacrifice cattle, little and big; after a child … kill and torture; spare not; be upon them!’

Crowley/Aiwass, Liber AL vel Legis,
Chapter III, verses 11, 12, 18



Crowley hoped that the Nazis would adopt his Book of The Law as their New Order new bible. When the Nazis inconveniently ended up on the losing side, Crowley of course claimed that he was in fact a double agent.

Crowley made a number of extremely murky comments about human sacrifice. These murderous comments and fantasies go right back to his first writings and continue throughout his career. It is a very disturbing obsession:



‘For the highest spiritual working one must according choose that victim which contains the greatest and purest force. A male child of perfect innocence and high intelligence is the most satisfactory and suitable victim … But the bloody sacrifice, though more dangerous, is more efficacious: and for nearly all purposes human sacrifice is the best’. 

Crowley, Magick, Liber ABA, Book Four, Part III:
Magick in Theory and Practice, 1912



And in Chapter 3 of The Book of the Law Crowley talks about the need to sacrifice ‘a child’ in a particular magical ceremony. He gives the recipe for ‘cakes of light’ (a parody of the Eucharist) including ‘… rich fresh blood. The best blood is of the moon, monthly: then the fresh blood of a child, or dropping from the host of heaven: then of enemies; then of the priest or of the worshippers: last of some beast, no matter what’.

Crowley’s defenders have said he was being tongue in cheek (he goes on to say he did the ritual 150 times a year for 17 years) or referring to the male sexual elixir as ‘the child’ but the ambivalence is deliberate since Crowley was not exactly coy normally. All these weasel words have had horrific consequences and Crowley knew what he was doing when he wrote them – he just didn’t care. 

Crowley’s defenders also tend to ignore the following Crowley-led discussion between Crowley and his magical co-worker Victor Neuberg:



‘The supreme Rite would be to bring about a climax in the death of the victim. By this Rite one would attain the summit of Magical Art. Even better would be to slay a girl, preferably a willing victim. After violating her, she should be cut into 9 pieces …The Rite should not be employed on ordinary occasions, but rarely, and then for great purposes; it should not be disclosed to any man.’

The Paris Working, 
The Book of the High Magick Art, Jan-Feb 1914



Here are just two examples of the pernicious influence and sordid legacy of Aleister Crowley.



■ In 2000 Henry Bibby, a mentally ill disciple of Crowley (who had actually gone as far as changing his name to Edward Crowley) stabbed 12-year-old Diego Pineiro-Villar to death in Covent Garden. 

■ In 2010 a horrifying story emerged of a Welsh child abuse circle who hero-worshipped Crowley. Members all had tattoos of Horus and the leader, Colin Batley, ‘quoted from The Book of the Law’.



As somebody once wisely said ‘By their friends ye shall know them’.

Crowley’s works are undoubtedly fascinating and strangely compelling and he was extremely intelligent, but you follow him at your peril. In the end he squandered his huge gifts and went down the ‘left hand path’ full tilt. He was a fallen angel indeed whose last words were either (reports differ) ‘I am perplexed’ or ‘Sometimes I hate myself’. 

‘I may be a Black Magician, but I’m a bloody great one’ said Crowley in October 1923. 

Crowley can still inspire evil as the two court cases above show, as well as the human skull the workmen found in 2005 here at this Chancery Lane location.


SOME LITTLE-KNOWN FACTS ABOUT CROWLEY

1) Ian Fleming knew Crowley and made him the model for the bad guy, Le Chiffre, in Casino Royale, the first James Bond novel.

2) The Beatles put his picture in the collage on the cover of Sergeant Pepper. 

3) Jimmy Page of Led Zeppelin fame is a big Crowley fan and actually bought Crowley’s house in Scotland, Boleskine. 



4) Dr John Dee’s magical items at the British Museum



Great Russell Street, London, WC1B 3DG. Tel: 020 7323 8299. Admission is free. The museum is open daily, 10a.m.–5.30p.m. The museum is closed on 1 January and 24, 25, 26 December. Tube: Russell Square or Holborn. 



Walk inside the British Museum entrance and on the ground floor on the right is Room 1, The Enlightenment Galleries. Enter and turn left and look for ‘Religion and Ritual, Case 20 (Magic, Mystery and Rites)’. 

The glass case contains some of Dr John Dee’s actual magical artefacts including an Aztec obsidian disc mirror, a crystal ball, an amulet and some inscribed wax discs. 

The John Dee Society’s website is at www.johndee.org. 

ON HER MAJESTY’S SECRET SERVICE





It is a relief to move from Crowley to another magician, but this time one who was aiming for the light instead of plunging headlong into the darkness – Dr John Dee. Possibly the lost British genius (it is sad that he is totally absent from the BBC 2002 list of the top 100 Great British heroes when Aleister Crowley is in 73rd position!).

Languishing in obscurity for hundreds of years, in recent years Dee has been making a cultural comeback, with intense interest in him by assorted writers, musicians etc. 

Born in Mortlake, south London on 13 July 1527, and dying 81 years later in 1608, Dee is reputedly buried in the St Mary the Virgin church in Mortlake.

Dee was a contemporary of Shakespeare although he was nearly 30 years older. The Elizabethan era was a time when London produced an unsurpassed crop of geniuses, but he was undoubtedly very special. 

At that time some hugely intelligent and ambitious men were still attempting to know everything and Dee was one of them. He went to St John’s College, in Cambridge, when he was just 15 and spent 16 hours a day on his studies. After St John’s he went on to Cambridge’s Trinity College. 

Over his lifetime Dee would make important discoveries in, or contributions to, such different fields as exploration, mechanics, optics and mathematics. To quote from the British Museum website: 



‘He conceived the universe as being based on essentially magical principles, though believed that many of its rules and laws could be approached through mathematics’.



He was also extremely knowledgeable in psychology and cryptology (code-breaking) and even found time to try to establish a national library. It seemed that whatever Dee turned his hand to he did exceedingly well and often when he was shockingly young. An overview of British writers, written when Dee was still in his twenties, already called him an ‘expert astronomer’. 

Dee knew many important people, from Queen Elizabeth herself down, but it is hard to escape the feeling that ultimately he was used by those in power for their own ends and in the end they abandoned him. That is what is called ‘plausible deniability’. 

Walsingham, the Elizabethan secret service chief used Dee’s patriotism (the phrase ‘the British Empire’, which sounds like it has been around forever, was actually Dee’s invention) and deep knowledge of secret codes. 

Some of Dee’s ideas sound incredibly modern. For example, Dee believed that the past and future coexisted and that there was more than one simultaneous universe. On a different level, Dee also thought it might be possible to raise lenses into the sky to focus light on Britain’s enemies – he essentially foresaw the concept of the laser. He also foresaw the telescope. 

Instead of a stereotypical crystal ball Dee used special polished stones for visions (‘scrying’) and the British Museum cabinet contains two of them: a polished stone and a black shiny disc which was originally used by the Aztecs. The larger wax disc in the British Museum cabinet is what Dee used to support the ‘shew-stones’. 

When he was 55 years old Dee hooked up with a ‘scryer’ called Edward Kelley or Kelly (Dee was honest enough to admit he couldn’t scry very well by himself). Unfortunately, Dee was more other-worldly than worldly-wise and failed to notice that Kelley always wore headgear that obscured his ears. That was because earlier in his life Kelley had been found guilty of forgery and had had his ears cut off! 

Kelley was actually a fraudster (unsurprisingly, Aleister Crowley in his writings identifies more with charlatan Kelley than Dee), and poor Dee even ended up being the patsy in a wife-swapping episode, engineered by Kelley, that Dee was really ashamed of.

Dee’s occult interests in this era meant he was viewed with suspicion by many people who believed that the influence of witches and warlocks in human affairs was absolutely real. John Aubrey, the seventeenth-century writer said, ‘in those dark times astrologer, mathematician and conjuror were accounted the same things’ and indeed Dee reported that he had been called ‘a companion of the Hellhounds, and a Caller, and Conjuror of wicked and damned spirits’. This was a time, after all, when errant magicians could still end up as firewood, and Dee was always walking something of a tightrope, coming very close to falling off a number of times. 

He had, for example, forecast horoscopes for Queen Mary and Princess Elizabeth (as she was at the time), causing suspicion in Mary’s circle which lead to Dee’s temporary imprisonment in 1555, accused of enchantments and spells against Mary. Dee’s own father had been ruined in Mary’s reign by having held office in the previous regime and had spent a brief spell in the Tower.

However, when Elizabeth came to power she immediately adopted him as her court magician and even entrusted him with forecasting the best possible date for her coronation. Elizabeth visited him a number of times at his house in Mortlake (although she was clearly not a good picker of dates herself because when she visited Dee in 1575 she chose the day Dee was burying his wife). On another occasion, she came to his house because she wanted to see the obsidian disc mirror that is in the cabinet in the British Museum.

An example of Dee’s ostensibly successful ‘conversations with angels’ is the ‘Forest of Dean’ episode. A young girl angel, Madimi, whom Dee conversed with on various subjects on various occasions, told Dee that the Forest of Dean in Gloucestershire should be watched for fire. When Dee thought about this and other cryptic pronouncements by Madimi he interpreted it to mean that perhaps Spanish agents were planning arson attacks in the area since that particular forest was a major source of the wood used to build Elizabethan warships. The forest was searched, the agents found and the attack averted. 

An example of Dee using what we would now call PsyOps (psychological operations) was his bold declaration that there would be freakishly terrible weather in 1588 and that an empire would fall (this was meant to sow seeds of doubt in Spain). In the event both forecasts came true because the Spanish Armada was destroyed by terrible weather. It is a moot point as to whether the declarations were purely political or whether Dee somehow got in touch with what the future held. Maybe a bit of both…

As previously stated, Dee was used by the high and mighty and then cast aside as times changed and he grew older. Towards the end of his life he had to suffer the indignity of a mob howling ‘wizard’ and burning down his library – possibly Europe’s biggest – of 4,000 philosophical, scientific and arcane books. 

Dee’s writings are often very hard to understand. The joke about his book The Monad, which is notoriously difficult to make sense of, is that having presented it personally to Queen Elizabeth I, it is doubtful if she could have made head nor tail of it. Very few people can, since Dee operates at the level of a genius and does not make concessions to help comprehension. 

To sum up, Dee was a polymath and deep thinker, a towering figure whose tragedy was that he was born far ahead of his time and ended up suffering the fate common to many such people (Van Gogh is another) – poverty, slander and obscurity at the time of his death. 

It is well worth going to the British Museum to observe Dee’s magical instruments. It makes him real and not just the protagonist in various novels that he has become. 


THREE LITTLE-KNOWN FACTS ABOUT DR JOHN DEE

1) Some scholars believe that the magician Prospero in Shakespeare’s The Tempest is an amalgam of Shakespeare himself and Dr John Dee. Dee is also caricatured in the character of the alchemist Subtle in Shakespeare’s rival Ben Jonson’s play The Alchemist.

2) Spy James Bond’s licence to kill number ‘007’ was first used by John Dee as his code-name while he was a spy for Queen Elizabeth I in territories now known as Germany, Russia and Czechoslovakia. ‘007’ to Dee meant that Dee spied for Elizabeth with his two eyes (the zeroes) and the seven meant Dee considered humans to possess seven senses. 

  Ian Fleming knew of Dee through Aleister Crowley who had offered his services to British secret sevices in World War Two when Fleming was working in British Intelligence. Crowley in turn had translated Dee. Fleming then borrowed 007 for James Bond.

3) Musicians interested in John Dee include Iron Maiden who wrote a song called ‘The Alchemist’ and Damon Albarn of Blur and Gorillaz who in 2011 created a mini-opera based on his life.
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