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INTRODUCTION









For as long as there have been societal norms, there have been groups keen to break away from them. In all corners of the world and right across the breadth of time, groups and sects – as well as branches of established religions – have welcomed members who feel, for myriad different reasons, that contemporary life and its conventional trappings are somehow unsatisfactory.




  From earliest youth, many children long to be part of a gang, a club, an exclusive organization that identifies itself in opposition to the other. This drive for comfort gained from a sense of shared purpose can be just as alluring to adults, particularly those on society's fringes. It is into this void, this deep desire for connection, that the cult – with all its rhetoric, its focus on belonging and undivided loyalty, the apparent simplicity of life as described by its many disparate leaders – is born. 




  For some of the cults described in this book, a fleeting glance would tell the casual observer nothing at all. Part of the enduring fascination with such groups is the fact that, so often, nobody would guess that they might live on an armed compound, having given all their money to an often enigmatic, seemingly benevolent, omnipotent leader. It is this closeness, this passing likeness to "the ordinary" that makes cults across the ages so uncanny.




  What, then, might lead a person into a cult? The twentieth century experienced a vast proliferation of new branches, sects and organizations that could, to greater and lesser extents, be classed as "cultish". Cults thrive wherever there is societal change, it seems, or war, poverty, political strife, hardship and hatred. It is little wonder that members of the Leopard Society of Sierra Leone (see page 207) thrived during the height of British colonial rule when the lives of native people were so regimented and controlled. Similarly, the endemic poverty and economic issues prevalent across North and South Korea in the twentieth century, from Japanese rule in the first part to civil war in the second, provided a fertile breeding ground for new groups that promised hope and salvation in an increasingly fraught environment. 




  Cults come in many stripes, and this book will examine various branches of belief and how these beliefs governed distinct groups. Chapters here will cover everything from religious to political, racist and terrorist cults, from the destructive to the doomsday cult, and will feature well-documented cases and less well-known ones: occasionally, of course, the definitions will overlap when one "genre" of cult appears closely aligned with multiple specific sets of beliefs.




  Cults are, by their nature, hard to define. The word comes from the Latin cultus, meaning care or worship. In popular culture, cults are synonymous with a group of people believing in something, or someone, or both, often to the exclusion of or in opposition to prescribed ideals and accepted realities. Cults can be spiritual, atheistic or deeply religious across a spectrum of faiths; they might venerate an object, a set of texts or lectures or a specific model of living free from the attachments, distractions and communicative abilities of our modern lives. Often they live isolated from mainstream society and ostensibly advocate for purity or polygamy, Satanism, self-improvement, the existence of extraterrestrials, the End Times, Christ's Second Coming or the supremacy of one race over another. 




  We might also discuss certain films, books or other forms of popular culture as having a "cult following". This suggests a core and dedicated fan base of the work in question, though it does not – unlike many of the stories in this book – suggest any nefarious or disturbing activity on the part of followers. For many, particularly young people, the reality of true cultism and the total subservience of one's life, family, work, possessions and even self to another "higher" power is a faraway and unimaginable concept. 




  During the fifth century, in the early Christian Church after the fall of the Roman Empire, Anglo-Saxon society developed a new system of religious beliefs known as the cult of the saints. It was believed that the bones of martyrs could bring forth miracles, demonstrations of the link between heaven and earth. The cult would develop to become a central religious belief system in Western Europe, heralding the dawn of Christianity and replacing the long-held paganism that had been dominant across the British Isles.




  The movement accelerated throughout the centuries. Followers grew over time and expanded in line with religious persecution. When a victim was killed for their Christian beliefs, a number of relics would accompany the funerary rites along with tombs, shrines and pilgrimages. When followers needed guidance, cures for illness or family troubles, they would petition the saints, who were held as exemplars of the true faith. Their bodily remains were of the utmost importance, being the last direct link with the corporal body. Churches were constructed in their names, along with paintings and sculptures depicting certain events or scenes from their lives.




  Interestingly, both Christianity and Islam were regarded as cults before they became established religions. This legitimization of contemporary new sects continues to occur or not, depending on the nature of a new religion or the branch of an established one, to this day. 




  Most people studying the phenomenon of cults agree that they usually involve a "parent" religion from which members have deviated in some way – there are clear similarities between Hinduism and the Hare Krishnas, for example, or between Christianity and Korea's Unification Church. When new cults stemming from these origins develop, members are often given a sense from their leader that theirs is the "true" religion or the most accurate interpretation of the parent religion's texts and belief structure. 




  Many such cults are accused of manipulating existing scriptures to adapt to their own philosophies. In some ways, this seeming adherence to established rites and beliefs can make certain cults particularly hard to identify. 




  One crucial difference is that recognized organizations usually seek financial help from members to fund their mission and community outreach work, while adherents of cults are usually asked to pay money that's funnelled directly to the leader for personal use. In addition, formalized religions are often transparent and open in their teachings and rules, in contrast to some religious cults, who obfuscate the nature of their belief structure. There is often a hierarchical structure to cults, different to that between priests or imams and their congregations – again, these initiations usually depend on the amount of money "donated". 




  As these stories will reveal, cult leaders usually react negatively to any questioning or criticism of their beliefs, while most established groups or religions actively encourage debate and discussion. Many victims have been unable to query any actions undertaken by the leader, and have then been barred from leaving the cult altogether.




  Many of the former sanctuaries in this book become prisons – and often to the detriment of the finances, dignity, livelihoods or even lives of those who have given everything to belong to the cult in question. And tragically, all too often those prisons prove utterly inescapable.




  The stories presented in this book capture the arc of different types of cult around the world and across time. Some seem eccentric, bizarre and even ludicrous, but others are far darker: unsettling, disturbing and, in the worst cases, even deadly. These tales will lift the lid on those sinister leaders and haunting, headline-making cases, showing why an ordinary person can be pulled into something they could never have imagined. 







RELIGIOUS CULTS








Many of the religious cults described in the pages that follow have disturbing trajectories, often involving bloodshed, abuse and murder. Their stories are those of victims in thrall to new religions and orthodoxies, of dangerous propaganda and a world view that becomes increasingly at odds with that of society at large. They represent the immense power of groupthink, of brainwashing and of fanaticism. And, more importantly, they seem to be on the rise. 




  Religious cults have many of the same characteristics as traditional faith movements: believers regard themselves as disciples or followers. Separating religious cults from traditional faith movements or other "genres" of cult described in these pages isn't always easy. Believers will often adhere to a set of agreed principles and ideas. They may regard their leader as a representative of God's will on Earth – whether they are an imam, a rabbi, a priest or guru. 




  This chapter will examine the origins of various religious cults from around the world and across time. Here we will dive into the social contexts of the eras in which such cults were formed, how they developed and what their followers believed. It is important to note that the first cults described as such – those appearing during Roman times – were in fact religious. 




  To qualify as a religious cult, new ideologies must be both invented and subsequently accepted by followers. They usually revolve around a single, often charismatic leader. They are different from sects, which usually evolve from a pre-established religious ideology and become "denominations" of that overarching faith. Religious cults, by contrast, rely more heavily on isolated communal living outside the prescribed norms, a strict set of doctrines that tend to involve financial or sexual manipulation, and on experiencing divinity, often through supernatural or directly spiritual means. 




  Mormonism is an interesting example of a religious movement that is regarded by many outside the group as a cult. Alongside the King James Bible, Mormons also follow the Book of Mormon, the Pearl of Great Price and the Doctrine and Covenants . There are 16 million members of this faith group worldwide, and numbers play a part in deciding whether something is an "accepted" religious ideology or a cult, with all the negative associations that word brings. In short, the more members you have, the more likely it is that you will gain legitimacy. Sometimes, that apparent legitimacy can have frightening consequences.














UTOPIA GONE WRONG









When 76-year-old Catherine "Hyacinth" Thrash woke up on the morning of 19 November 1978, she heard nothing. No shouting, no laughter, no snippets of conversation drifting through the open window of the small one-storey hut she shared with her sister Zipporah. She turned over, realizing as she did so that the bed across from her own was empty.




  The day before had certainly been dramatic. A congressman had come to visit the settlement and had left with several members of their community. That was the last she'd heard about it – Catherine had decided to stay put while the others gathered with their leader. She was elderly and tired, choosing to remain behind and wait for Zipporah to return. That was, until a gunshot had sounded out across the tall green trees and the otherwise still night, forcing her to duck under the bed to hide. There had been crying, she remembered: loud wails and screams. The noise must have been loud, since Catherine's hearing wasn't what it had been. She had then crawled into her own bed during the night, once it had all finished – whatever it was. 




  When she woke up the next morning, she was greeted by an unnerving silence. Catherine had never heard a quiet like it. She pushed open the door of the cabin she shared with the others and stepped out into the jungle. All around her stood similar small houses on stilts, designed to protect inhabitants from the snakes. She scanned the scene before her, squinting in the early-morning light. 




  What she saw would remain with her forever and would come to represent the largest intentional civilian death toll until 11 September 2001. Catherine Thrash didn't know it yet, but she was one of the few survivors of an unthinkable mass tragedy. 


  The others – people she had considered family, friends, beloved fellow followers of a cause to which she had dedicated the past 20 years of her life – were all gone. They lay before her, tens of them, hundreds, their brightly coloured clothing a stark contrast to the pale grey of their skin, their motionlessness. And that silence, the heavy and now brutally understandable silence. 




  Although Catherine didn't know it yet, there were 909 lifeless bodies spread out as far as the eye could see. These were the one-time residents of Jonestown, a community created and developed by a once innocuous man, a community brought to an abrupt and hideous end by one of the worst mass suicides ever recorded. Somewhere among them, Catherine knew, would be their leader. 




  James Warren Jones was born in rural Indiana in 1931. The boy's father, also called James, sustained injuries in a chemical weapons attack during World War One but his military pension didn't cover the family's necessities. The Great Depression worsened the Jones' fortunes and in 1934 they were evicted from their home after failing to pay the mortgage. Family members clubbed together to purchase a shack instead, which had neither plumbing nor electricity. The years that followed saw a steady worsening of the situation: from time to time, they would be forced to forage for food in the forest. 




  As he grew older the Jones' son, Jim – as he was now known – developed a friendship with the wife of a local pastor, who gave him his first Bible. The Nazarene Church, of which she was a member, had emerged in the United States during the nineteenth century and is a branch of Protestantism from the Wesleyan-Holiness tradition. Jim was captivated by the Church and was soon stating his desire to become a Christian preacher. He attended services across several different local churches every week and was soon performing his own form of worship through mock funerals for dead animals involved in traffic accidents. Churches primarily attended by Black congregants particularly fascinated Jones and he dreamed of diverse religious congregations.




  Jones' unusual behaviour, such as his claim that he could fly, his fascination with death, a series of petty thefts and a clear obsession with religion, meant he was largely an outcast at school, with few close friends. He went on to study the lives and works of Stalin, Mao, Marx, Hitler and Gandhi. At the age of 11, he was at the centre of local controversy when he explained the mechanics of sexual reproduction to other children. By the time he reached adolescence, his reputation as an outsider was concrete. In 1945, Jim's parents separated. He moved to live with his mother in Richmond, Indiana, where he started dating a nurse he'd go on to marry in 1949. 




  By 1952, Jones had committed fully to his dream of becoming a Methodist minister. He also took up membership of the Communist Party and decided that the Church would be an effective way of spreading his word. While Jim's father had been a member of the Indiana Ku Klux Klan, Jim Jones was a fierce supporter of racial integration and went on to adopt three Korean children, a Native American child, a Black child and a white child. His ultimate aim was the creation of a communist community separate from the authority of the government. In 1955, he founded the People's Temple of the Disciples of Christ with the ostensible aim of making society fairer, and healing people through faith. 




  Seven years later, Jim Jones found what he was looking for in an isolated swathe of land in Guyana, which he leased from that country's government and began to clear in preparation for inhabitants. The 3,852-acre plot became the Jonestown Agricultural Settlement but was sparsely populated until around mid-1977. 




  At this point Jones himself was still based in the United States, until he learned that a group of ex-members had spoken to the press and that an exposé of his cult was due to be published. By the time it was, Jones along with a few hundred followers – many of whom were from impoverished families contacted directly by the leader and who had witnessed his sermons and joint campaigns with other prominent Christian ministers – had flown to Guyana and settled on the compound. 




  The new community was demographically mixed, with a blend of senior citizens, working-age adults, children and teenagers: the majority of residents were Black, a fact explained by the aftermath – the fear, confusion and grief experienced by these communities all over the country – of Martin Luther King Jr's 1968 assassination and the tide of racial conflict sweeping the United States as a whole. 




  For many Black Americans, Jonestown represented a fresh start, and Jim Jones' so-called utopia seemed to provide such an environment. Often for the first time in their lives, Black Americans were granted positions of authority and leadership on the Guyana plot. About twice as many women as men lived in Jonestown, with a proportion of 45 per cent Black females, 13 per cent white females and 23 per cent Black males. It is thought likely that Jones' apparent charisma and charm played a key role in attracting the group's female followers.


  From the start, the settlement was not quite what its residents had anticipated. There were not enough cabins, leading to overcrowding, and married couples were separated since dormitories were single sex. It was extremely humid and disease spread quickly, a situation exacerbated by the 11 hours' work – mostly agricultural labour – healthy adults were expected to perform each day. Children were generally only permitted to see their parents briefly, at night, and were encouraged to address Jones as "Father" or "Dad". Food was scarce, with some "defectors" describing meagre meals of rice and vegetables or oatmeal. 




  The monthly Social Security cheques made out to pensioners were cashed in lieu of their ability to work. All day, every day, Jones' voice could be heard throughout the camp, monologuing long into the night. He had become a demagogue, a dictator, and, though some residents marvelled at his rhetoric and ideas, others grew increasingly disenfranchised. The problem was that leaving was near impossible: dense jungle surrounded the community and armed guards were stationed all around. 




  A group of concerned family members from outside the cult had petitioned a Californian congressman called Leo Ryan to look into the matter. As happens with many cult organizations, these family members had been effectively cut off from their Jonestown relatives and were concerned for their safety. Ryan agreed to make the trip alongside them, all the way to Guyana, and took with him an NBC film crew. The group arrived on 17 November 1978. 


  For the first few hours of their arrival, Ryan was pleasantly surprised by the situation at Jonestown. It wasn't until dinner that evening that one of the film-crew members was handed a note containing the names of people who wanted to leave. The next day, 18 November, Ryan publicly declared that anybody who wanted to go could return with him to the United States. The evacuees boarded a truck bound for the airport and, as he waited for any final leavers, a commune member tried to stab him. Terrified by the near miss – he appeared to have been unharmed, though the attacker had targeted his throat – Ryan left the compound. 




  When the truck arrived at the airport, a group of People's Temple members pulled up and started shooting at those trying to leave. Five were mortally wounded, including the congressman.




  Sensing it was all over, Jim Jones performed his last act. Ordering his followers to the pavilion, he told the congregation that the US government would act fast and with brutality. He claimed that if law enforcement and other authorities arrived, the group's children and elderly members would be tortured. 




  The only way out, he claimed, was a "revolutionary act". Over the past two years, the compound had been receiving half-pound orders of cyanide on a monthly basis; Jones had obtained a jeweller's licence for the poison and claimed it was required to clean gold. He ordered his followers to fill kettles with the non-carbonated drink Flavor Aid, to which cyanide and Valium were added. Cups of the deadly punch were handed out to the community.




  The first to consume the drink were Ruletta Paul and her one-year-old infant. Children and babies – some 300 – were killed first, their mouths filled with the poison via a syringe without a needle. Anyone who refused to drink was injected with the concoction or threatened with death by one of the armed guards. Once people had taken the drink, they were led down a walkway outside the pavilion. Children died within 5 minutes, while for adults the time was about 20 minutes. The sound of crying and screaming filled the air.




  Guyanese officials arrived the following morning to a scene of utter devastation. Jim Jones, the demagogue responsible for the atrocities, lay dead from a self-inflicted gunshot wound, likely the sound that had disturbed Catherine in the night. The event received global coverage and widespread outrage, and represented an end of innocence for the United States and its sense of post-war progressive optimism. To this day, "drink the Kool-Aid" is a phrase many survivors find offensive and upsetting as it is seen to diminish the hideous repercussions of cult leadership – not to mention the fact that the drink consumed was Flavor Aid, rather than Kool-Aid. Nonetheless, it has become synonymous with the horrific events of Jonestown and the lasting and dreadful legacy of its founder. 














SEAL THE DEAL









The city of Storm Lake, Iowa, has two possible stories behind its name. The first is that a local trapper (someone responsible for catching wild animals, usually to sell their fur) experienced a terrible storm on the shores of the lake at some indeterminate time in the past. The second involves a pair of lovers from rival Native American tribes, who rowed out onto the glassy surface of the lake for a tryst, but were drowned when a storm blew in. 




  It was here, in Storm Lake, that a woman called May Otis Blackburn was born in 1881. 




  Little is known about her early life and even less might be known were it not for the unusual events commencing in 1922. For some years, May Blackburn had been trying to break into the film business. This was the era of the silent movie and Blackburn founded her own production company called Starlight to make headway in the industry. It is suspected that she financed a full-length film called The Nugget in the Rough using funds procured in scams, one of which involved a married lumber baron (the owner of a business selling wood). For many of her movies, she would cast Ruth Wieland Rizzio, her daughter, in the leading role; nonetheless, these endeavours were not a success and before too long the money ran out. 




  At this point, Blackburn and Rizzio moved to Los Angeles, where they switched tack. In 1922, the pair, who often presented as sisters, began to proclaim themselves as two witnesses of the Book of Revelation. This final book of the New Testament stands out as its only apocalyptic section and it is widely agreed by scholars that its author was a Christian prophet, possibly John of Patmos. Over time Blackburn and Rizzio managed to assemble a group of followers from nearby Portland, as well as the City of Angels itself, and as word spread more members joined up. 




  One of Blackburn's key claims was that the angels Gabriel, who announced the birth of Jesus Christ to his mother Mary, and Michael, who is described in the Book of Revelation as doing battle with Satan, were in the process of dictating a book to herself and her daughter. The Seventh Trumpet of Gabriel soon changed to The Great Sixth Seal, and the text was purportedly filled with all the secrets of the universe, as well as a series of so-called "lost measurements" that gave the locations of hidden oil, mineral deposits and various kinds of treasure. 




  What was more, Blackburn claimed, the book's publication would trigger the Seventh Seal – the breakage of the final wax seal on the papyrus scroll described by John of Patmos in the Book of Revelation. At this point, she claimed, some form of apocalyptic occurrence would take place, and 11 queens would take over the world's leadership from mansions on Hollywood's Olive Hill. The Divine Order of the Royal Arms of the Great Eleven was born from this prediction, and May was its queen and high priestess. The Blackburn Cult had been born.




  As the number of followers grew, so too did the group's finances. Blackburn and Rizzio asked for contributions from new members, ostensibly to support their work. These contributions could take the form of cash, valuable items and property. Rizzio, as a film actress and dancer, appeared to be the group's "honeytrap" and became adept at convincing men in particular to part with huge sums in exchange for a first glimpse of the revelatory books being dictated to the pair. 




  One such man was Clifford Dabney, whose uncle was an oil magnate. Dabney, who was a particularly intrigued member of the cult, "donated" $50,000 in cash and 164 acres of land in Simi Valley to Blackburn. He was informed that, if he helped to finance the book, he would be granted access to its findings three years before its publication. 




  It was here, on the donated land at Simi Valley, that Blackburn and her younger husband Ward Sitton Blackburn encouraged members to build cabins to wait for the Second Coming of Christ. Here they constructed a temple, including a throne set aside for Jesus himself, and gathered during the evenings for rituals including animal sacrifice and nude dancing. During the long, hot days, members were required to work in a nearby tomato-packing factory and hand over all their wages from this employment to the Blackburns. 




  The Simi Valley retreat might have seemed like a religious utopia from the outside but the reality was quite different. It was alleged that one member of the Blackburn Cult, Frances Turner, was placed inside a hot brick oven for two days to cure her of paralysis, resulting in her death. Four members were said to have disappeared altogether, possibly poisoned, including Rizzio's husband Samuel – who was known to be violent with her. It also appeared as though members who displayed any doubt about the self-styled "Heel of God", as May Blackburn became known, often disappeared. 




  Over the years that followed, the cult morphed from its original Christian belief structure into something more closely resembling paganism. Mummification of deceased members was combined with magic, nocturnal fire rituals and spirit communion.




  In 1929, Clifford Dabney accused May Blackburn of fraud. The district attorney launched an investigation, finding that Blackburn had indeed defrauded not just Dabney but all her followers of some $200,000 since the cult's inception in 1922. 




  Once law enforcement officials began to dig into the case, they also learned of 16-year-old Willa Rhoads, a "princess" of the cult, who had died of diphtheria on 1 January 1925 and whose body was reported to have been preserved with ice, salt and spices for 14 months. 




  The Los Angeles Times reported, in a macabre twist, that during the first year of Rhoads' body's preservation her foster parents took the girl's corpse with them when they moved around with the cult and that to do so they would prop her up in the back seat of their car. "The remains," the piece ran, "were so well preserved that passers-by thought they saw a living girl." 




  Mrs Rhoads would go on to claim that she believed the powers of the cult might succeed in resurrecting her daughter. Once the Rhoads had lost their belief in Blackburn's power, the girl was finally buried, along with seven sacrificial dogs, under the floor of her parents' house. The dogs, it seemed, symbolized the seven notes of the angel Gabriel's trumpet. 




  Blackburn was charged with grand theft and, on 2 March 1930, she was convicted. On 30 November 1931, the California Supreme Court ruled that the jury had been prejudiced against Blackburn on account of reports about the suspected cult deaths. In addition, it was ruled that regulation of Blackburn's apparent power was "guarded by constitutional barriers" and went against its religious freedom principles. 




  Furthermore, it was claimed that "mentally healthy" people like Clifford Dabney were to be seen as responsible for their own actions when it came to association with religious orders, no matter their nature or the costs of involvement within them. 




  There was insufficient evidence to charge Blackburn with additional crimes and so she was freed, though the negative press of the court case and trial led to the decline of the religious movement she had created. Nonetheless, Blackburn's case was highly rare in that she was successful in avoiding jail, and, while Dabney contended that the failure to publish and print her book was fraudulent, the courts disagreed and ruled he was ultimately responsible for the donation of his own assets. 




  It is impossible to ascertain exactly what transpired at the Simi Valley retreat, but the media frenzy surrounding Blackburn's trial and the fascination with her personality resulted in countless column inches being dedicated to the case. 




  In 1936, Blackburn finally published a book containing certain sections of her proclamations; it was called The Origin of God. She died in Los Angeles on 17 June 1951. 














A MURDEROUS AMBUSH









In 2020, 22-year-old Private Ethan Melzer from Kentucky was charged with conspiracy and attempted murder of US citizens and military-service members, and with providing material to terrorists. The acting US attorney claimed Melzer had tried "to orchestrate a murderous ambush on his own unit by unlawfully revealing its location, strength and armaments to a neo-Nazi, anarchist, white supremacist group". 




  That group was the Order of the Nine Angles (ONA), which was formed in the UK in the 1970s. In that decade the ONA published a series of texts designed to amass followers from all walks of life. It claimed to be a descendent of pre-Christian traditions, rites and rituals that managed to endure after the British Isles were Christianized. These traditions were reportedly passed down all the way through the Middle Ages, particularly in the Welsh Marches between England and Wales, in small groups or "temples" led by a grand master or mistress. 




  The Order of the Nine Angles self-identified as being of the "left-hand path": that is, a part of ceremonial black magic as opposed to "white" or benign magic. Other interpretations suggest that, while the right-hand path is associated with serving God at his side, the left advocates that godliness is found within and so refuses to subjugate itself for any deity. 




  In the 1960s, one of these grand mistresses merged some of the temple groups, such as Camlad, the Noctulinans and Temple of the Sun, which had likely come into being during the nineteenth-century resurgence of spiritualist and occult beliefs. It was at this point the group intended to gather more followers to its cause. The former mistress then emigrated to Australia: the group needed a new leader.




  This arrived in the form of Anton Long, itself a pseudonym. Long described himself as British and claimed he'd spent his younger years visiting various countries in Africa, Asia and the Middle East. Following this, he contacted a coven – a gathering of witches – based in the eastern Fens region of England, and subsequently moved to London to practise magic associated with the divine magic of the Hermetic Order of the Golden Dawn. 




  When Long first met the grand mistress of the ONA, he had been involved with a Satanic group based in Manchester. Soon enough, he became the ONA's first new member in five years and was named as the heir to the grand mistress. 




  The group was unusual in cult terms for being a mixture of Satanism, mysticism and neo-Nazi violence. It conducted ritual ceremonies at stone circles and henges, especially around the summer solstice and the solar equinox. It is unclear exactly what the Nine Angles refers to, though one possibility is the moon, Venus, Mercury, the sun, Mars, Jupiter and Saturn, with the solar system as a whole representing the eighth angle, and the mystic the ninth. Another alternative is that the angles could refer to seven "normal" alchemical stages – calcination, dissolution, separation, conjunction, fermentation, distillation and coagulation – plus two processes related to cryptic notions of time.




  The ONA's doctrines suggest that there are set periods of time during which civilizations rise up, advance and then decline. These periods, they state, last between 1,500 and 1,700 years and are successful because a nexion, or channel, is opened that allows for a causal realm – the physical world we know – to be influenced by acausal forces such as the supernatural. According to the ONA, the current aeon marks the rise of Western civilization, but this has not been allowed to flourish successfully due to Judeo-Christian influences. As a result, it calls for a "culling" of human "scum", sacrifice and magic. 




  Ideally, according to the ONA, a new civilization must be brought about which combines elements of Satanism with fascism and social Darwinism. Followers are sent forth to inveigle their way into Christian churches and other organizations to wreak havoc from within. Perhaps to maintain their clandestine activities, ONA members are also required to form splinter groups across the UK and abroad. Ethics, in all forms, are considered unnecessary and irrelevant. 




  Neo-Nazi beliefs and the ONA have been long-time bedfellows – the latter dates its calendar from Hitler's birthday, for example – but the links were broadcast in 1998, when an anti-fascist magazine called Searchlight claimed that Anton Long was in fact the pseudonym of David Myatt, who was well known within British neo-Nazi circles. A founder and member of the National Socialist Movement, Myatt wrote a text called A Practical Guide to Aryan Revolution. This text was claimed to have been a strong influence on a young man called David Copeland.




  Copeland was born in Hounslow, a suburban borough of London, in 1976. As a teenager he obtained seven GCSEs and enjoyed heavy metal music. He was reported to have feared he was gay, a fact that seems to have exacerbated his quietly brewing rage. On leaving school, he struggled to find paid employment and blamed this fact on higher levels of immigration. Soon he had turned to petty crime, drink and drugs. At the age of 21, he joined the British National Party, but left in 1998 after claiming its methods were not severe enough. He joined the National Socialist Movement instead, and in the meantime learned how to make bombs using fireworks and with alarm clocks as timers. 




  Over three hideous weekends in the spring of 1999, a series of home-made nail bombs were detonated across London. The first occurred in Brixton on 17 April, when a sports bag was left at the market. Concerned traders called the police, who arrived just as the bomb detonated, injuring 48 people and blowing out windows in a shower of nails. 




  The second bomb was left in another bag, where it was picked up by a civilian and brought to a police station, which was shut. The civilian placed the bag in the boot of his car, where it exploded, injuring 13 and damaging buildings and cars. 




  The third bomb was placed at the Admiral Duncan pub in the centre of the capital and detonated as the manager attempted to find out what was inside. Seventy people were injured, and four survivors underwent limb amputations. Three, sadly, were killed. Andrea Dykes, who was four months pregnant with her first child, was out with her husband Julian and her friends Nik Moore and John Light to celebrate; Light had been named as the unborn baby's godfather. Andrea, Moore and Light all died. Julian was seriously injured but survived the attack. 




  These terrorist attacks targeted the city's Black, Bengali and LGBT communities respectively. The dissemination of materials published by groups such as the ONA, with its large member base, is cited as a direct influence on such terrorist activities. 




  During the 2000s, less was heard of the ONA, which was thought to be establishing itself on social media and attempting to gather more followers. However, in 2019 a 16-year-old British boy became the youngest person in the UK to be convicted for planning a terror attack. During the trial, prosecutors argued the unnamed defendant had been influenced in part by the ONA, had studied the occult and Satanic movement's texts and had drawn a symbol for the religious group with two chilling words written beside it – "shed empathy". 
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We've all heard of palm-reading, but what about foot-reading? By 1987, a Japanese electrician called Hogen Fukunaga had been preaching for seven years. When he first began, he was in debt, and badly – he owed some 500 million yen, just under £2.8 million in today's money. After a spiritual awakening, Fukunaga declared that he was the world's final saviour, the reincarnation of both Jesus Christ and the Buddha. While his claim may seem outlandish, his followers grew by the month, and he began to publish various ghostwritten texts that were widely disseminated as the number of his disciples grew. 




  In 1987, the sect gained recognition as a religious corporation, which meant it was recognized by government law. This granted Fukunaga a legitimacy that enabled still more followers to take up his cause. His group, called Ho No Hana Sanpogyo (Teaching of the Flower), was born, and Fukunaga was soon referred to as "His Holiness". 




  During the middle of the 1990s, Japan experienced a deep recession. Immediately following the end of World War Two, the country's economy was devastated, but bounced back quickly. As such, it underwent a period of security and stability right up until the end of the Cold War. It was during the the 1980s that the United States implemented a series of plans designed to deflate the seemingly ever-growing, unstoppable Japanese economy. One such initiative was the Semiconductor Accord in 1986, which forced leading semiconductor companies to share their intellectual properties and put in place a number of tariffs and penalties. Between 1986 and 1991 the property and stock market prices were greatly inflated, creating an economic bubble. Asset prices soared, as did money supply, credit expansion and speculation over stock prices. The Bank of Japan increased interest rates, hoping to put a damper on the real estate market, but in early 1992 the bubble burst. The Japanese were about to enter a ten-year stretch of turmoil and turbulence that came to be known as the "Lost Decade". Many young Japanese businessmen were forced to find work elsewhere. Consumption declined rapidly across the board and deflation set in. 
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