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“He wears a mask, and his face grows to fit it.”


—George Orwell






“Give him a mask, and he will tell you the truth.”


—Oscar Wilde






“Do we really want to give these people the truth, because if they had the truth, what would they do with it?”


—Anton Szandor LaVey

















Invocation



“PLEASE dim the lights.”


So commands the black-caped high priest, six feet tall and solidly built, an ebony Van Dyke customized to expose the philtrum just below his nose. Improbably peaked eyebrows cap inky, squinting orbs that are bookended by vaguely pointy ears. Around his neck hangs a large round pendant. His sinister appearance evokes that of Ming the Merciless, the enemy of intergalactic comic-strip hero Flash Gordon, or really any number of villains from the golden age of pulp magazines. That malevolent countenance is belied, however, by a somewhat comical headpiece, which features four-inch horns protruding from both sides and an exaggerated widow’s peak, the material’s frayed edges suggesting the wear and tear from a decade’s worth of aggressive trick-or-treating.


He stands before a stone fireplace on whose purple velvet–covered mantel a red-tressed woman lies face-up, barely covering her nakedness with a leopard-print blanket. Candles stuck into human skulls limn the contours of her pulchritude. Over the mantel hangs a large round sign, a rendering of a goat’s head inside an inverted pentagram whose five points hit on the Hebraic letters lamed, vav, yod, tav, and nun, spelling out “Leviathan”: a sea monster, the Devil. It’s the sigil of Baphomet, the same image that’s on the priest’s medallion, whose two upward points symbolize the duality that sustains natural processes—negative/positive, masculine/feminine, push/pull—and three downward points represent the rejection of Christendom’s Holy Trinity.


In this makeshift chapel tucked inside a black Victorian house on an otherwise ordinary residential street in San Francisco, California, taxidermized owls, ravens, and rats bear witness to the infernal rite from their perches high upon shelves, while a real, live five-hundred-pound lion named Togare lets out the occasional roar and slaps a paw against his backyard cage.


The minister bangs a gong. A pretty blonde woman, his domestic partner, holds a brass chalice. With a large open book in one hand and a bell in the other, he rings to “the four cardinal points of the compass: Satan meaning fire, Belial meaning earth, Lucifer meaning air, and Leviathan meaning sea and water.”


He then replaces the bell with a sword, pointing again. “Nomine Satani Lucifer excelsis,” he chants in an accent of discordant origin, more Fargo twang than Hades bellow. “In the name of our great god Satan Lucifer, I command thee to come forth and bestow your blessing upon thee.” He twirls the sword overhead.


The latter “thee” of his incantation are otherwise known as John Raymond, a thirty-five-year-old journalist, and twenty-six-year-old Judith Case, a former New York socialite who works for a pension consultancy. Raymond, graying and handsome, with a dark curl drooping over his forehead, wears a dark turtleneck sweater and herringbone blazer. The brunette Case, sporting a modish short haircut with bangs, is draped in a smart black wool dress. That same round pendant rests on their chests.


Raymond places on her finger a ring in the shape of an ankh, the Egyptian hieroglyphic symbol of life.


“Your vows being made by intent,” the minister intones, “by the power of Satan, I now confer the possession of each other upon you.” He tells Raymond to “take this woman.” And he takes her all right, stretching out his left arm to pull her toward him, grabbing her neck and locking her into a theatrically extended kiss.


“Rege Satanis!” exclaims Lucifer’s apprentice, Latinizing the phrase “Reign, Satan!”


The clergyman reads to all assembled the poem “Resurrection” by morbid pulp-fiction writer and poet Clark Ashton Smith. Then “Hymn to Pan,” by occultist Aleister Crowley: “Thrill with lissome lust of the light! O man! My man! Come careening out of the night.”


Next, he chants in Enochian, an esoteric language that originated in sixteenth-century England. At one point the minister blesses his guests with a phallus (not real) before letting out a sigh of relief at the conclusion of the service.


“Well, that’s it,” he utters. Mission accomplished.
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Anton Szandor LaVey, the high priest of the Church of Satan, performed this fifteen-minute ceremony no fewer than five consecutive times that night, under oppressively hot lights, for the benefit of television cameras and international news agencies.


In addition to church members, those assembled at this devilish wedding, held on the evening of Tuesday, January 31, 1967, in LaVey’s residence at 6114 California Street in the Richmond District, included a few notable personalities. Among them: Fritzi Armstrong, owner of the Metaphysical Town-Hall bookshop and a leading San Francisco astrologer since the early 1940s; writer Lenore Kandel, whose collection The Love Book had recently been found in violation of state obscenity codes for containing the poem “To Fuck with Love”; and singer-actress Barbara McNair, hobbling on crutches, her broken foot in a cast, a pink ribbon around a toe. Where was Allen Ginsberg? Alas, the eminent Beat poet was a last-minute no-show.


More than fifty journalists and photographers—including Joe Rosenthal, who shot the iconic picture of the US Marines raising the flag on Iwo Jima at the end of World War II—crowded into the small living room of this black-painted townhouse for a ceremony that left the rickety place a shambles. “Reporters clustered in knots around each authentic guest they could find,” an observer noted, “and sometimes interviewed one another by mistake.”


At one point during the evening, a wailing fire truck stopped in front of the house, and out leaped firemen brandishing axes. False alarm.


After the service, Lois Murgenstrumm, the twenty-one-year-old woman atop the fireplace, asked for a glass of water. “It was awfully hot up there on the altar,” she said. LaVey later clarified that she wasn’t lying on the altar: “She is the altar.” The altar, he explained, shouldn’t be a “cold, unyielding slab of sterile stone or wood. It should be a symbol of enthusiastic lust and indulgence.”


Through a gap-toothed grin, he described the wedding as being “conceived not in heaven but in hell, which is the mold from which heaven was cast, and which has kept religion alive from the beginning.” But was this service, billed as the first Satanic wedding, even a wedding? The couple, after all, hadn’t bothered to get a marriage license.


“I am an ordained clergyman in the Satanic Church, which I founded and which the law may not recognize,” LaVey said.


“I did it just as a favor,” LaVey told one reporter. “They’re still going to have to go down to City Hall and dish out two dollars to make it official.”


Raymond admitted to reporters he had been married twice before. “They were both Christian weddings. The lions demolished the Christians years ago. We get along fine without them,” he explained, before adding, “I look forward to a nice life now, indulging vigorously in the seven deadly sins.”


In interviews with the assembled press, Raymond—who had worked for the left-leaning Sunday Ramparts, the Honolulu Advertiser, and the Christian Science Monitor—replied to a bunch of other questions with cynically evasive answers, such as “Do you mean what religion I was raised in or what religion did I raise?” Radically minded, he responded to one query by launching into a political tirade: “This marriage is as valid as the war in Vietnam or the treaties we have with other countries. The state doesn’t recognize the Satanic Church and until it does, I don’t recognize the state.”


For the reception, guests repaired to a subterranean bar, carefully descending via ladder through a trapdoor. “As you step off the last rung of the ladder and turn around in the semi-darkness, you are confronted by a strange sight,” went one report, “a full-size effigy of a man in a sailor suit. Extended from its open fly is an enormous erect penis.” After entering this room, which LaVey called “the Den of Iniquity,” guests toasted the newlyweds with glasses of vodka punch containing mandrake root—an aphrodisiac—and scented with eucalyptus oil.


The San Francisco Examiner reported that astrologer and sexologist Gavin Arthur, grandson of twenty-first US president Chester Alan Arthur and a presumed LaVey pal, had presented the couple with a black cat named Pisces. (An indignant Arthur soon wrote to the paper, “I had nothing to do with these people, let alone giving them a gift.”)


One journalist noted that LaVey’s sense of humor was in evidence by a sign on the bathroom door, which from one angle read “Men,” and from another, “Women.” “Inside, above the toilet, is a placard taken from an old theater: ‘Ladies remain seated during the entire performance.’” Before the ceremony, reporters interviewed Raymond and Case as they stood in front of one of the parlor’s more whimsical accoutrements: a display case containing what appeared to be a human skeleton with the top of its skull separated as if it were tipping its cap.


Considering the turnout, it’s no surprise the wedding made the news all over the world, appearing on front pages from Stockton, California, to Huddersfield, England, and from Bismarck, North Dakota, to Burlington, North Carolina—in stories distributed by United Press International, the Associated Press, and Reuters. “Sorcerer Conducts Satanic Wedding,” “‘Satanic Wedding’ Alarms from Beginning to End,” “Nude Dresses Up Wedding Held in Den of Satan,” the headlines screamed—or, in most cases, tittered.


On July 28, the couple decided to make things legal, having the recorder of San Francisco issue a marriage certificate, signed by LaVey and listing Diane LaVey and artist David Trufant as witnesses. “I consider it to be official recognition,” LaVey said, before adding, “but I would not go so far as to say that the state sanctions or condones it.” The state would not go so far as to say that either, its Department of Justice refusing to offer an opinion on the union’s legality. “We’re not saying this is good or bad because we just don’t know,” a spokesperson said. But since the California civil code recognized marriages officiated by any minister over the age of twenty-one—licensed or not—yes, the nuptials were deemed legitimate.


LaVey parlayed all this attention into a trip to Los Angeles for an appearance on The Tonight Show starring Johnny Carson, who at the time was America’s most popular late-night TV host. While typically a forum for showbizzy creatures like Desi Arnaz, Bill Dana, and Phil Harris—other guests on that October 3, 1967, episode—The Tonight Show sometimes highlighted more serious newsmakers, such as one of LaVey’s inspirations, the philosopher Ayn Rand, who appeared on the show three times that same year.


A few months earlier, LaVey occupied the hot seat on the nationally syndicated Joe Pyne Show, whose brash host has been credited with inventing the modern style of the combative media interview. Bedecked in a black, crimson-lined cape, his egg-shaped pate Vaselined to a blinding sheen, the high priest—cool, articulate, seductively appealing—remained unflappable and in good humor as his interlocutor took every opportunity to not only label him “shifty” and a “bit of a ding-a-ling” but also to point out his dirty fingernails and call the Baphomet medallion around his neck a “little red yo-yo.”


“To marry two people without a license in front of a naked babe lying up on an altar,” Pyne sputtered. “I don’t know what that is!”


What that is was a story that even made its way into another kind of pulp magazine, one that trafficked in hearts that were broken, not ripped out of chests. A magazine called True Confessions.
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More than thirty years after the event, John Raymond decided it was time to make a true confession of his own. That Satanic wedding? It was a sham, a put-on, a stunt. In response to a story that appeared in the alternative newspaper SF Weekly about the feeble state of the Church of Satan, he wrote in a letter to the editor, published in July 1998, that he first met LaVey one month prior to the nuptials, when he profiled him for the Berkeley Citizen, a community newspaper he was editing. He found the Satanist to be “hip, cynical, and funny.… He was a man with a dream. But instead of looking to heaven, he focused in the other direction.” LaVey liked how the article turned out and called Raymond to see if the writer would want to help generate some publicity for the nascent church.


Raymond considered the offer for a few days, until, he said, “the neon bulb over my head started flashing like a ten-dollar hooker with a heavy habit.” His epiphany: they’d stage the world’s first Satanic wedding, joining Raymond and his live-in girlfriend, Case, in unholy matrimony.


He phoned the Berkeley Daily Gazette’s Fred Gardner, a friend and former colleague, to help put together some press releases. “Later that day,” Raymond recalled, “I even asked Judy to marry me. ‘Why not,’ she replied, stirring the Kraft macaroni and cheese. Her passion had always been the glue that held us together. That and her cooking.”


Case told True Confessions that the couple had been introduced to LaVey the previous fall. “As soon as we attended some of Anton’s lecture classes and his Inner Circle, the Friday-night ritual meetings,” she said, “we realized that the ideas of this church expressed our own beliefs better than any other organized credo.”


Reached by a reporter before the ceremony, Case’s father, Edward, an attorney and former trustee of the New York State Power Authority, offered no comment on the marriage but did say he “certainly will not attend.”


He needn’t have worried. By October 9, San Francisco Chronicle columnist Herb Caen, who had breathlessly covered the run-up to the wedding, wrote that the couple had separated and were headed for divorce. Still, the outlandish, hastily arranged ceremony managed to thrust LaVey and his year-old church headlong into the cultural conversation. Over the next three decades, he would become not only a subversive celebrity and a best-selling author, but also the often misunderstood and frequently vilified face of blasphemy and evil in America.


“After the last guest and the press had left, Fred, Anton, Judy, and I burst into laughter,” Raymond recalled.


“We really pulled it off,” LaVey told him. “And you can bet the rubes are gonna come back for more.”















I.






A Dark Star Is Born


A caudal appendage, or a true human tail, can take many forms. It sometimes appears as a tumor, an elongation of vertebrae, or muscle tissue, blood vessels, and nerves all wrapped up in skin. It is an extremity so rare that before 2017 only 195 cases had been identified in medical literature. But that’s exactly what Anton Szandor LaVey claimed to have had growing out of the top of his tuchus when, on April 11, 1930, in Chicago’s Franklin Boulevard Hospital, he was expelled from the womb of Gertrude Levey.


“It really was profoundly disruptive to everything I did,” he would later say. When he was around twelve, he had to have it lanced and drained a few times and started sitting sideways. Once while camping, he said, “I rolled around and must have banged it. Next day it started itching. Two days later it really flared up.” The intense pain sent him to the ER. He said that because of a room shortage, he underwent surgery on a gurney in a hallway to have an extra vertebra removed near the bottom of his spine. The doctors didn’t want to knock him out completely, but the local they gave him didn’t help. He dealt with the pain by biting through a rubber pillow cover and bending a metal bar at the edge of his cot.


Anton Szandor LaVey gave himself that florid, abracadabran name (sometimes styled as La Vey) when he was a teenager. His birth certificate belonged to one Howard Stanton Levey, and before it was amended, mistakenly listed his date of issuance as March 11, his mother’s birthday.


Gertrude, twenty-seven, and her twenty-six-year-old husband, Michael Joseph Levey, Howard’s father, had recently lived with her parents and sister Gloria at 3826 Maypole Avenue in Chicago’s West Garfield Park, a neighborhood where many Jews settled among Irish, German, and Italian immigrants. Michael, a Chicago native, was one of eight kids born to Meyer Levey, a fruit merchant, and his wife, Anna, both Russian Jewish immigrants.


Born in Cleveland, Ohio, to Baris and Luba (Libby) Coulton, Gertrude had seven siblings as well. Her folks, also Jews from Russia and Ukraine, emigrated to the United States around 1892. Baris worked assembling stoves in Hamilton, Ohio, in the early years of the new century, then moved his family to Chicago, where he would run a newsstand.


By the time Howard was three years old, his parents journeyed westward to Modesto, in Northern California, where his dad was a manager for the Rainier Beverage Company, a brewery. Within three years, the Leveys would head one hundred miles even farther west to Corte Madera, a leafy hamlet (population: around one thousand) in Marin County, whose redwood trees supplied some of the lumber used to build the city of San Francisco just fifteen miles to the south. By 1940, they had moved crosstown to 18 Redwood Avenue, and Michael worked selling auto accessories at S. Levin’s Auto Supply on Van Ness Avenue in San Francisco while Gertrude, who as a teenager was a typist at an advertising agency, remained at home.


As a child, Howard had little use for sports and was a bookish sort, drawn to Jack London’s and Mark Twain’s tales of adventure as well as to entertainment of the fantastical and macabre. Enraptured by radio plays featuring the heroic likes of the Green Hornet, the Lone Ranger, and the Shadow—a noirish vigilante who knew what evil lurked in the hearts of men—he also devoured classic novels. He’d read Frankenstein and Dracula at six years old and became a fan of William Hope Hodgson’s supernatural detective Thomas Carnacki and the pulpy monstrosities of Weird Tales magazine, which published the work of H.P. Lovecraft, Robert E. Howard, and Clark Ashton Smith. As an adolescent, he read books on magic and hypnotism and was particularly fond of The Command to Look, a photography manual by William Mortensen that offered a psychology-based approach to picture-taking.


Though he had friends, with his admittedly oddball looks—big ears, narrow eyes, elongated oval head, thick wavy hair—he took pride in being something of an outcast. “I never was a ‘rebel,’” he later said, “because I was never part of anything to rebel against. I was never accepted by groups in the first place.”


One group that did accept him was the Cubs, the boys’ adventure and good-deed organization. As a member of Cub Pack No. 3 at Larkspur School in nearby San Anselmo, Howard was awarded a Bear badge at eleven years old. Though his parents were not religious, one of the obligations of that rank required him to discuss with a caring adult “what it means to do your duty to God.” The badge itself, a diamond-shaped, bright red felt emblem, featured the embroidered outline of an ursine head in gold with the letters “CUBS BSA,” for Boy Scouts of America, stitched underneath.


Howard’s parents, both of whom were registered Democrats, were an indecisive pair who, he would later recall, never voiced many opinions. “From a young age,” he said, “they followed my advice on things like what kind of cars to buy, anything that involved an aesthetic eye.” They also gave him a wide berth to do what he wished, though his mother told the budding musician to watch out for his hands. He liked brass, percussion, woodwinds, and strings, but took up the keyboard because he appreciated its range. At Tamalpais High School in Mill Valley, as an oboist with the classical ensemble, he’d play Bach and Mozart and the like during Christmas assemblies.


Fascinated by engineering and architectural wonders, he claimed to have been one of the first to walk over the Golden Gate Bridge when it first opened to pedestrians in 1937. But it was the Golden Gate International Exhibition in San Francisco in 1939–1940, on the man-made Treasure Island, that would have a more profound effect on the boy. There, among the marvels of modern technology, he managed to sneak into Sally Rand’s Nude Ranch, the burlesque queen’s provocative attraction, where he ogled topless cowgirls spinning lassos and pitching horseshoes. After a friend told him he saw his Sunday school teacher among the scantily clad ladies, LaVey later said that this hypocrisy led him to experience a Satanic epiphany.


Another exhibition, a government-sponsored replica of a dilapidated tenement, gave him a voyeuristic charge and inspired him to create his own miniature city at home. But if any attraction at this World’s Fair could have been deemed Satanic, it was Incubator Babies, which displayed live preemies in a modern hospital setting in the Gayway, the amusement concessions located in Treasure Island’s “fun zone.”


He would later say that at around five years old, when he saw a playmate wet herself, he acquired a predilection for watching girls pee. It was an example of “erotic crystallization inertia,” which he defined as the point at which a sexual fetish became ingrained. Men born in different eras, he theorized, would have dissimilar fixations. If LaVey, who came of age in the 1940s, had a type, he said, it was a fleshy, heavily made-up moll with pale, translucent skin. Who pissed her panties.


A defender of animals, LaVey claimed that at eleven he used a BB gun to shoot another boy who had been aiming at a bird. And as an unrepentant prankster, he was gobsmacked when he first encountered the Johnson Smith & Company catalog. With its ads for joy buzzers, whoopee cushions, and sneezing powder, the compendium of novelty items and toys provided him with more benign weapons to cause embarrassment and not injury. “It had all the most horrid examples of man’s inhumanity to man,” he would later say, “all of course presented in the form of good fun and entertainment.”


When World War II began in 1939, his thoughts, like those of many boys of that era, turned from BB guns to military weapons, uniforms, and strategy. He saved up to buy a catalog of naval munitions. For school, he’d dress like a French legionnaire or don a flight jacket and white scarf. He claimed that an uncle who went on submarine patrol during the war helped develop in him a love of the ocean and said that after the war, in spring 1945, he accompanied an uncle to Germany to rebuild US Army airstrips. There, he said, he was introduced to Nazi occult films and German Expressionism, which would later help shape his philosophy and aesthetic.


In the ’30s and ’40s, there was no shortage of heroic figures for a young man to idolize. LaVey, instead, reveled in the exploits of real-life outlaws. Demagogic politician Huey Long, Chicago gangster Al Capone, Russian mystic Grigori Rasputin, eighteenth-century Sicilian occultist Alessandro Cagliostro, arms dealer Basil Zaharoff—men who forged their own paths in their own way—as well as writers like John Milton and Friedrich Nietzsche, who explored the virtues of self-interest.


A natural autodidact, LaVey left high school in his junior year, preferring to hang around with disreputable types: gamblers, pimps, and prostitutes. He claimed to have learned secrets of the criminal trade and living outside the straight world through his father’s brother Bill “LaVey,” who was tight with mobster Bugsy Siegel’s crew until he was sentenced for tax evasion to McNeil Island, a federal penitentiary in Washington state. (A salesman named William Levey/LaVey did do time at McNeil, but it was for mail fraud. He served from March 1938 to November 1941, years before he would have been taking his nephew on a tour of the criminal underworld.)


LaVey claimed that in spring 1947, after finding himself in a legal jam, he took off with the Clyde Beatty Circus, where he worked first as a roustabout, caring for the lions and tigers, then as a trainer. He became so adept at handling the big cats, he said, that during feeding time he would lay his own food next to theirs and imitate their snarling as he chowed down. The mutual trust was so great, he claimed he’d sometimes sleep in their cages.


It was on the road with Beatty that LaVey said he began playing the calliope professionally, grabbing the opportunity one day when the regular musician, Fred Mullen, got too drunk. The instrument, an organ that uses gas or steam or compressed air to produce buoyant carousel sounds through a set of large whistles, was to become a favorite of his. Not only would he accompany animal acts, he said, but also such circus stars as Hugo Zacchini (“the Human Cannonball”), aerialists the Flying Wallendas, horse-riders the Hannefords, and trapeze artists the Concellos.


For all his supposed contributions, LaVey’s name is nowhere to be found in Beatty’s 1947 Season Route Book & Souvenir Program, which appears to list every person associated with that tour, down to the last butcher, electrician, and musician, including Fred Mullen. It wouldn’t be the last time LaVey went uncredited for work he said he did.


After the circus season ended, the West Coast carnival circuit beckoned. If the Beatty habitués represented the tippy top of the big top, the carnies growled in its dark underbelly. LaVey claimed to have spent some time playing the midways at Crafts 20 Big Shows, the Foley & Burk carnival, and the Pike, an oceanfront amusement park in Long Beach, California. During these carnival days, LaVey said, he met such sideshow performers as Francesco Lentini, who was born with three legs; Bill Durks, who was born with two faces; and the Human Ostrich, who had the ability to regurgitate objects at will. He became particularly fascinated with the goings-on in the “mitt camp,” where fortune tellers read palms and mentalists worked suckers. That’s where LaVey got to watch and learn.


Around this time, LaVey claimed to have had another Satanic epiphany, one that would echo his experience on Treasure Island. While working the midways, he’d also freelance on the organ for evangelists doing tent-revival shows nearby. The same guys he’d see in Sunday’s congregation, he had just witnessed gawking at the carnival strippers doing their bump and grind. “I knew that the Christian Church thrives on hypocrisy,” he later said, “and that man’s carnal nature will out no matter how much is purged or scourged by any white-light religion.”


He developed his own peacocky style, modeled after noirish gangster chic, with wide-lapeled, big-shouldered suits, pocket squares, crisp Panama hats, and delicately landscaped facial hair. And in the fall of 1948, he said, he moved his trade indoors to burlesque houses. In one of them, downtown Los Angeles’s Mayan Theatre, he claimed to have accompanied a young dancer-actress named Marilyn Monroe, who was then between gigs. Later, he told one interviewer that she’d been billed as “Marion Marlow,” which seems unlikely as a onetime roommate of Marilyn Monroe’s was a singer named Marion Marlowe. He said Monroe had been stripping there after Columbia Pictures declined to renew the twenty-two-year-old ingenue’s contract.


The pair, naturally, fell into a torrid two-week affair and lived together in a fleabag motel on Washington Boulevard, he told a reporter and a biographer decades later. He’d tell another journalist that he shacked up with her for a month at Hollywood’s Oban Hotel, on Yucca Street, because not only did she own a car and earn twelve dollars a day—two more than he did—she also enjoyed “a good fuck.” He would also elaborate on her erotic proclivities: “She approached sex like a little girl, adjusting shyly to the demands of her mate.… She moaned and groaned and sweated like so many of us do, but when she came, she would begin gnashing her teeth.


“And she sometimes farted when she lost all control.”


After that dalliance, Los Angeles lost for him whatever grimy allure it may have had. By 1949, he was living in San Francisco with his peripatetic parents and eighty-one-year-old grandmother, Libby—who had been widowed when he was six—at 790 Thirty-Second Avenue, a block north of Golden Gate Park on the city’s west end. Anton, listed in the census as unemployed at the time, claimed to have picked up the odd gig playing the organ for local strip shows at lodges and stag parties and worked at an agency where he took photos of naked women. To avoid having to serve in the Korean War, he said he bluffed his way into criminology classes at the City College of San Francisco, despite having never finished high school. (According to a 1991 magazine profile of LaVey, the college had no evidence of his enrollment.)


As he pursued music in the evenings, he said he also fell in with Zionist organizations that were running guns to Israel, which had just recently declared its independence. “I would be hired to play for a fashion show or variety show,” he said, “and then I’d get through and go right down to the docks where crates of guns were being loaded onto ships to Israel.” Some of the smugglers, whom he called “ideological mercenaries,” were ambivalent about the cause they were contributing to, which he also said had been an element of his arms-dealing hero Basil Zaharoff’s philosophy and appeal. “Many seemed more concerned about refining and perfecting innovative weapons technology they were experimenting with than who their new relay or explosive was blowing up, though.”


One night at Playland at the Beach, a seaside amusement park on the western rim of the city, he met a pretty blonde girl named Carole Lansing, the San Francisco–born daughter of a banker and a deputy registrar at city hall. She was petite, glamorous, and all of fifteen years old when they married in 1951. The following year she gave birth to their daughter, whom they named Karla Maritza. The LaVeys initially lived in a flat on Forty-Seventh Avenue, right near Playland. “I’d be in the crib and I’d hear the screams of the children on the rollercoaster,” Karla would later recall.


LaVey claimed to have parlayed his talent for picture-taking and interest in crime into a job as a photographer for the San Francisco Police Department. But the blood-drenched murder victims and mangled bodies removed from car wrecks quickly took their toll on the young father, who decided, “There is no God.… There is nobody up there who gives a shit. Man must be taught to answer to himself and other men for his actions.” (After the SFPD later said no one with his name ever worked for the department, LaVey reckoned that documentation of his employment was likely expunged.) Soon, he said, he was picking up work as a sort of professional ghostbuster, investigating cases the police deemed frivolous—strange sounds coming from the attic, flying-saucer sightings—using a tape recorder, a camera with infrared film, and a theremin to detect any paranormal presence. It was, for him, an ideal gig, one that allowed him to indulge his skepticism along with his taste for the bizarre. In the process, it revealed to him why people craved religion: they needed to believe in a force beyond themselves to explain away the things they couldn’t. Clients began paying him to exorcise supposed malevolent spirits and work out their personal issues through hypnosis.


On the first of November 1955, LaVey became a member of San Francisco’s musician’s union. Though he played many instruments, the only one listed in the rolls was “electronic organ.” Soon, he’d be performing at watering holes all over town. While jazz trumpeter Chet Baker and Borscht Belt comic Shecky Greene entertained the swells at the Blackhawk and Bimbo’s 365, Anton Szandor LaVey (often billed as “S.F.’s Unique Organist”) played for lounge lizards and barflies at Ethel’s and the Wilshire.


In 1956, his parents bought an old Victorian house at 6114 California Street for $9,500. Soon, LaVey moved his young family in. He later said he had discovered the property himself while on a house hunt, claiming it was a former bordello and speakeasy that had belonged to a madam named “Mammy” Pleasant. (Mary Ellen Pleasant, an abolitionist, entrepreneur, and philanthropist, is said to have been one of America’s first self-made Black millionaires.)


To reflect the image LaVey was building for himself, the house’s slate-gray exterior would not do. He had to paint it black.















II.






Dandy in the Underworld


THE local media started taking notice of this strange character in their midst. Herb Caen wrote in his September 30, 1957, column about “a tall, thin cat wearing a beard and a trenchcoat” whom he met as LaVey peddled paintings of a skeleton and a vulture at a local arts festival. “Nobody’ll buy my pictures,” said LaVey, who insisted that these were examples of his more pleasant work. “I’ve done some really grim ones since.” Sensing an in, LaVey invited Caen over to his home to meet his pet tarantula, Bruno. “He sits on the mantelpiece and I scratch his back and he lifts one of his hind legs and waves it around to show he’s enjoying it.”


On Sunday afternoons and evenings in late 1959, LaVey played the organ at Mori’s Point Inn, a restaurant and bar next to a golf course in Pacifica, California, a half-hour’s drive from the city. At some point his schedule changed and the place advertised “Dancing Friday Night to Anton La Vey’s Orchestra.” With a versatile keyboard, he could indeed approximate the sound of a band.


One night, Diane Von Joo, a seventeen-year-old usher at a nearby movie theater, stopped by the bar while on a date with her manager. “Anton was playing a Hammond organ and there was an unlit candle sitting on top of it,” his grandson Stanton later wrote. “Diane took the opportunity to meet the man she would later not-marry by striking a match to the candle on her way to the ladies room.” It wasn’t long before the two fell into an affair.


In December, LaVey made an appearance in the San Francisco Chronicle’s Question Man column, a person-on-the-street interview that asked eight people stopped at the intersection of Twenty-First Avenue and Geary Boulevard the burning question: “What is the best way to get along with people?”


“Everyone likes to be thought of as an individual and not be put into a group with everyone else,” began LaVey’s reply, which led into a succinct encapsulation of his philosophy. “If you treat them so that they sincerely feel that you don’t recognize them as just another person, then they respect you.”


With a wife and young daughter at home, LaVey kept busy freelancing. On May 10, 1960, as part of the Peninsula Organ Society, he played the Burlingame Women’s Club at an event called “Circus Daze,” which promised clowns and acrobats. Later that October, at a performance sponsored by the Capuchino High School Parent-Teacher Association in San Bruno, he presented an evening of pipe-organ music, including jazz, blues, pop ballads, and the sound of the circus.


Steve Leialoha first met LaVey around 1960, when the organist started dating Diane. Leialoha, then eight, lived with his family across the street from hers in Pacifica, near Mori’s Point Inn. It was LaVey’s unusual car parked on the street that caught the neighbors’ attention: a 1937 Cord with retractable headlights, which the owner was more than happy to show off to the kids. “He was dressed to match,” recalls Leialoha, who grew up to become a popular comic-book artist, “in a white turtlenecked sweater under his black sports coat and his equally black hair and goatee. Beat fashion at its most cool.”


LaVey eventually landed a fairly solid gig at the Lost Weekend, at 1940 Taraval Street, four miles south of his home. Long a staple of the Sunset District, the Lost Weekend was a cocktail lounge with a difference. And it wasn’t because in 1961 George Salinger, brother of President John F. Kennedy’s press secretary Pierre Salinger, was the manager. The Art Deco–style listening room was a rectangle, maybe fifty feet deep. At the back, on the right, was a fake brick fireplace, and against the chimney hung a painting of actor Ray Milland, the star of the joint’s namesake, a 1945 film about an alcoholic on a binge. The space also happened to house a mighty Wurlitzer pipe organ.


Unlike the more ubiquitous two-keyboard Hammond organs, a Wurlitzer, with its elaborate construction and electro-pneumatic piping, could mimic a symphony orchestra. “It was a neighborhood bar, except that organ nuts knew about it,” says Edward Millington Stout III, perhaps the world’s foremost Wurlitzer restorer. He was in his early twenties when he began maintaining the Lost Weekend’s centerpiece at the request of Larry Vannucci, the resident organist. Another of the bar’s organists was Dewey Cagle, whose son, decades later, would become close with LaVey’s family.


As Stout describes it, the housing for the Wurlitzer, one of only 2,200 or so produced by the company, was quite complex: “In the center of the club was an aisle that went to the two bathrooms, which were on the left side. On the right side was the office. When you went back further, you went up around six steps, and you’re at a different level.” That’s where the Wurlitzer relay, which acts as the organ’s brain, was secured. Above a cigarette machine at the end of the bar, up on four legs, was the chrysoglott, a percussion instrument that sounds like a vibraharp, which connected to the relay. The two ten-by-ten chambers housing the organ’s pipes were located above the bathrooms, protruding into the building’s attic, side by side with the shutters. The sound that blasted through them often woke the neighbors, occasionally even shaking them from their beds.


LaVey was there subbing for Vannucci, who had the night off, when he met Stout. The men became fast friends.


For guys like LaVey and Vannucci, “it was a decent living,” Stout says, though tips were often hard to come by since the organist would be mostly inaccessible to the crowd. Since the console, where the musician would sit, was on a platform above the bar, he ended up looking down on the audience. A huge mirror on the wall behind him hung at a forty-five-degree angle so patrons could see his hands move along the keys.


Vannucci, who in 1960 put out a record of Wurlitzer favorites, peppered his sets with ballads and jazz standards like “Mood Indigo” and “Sophisticated Lady.” LaVey, in contrast, would proffer a kitschy mix of stuff like the bullfight staple “España Cañí,” Ravel’s “Boléro,” and “Yankee Rose,” a jaunty dance-band number from 1927. LaVey, Stout admits, had a distinctive approach, describing it as “merry-go-round, circus-type music.” And he didn’t think much of it at the time. “LaVey was limited,” Stout says. “His repertory was limited.”


“My sister gave me a bunch of family scrapbooks, and one of them was of the San Francisco Theater Organ Society,” says Dewey Cagle’s son, John Aes-Nihil (short for Aesthetic-Nihilism), a filmmaker and archivist of fringe subcultures. “And so I thought maybe Larry Vannucci was in it, and he is. Then I thought maybe Anton was in it. And there’s one page on Anton: ‘The Golden Gate Organ Club invites you to join in cocktails for two at the Lost Weekend, June 12, 1960. Professor Anton LaVey at the pipe organ. Anton has traveled the world over with major circuses, making people happy by playing the calliope.’”


Stout, the younger of the two by a few years, remembers LaVey’s playful side, rating him a prankster par excellence. Together, they specialized in making a scene. Their targets were often restaurant workers and patrons.


“Let’s go down and have some fun,” LaVey would say.


“I’ve got to go in there with a character of some sort,” Stout would respond. “Do you have any old suits that are in real bad shape?”


“Well, there’s one down in the basement that’s moldy.”


“Perfect.”


Stout, a small guy, would put on the larger man’s old suit, add the safety goggles he carried around for his repair jobs, then smudge the lenses with a mix of cigarette ash and spit. “They were all clouded up and looked like they hadn’t been cleaned in a hundred years,” he says. “Then I assumed a character, which was easy to do, of a halfwit named Edgar.”


With LaVey playing the straight man, they’d enter a restaurant and cause a commotion. “We had a lot of fun upsetting people and getting stares,” Stout says.


A woman named Virginia Cullen often accompanied the men on their excursions. She was a veteran San Francisco cop who at twenty-six was one of the first on the force to earn the official designation “policewoman.” Adopting the pseudonym Sister Marie Koven, she became an early member of LaVey’s Magic Circle, a kind of occult salon he came to host at his home.


Cullen, a former marine who, early on, went undercover as a junkie prostitute for the vice squad, continued to have a colorful career. One late August night in 1963, an off-duty Cullen enjoyed a few drinks while watching her friend Anton entertain at the Lost Weekend. After getting in her car and driving away, she claimed a vehicle following hers forced her to the curb near her home. A man, who she said appeared menacing, came over to her window and made an indecent remark, so she drew her service revolver, shot him in the thigh, and arrested him for assault. When he was put on trial the following February, the man, a carpenter named Carl Dee, said she fired at him for no reason. LaVey testified on Cullen’s behalf, saying he witnessed her being followed, though it’s hard to imagine how he could have. Dee was acquitted, while Cullen’s reputation received a shiner.


A few months later she found herself in trouble again when she was charged with “unofficerlike conduct” and suspended ninety days for both excessive drinking and allowing children to handle her unloaded gun. Still, she managed to get promoted to assistant inspector in 1972. Twelve years later, Cullen, then sixty, was returning home from a bar on her motorized tricycle when it was struck by a pickup truck. She escaped uninjured.


Anton and Carole split by 1960. Karla stayed to live at 6114 with her father and Diane, who took his last name though they never married. In Carole’s divorce papers, she claimed her husband’s only income came from his Lost Weekend residency and various other music bookings, which amounted to $29.91 per week ($314 in 2024, adjusted for inflation).


It was at the Lost Weekend, LaVey said, where another San Francisco police inspector buddy, Jack Webb (who shared a name with the star of the popular TV series Dragnet), gave him the idea to codify his obsession with magic and the occult and create a new religion.
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Sandwiched between, and seemingly dwarfed by, two otherwise unremarkable rectangular buildings, the two-story, peaked-roof house at 6114 California Street—with three windows aligned on the second floor and three others forming a large bay window on the main level—appeared homuncular, out of step. And recessed a few yards in from the curb, it seemed even more alien, as if it were willfully withdrawing from the surrounding community. In the same spirit, LaVey saw the interior as a canvas on which he could project his wicked, feverish art—creating a total environment out of his grisliest dreams. And in Diane he had found a willing accomplice, one whose encouragement charged his creativity.


A dozen red brick stairs ascended to the front door. Inside, a staircase at right led to the second-floor bedrooms, while to the left, checkerboard tiles marked the path down the long dark hallway. Over time, he painted his and Diane’s main-floor bedroom a glossy red, the living room and kitchen a shiny black. On a huge mural in the kitchen, a cartoonish bat-winged demon, based on the one from the “Night on Bald Mountain” segment in Disney’s Fantasia, rose from red and yellow flames. Underneath it, LaVey would eventually configure banks of keyboards. Other, more whimsical creatures adorned the wall around the door leading to the backyard.


His and Diane’s bedroom contained a loft bed, with a small office below. Maces, swords, and other weapons hung nearby. Off to the right was a bathroom with a large octopus painted on a wall.


He decided on purple for the sitting room, where a trick bookcase opened up to the red bedroom and a trapdoor in a fake fireplace gave access to the basement. Sunlight was not welcome in this house filled with memento mori, reminders of the inevitability of death. Skulls. A full-size human skeleton. Stuffed (real) animals. His own paintings of cadaverous ghouls and haunted mansions.


Over the years, he filled the purple room with such conversation pieces as a combination barber/dentist chair, an examination table (complete with stirrups), and a tombstone belonging to one Lucas Machado that the LaVeys used as a coffee table.


And then there were books. Dozens upon dozens of books. Floor-to-ceiling shelves heaved and sighed with the weight of multitudinous volumes from a vast assortment of genres, including macabre short fiction, fantastic adventure, true crime, magic, the occult, pop psychology, and show-business nonfiction. Grim anthologies like Fritz Leiber’s Night’s Black Agents, Ray Bradbury’s Dark Carnival, and A.E. Coppard’s Fearful Pleasures fought for space alongside Donald John Smith’s Amateur Acting and Stage Encyclopedia, Erving Goffman’s Behavior in Public Places, and Herbert Asbury’s The Great Illusion: An Informal History of Prohibition. A number of the spookier titles belonged to Arkham House, an imprint cofounded by pulp writer August Derleth, which initially published H.P. Lovecraft story collections. For LaVey, books were the keys to life’s secrets, doorways into worlds unknown and unimaginable. He was so serious about his stash that he affixed a sign onto one of the bookcases, which served as a warning to potential biblioklepts: ANYONE CAUGHT REMOVING BOOKS FROM SHELVES WILL HAVE THEIR HANDS AMPUTATED.


The black living room would eventually become a key space in the house, a chamber where LaVey would enact rituals using the stone fireplace’s mantel as the focus under a red ceiling, illuminated by electric-candle sconces, and among a Yamaha organ, an upright coffin, a gong the size of a garbage can lid, and a wooden sleigh chair he claimed once belonged to Rasputin. A replica of King Tut’s sarcophagus served as another trick door into the red bedroom.


The bar in the low-ceilinged cellar, the Den of Iniquity, would become the setting for his wanton menagerie of artificial human companions, mannequins whose faces he altered, posed in a room that resembled a species-behind-glass diorama at a natural history museum seemingly curated by Diane Arbus and Weegee.


The Black House, as 6114 came to be known, stood as a monument to one man’s obsessive aesthetic, leavened with his peculiar gallows humor.


The only things missing were actual gallows.
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Ed Stout would become a frequent guest at the house, where he’d gather with LaVey’s social circle for screenings of silent movies nearly every other week. “He was very gracious,” Stout says. “I was one of several friends who enjoyed the fact that he enjoyed being a character. His whole life was a performance.”


However entertaining that character could be, Stout had zero interest in LaVey’s occult endeavors. “I thought it was a load of horseshit,” he says, adding that he was deeply suspicious of any institution that called itself a church. “I wanted to be anchored in a reality that I could comprehend. I figured I’d better be responsible for my own actions and not blame it on some supernatural creature. I mean, when a baby’s born, it hasn’t even bounced on the floor twice before it’s given a gift by this loving and benevolent institution. And this gift is a pox called original sin, based on some story about a snake and an apple in a garden. And this church, this organization that invented this deadly pox on this innocent child, who hasn’t passed wind once—this child is given this pox.


“And for the rest of its miserable fucking life, it has to go to the authorized dealer once a week and have its spiritual oil changed,” he continues.


“That’s a fucking good business.”















III.






6114: House Number of the Beast


NO TRESPASSERS. SURVIVORS WILL BE PROSECUTED.


The sign, no bigger than a license plate, hung in the kitchen of the Black House beneath a window through which one could see a toothy lion named Togare pacing in his metal cage on the back porch. Visitors would do well to heed its warning.


In 1965, the neighborhood weirdo, his brood, and their house made a splash on The Wonderful World of Brother Buzz, a local children’s TV program that encouraged the humane treatment of animals. Three marionettes—two bees and one rodent—introduced the segment narrated first by a Bela Lugosi impersonator, then by an aggressively wacky lion who sounded straight off the streets of Manhattan’s Lower East Side, circa 1952. After highlighting the occupants and their home’s décor—Diane emerging from the trick fireplace, Anton playing the organ, Karla checking her doll’s heartbeat while standing in front of a hypno wheel—the show presented the “psychic investigator” wrestling with his pet lion and later taking him on a leash to the supermarket, where the excited animal pawed at the meat cooler. Togare was nine weeks old when, LaVey claimed, a former trainer at the Clyde Beatty Circus gave him as a gift. Both The Munsters and The Addams Family, outrageous sitcoms centered on spooky clans living in macabre mansions, had debuted on TV just a year earlier. But here was the real thing, in living, breathing color.


The big cat was named for Austrian lion tamer Georg Kulovits, who performed as “Togare.” And he brought LaVey a lot of attention, whether it was while mingling with the elegant likes of Citizen Kane star Joseph Cotten at the Sonoma ranch of eccentric architect David Pleydell-Bouverie, teaching kindergarteners from Hamlin Elementary School about the responsibilities of pet ownership, or becoming the main attraction at the Golden West Cat Club’s annual all-breed championship show on October 16 and 17, where Anton judged the Household Pets Division. Togare wasn’t even his first big cat. He, Carole, and Karla lived for a time with a black leopard named Zoltan.


Obviously, having a pet lion, though legal at the time, came with risks. A friend of the LaVeys recalls once seeing a row of four bloody claw marks on Diane’s upper right arm. “I must have gasped,” says Raechel Donahue, “because she assured me that everything was okay and it was just that Togare doesn’t know his own strength.”


Togare, “A Quarter Ton of Loving Lion,” made the front page of the Chronicle on April 22, 1966, in a story that detailed his life as a domestic tabby. The piece was accompanied by two photos, one of Togare roaring and another of LaVey playfully wrestling the now two-year-old cat. When he wasn’t joining LaVey on trips to the local supermarket, Togare was playing with old tires in his screened-in porch and sleeping in his owner’s bedroom, chained to a ring bolt in the floor. “We just don’t want him chewing up the furniture, which he likes to do,” LaVey said. (Diane, who admitted it was difficult to lion-proof a house, would later say she brushed Tabasco sauce on stuff she didn’t him want to bite.)


This promotional gambit began to backfire, however, when three days later the paper reported that a local attorney and political aspirant wrote in a letter to Mayor John F. Shelley that the constantly roaring Togare was a menace to the neighborhood. “You know how it is, though,” LaVey later said with a sigh. “Everybody says he likes lions, but not everyone wants to live next door to one.”
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By then Anton had established his Magic Circle, which, in addition to policewoman Virginia Cullen, was said to have included a squad of other local eccentrics. Kenneth Anger, whom LaVey met as the young avant-garde filmmaker worked on Inauguration of the Pleasure Dome, a short inspired by the writings of Aleister Crowley. Novelist Stephen Schneck, whose first book, The Nightclerk, earned him the international Formentor Prize. Taxidermist Roy Heist. Carin de Plessen, a member of the Danish aristocracy. Anthropologist Michael Harner. Dr. Cecil Nixon, a dentist and inventor whose home contained a full-size pipe organ, an automaton named Isis who could pluck three thousand songs from a zither, and another called Galatea, who reclined on a leopard skin and played the violin. LaVey claimed another doctor in the Magic Circle, Hugo Moeller from the neurosurgery department at the University of California Medical Center, supplied him with patients—suffering from insomnia, nervousness, impotence, and the like—for whom Anton could offer hypnotherapy sessions at ten bucks a pop. This would have been quite an achievement, considering Moeller was actually a gastroenterologist.
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April 30. On this date in 1939, the National Broadcasting Company aired the first television transmission, an appearance by President Franklin D. Roosevelt, from the New York World’s Fair. On this date in 1945, Adolf Hitler and his wife, Eva Braun, killed themselves in their underground bunker. In religious tradition, the date marks Walpurgisnacht (“Witches’ Sabbath”), a European pagan holiday celebrating fertility and the coming of spring, when Christians pray to God to protect them from witches, demons, and evil spirits.


And on this night in 1966—three weeks after Time magazine infamously asked on its cover, “Is God Dead?”—Anton LaVey was going to officially revive His (or Her) adversary. He claimed he ritualistically cut off his wavy dark locks and shaved his head. He wanted to resemble not only the villains of the pulpy thrillers he so admired, but also as his authorized biographer noted, “the medieval executioners, carnival strongmen, and black magicians before him, to gain personal power and enhance the forces surrounding his newly established Satanic order.” Where he had previously been an occult lecturer, occasional ghost hunter, and organizer of a Magic Circle, LaVey would now be the founder and leader of a church, one that rejected the Holy Trinity and its proscriptions and instead allowed its congregants to indulge in their lust for life. A—no, the—First Church of Satan. (He’d drop the “First” soon after establishing the church.) He formally designated the occasion Anno Satanas, Year One on the Satanic calendar.


“Calling it a church,” he’d later say, “enabled me to follow the magic formula of nine parts outrage and one part social responsibility that is needed for success.” Thus officially began one man’s elaborate, fanciful, artful, sometimes perilous dance with the Devil.


Satan—or the Devil, or any number of comparable figures, has appeared as an antagonistic, terrifying figure throughout folklore and religion ever since humans, wanting to make sense of a chaotic existence, had the capacity to feel shame and point a finger. The Mayans have Cizin, the Chinese have Mogwai, Muslims have Shaitan, Germans have Mephistopheles, Africans have Shetani, and so on. The Judeo-Christian figure of Satan is a fallen angel personifying pure evil who terrorizes the world and leads innocents astray, countering a merciful God’s sublime capacity for good. LaVey’s Satanism, however, wasn’t the belief in a literal crimson, pitchfork-toting, pointy-eared demon who reigned over a fire-spewing hell (like the one painted on a wall in the LaVey kitchen). Rather, it was the idea of one—a metaphorical tempter wielding a more seductive and gratifying portfolio than the guilt-inducing Other Guy.


“Satan as a red devil is ingrained in the collective unconscious,” LaVey said. “The association can’t be broken, so we might as well use it and exploit it as a positive symbol.” Still, some members, according to Randall H. Alfred—who went undercover in the church to research it—would come to regard the Devil as a deity to be worshipped.


LaVey’s church forbade the use of illegal drugs, particularly hallucinogens, as they impeded the effective control over one’s surroundings—a restriction that likely turned off students at the Berkeley campus of the University of California, where in 1968 the church made an unsuccessful attempt to missionize. Alcohol, however, was considered fine in moderation since it reduced inhibitions. Alfred recalled seeing at church parties a spiked punch called Satonic, or Goblin Juice, sometimes served out of a commode.


Edward James Moody, a lecturer at Queen’s University of Belfast, Northern Ireland, spent two and half years as an active church member and came up with a profile of its participants. Those he encountered in San Francisco, he wrote, “desire successes denied them—money, fame, recognition, power—and with legitimate avenues apparently blocked, with no apparent means by which legitimate effort will bring reward, they turn to Satanism and witchcraft.”


Many suffered traumatic childhoods: alcoholic parents, broken homes, abusive siblings. Some, he observed, were also characterized by “assorted psychological ‘syndromes’ ranging from transvestism to sadomasochism. A single factor seemed to typify all of them: all were deviant or abnormal in some aspect of their social behavior.” But they themselves weren’t deviants—their unconventional attitudes, he explained, caused anxiety in those who played by society’s rules.


And the Church of Satan welcomed them.


“The new member,” Moody wrote, “is likely to find himself praised and rewarded for the very thoughts and behaviors which brought him pain and scorn in the larger community.”


Ceremonies in LaVey’s church would often take the form of psychodramas conducted by the high priest. In one, the shibboleth ritual, congregants would come dressed as a person they hated and wished to curse. Over the course of the evening, each Satanist would be required to think, act, and talk like their nemesis, before that adversary would be symbolically killed. And if this feat of “greater magic”—a casting of spells and hexes through rituals and using props—was unable to conjure a real-world result, well, at least it would offer the Satanist some catharsis and provide tools to manipulate or influence the foe by using “lesser magic.”


Alfred also observed that for the twenty to thirty participants, this wasn’t playacting—they truly were getting something out of it. Members reported “the emotional intensity of greater magic was creating new confidence that they could recognize and then obtain their own desired goals, whether amorous, vengeful, financial, political, or whatever,” he wrote, adding that “a sufficiently powerful ritual was deemed capable of implanting a suggestion in the mind of one on whom the magician wished to cast a spell.”


With the establishment of a church came the administration of a church, and LaVey enlisted Diane to handle much of those day-to-day responsibilities. Karla would eventually help out too. There were promotional flyers to print up and applications to process—requiring a twenty-five-dollar fee, a current snapshot, and, for minors, written permission from a parent or legal guardian. There were changes of address to record and merchandise orders to fulfill. Those products would grow to include books, an LP record, a sigil of Baphomet wall plaque, and various medallions. Active members were sent red identification cards featuring a personalized membership number. Those and medallions, if visibly displayed, “will elicit sufficient response and will serve as a means of recognition for other Satanists you might unknowingly encounter,” one handout suggested.


Diane would soon adopt the alias Lana Green on church paperwork and business calls, since Anton believed that masquerading as his secretary, and not speaking on behalf of her spouse, enabled her to be a far more effective communicator.


Eventually, a form letter went out to the incarcerated who wished to join, encouraging those correspondents to develop their understanding of Satanism under their current conditions and away from the Church of Satan (it was an elitist organization, after all). “At the present time,” the mailing went on, “your opportunities to do this lie within the walls—certainly not outside them.” It asked the recipients to keep the church informed of their progress, before adding fairly witheringly, “but do not expect answers to your letters; you have much time, but we have thousands of pieces of mail each week to sort and process.”
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On October 20, 1966, Hollywood’s smartest dumb blonde came to town. In the run-up to the San Francisco International Film Festival, the Chronicle reported that Jayne Mansfield, the voluptuous Hollywood sex symbol, would be flying in for the event in a star-studded chartered plane along with comedian Jonathan Winters, actress Polly Bergen, and Peter Ustinov, opening night’s master of ceremonies.


At the time, the actress was engulfed in chaos, both professionally and personally. Once a major-studio rival to Marilyn Monroe—thanks to her winningly self-aware roles in such late-’50s confections as The Girl Can’t Help It and Will Success Spoil Rock Hunter?—by 1966 she was chasing paychecks, slumming in dreck like The Fat Spy and Las Vegas Hillbillys and touring the lowdown nightclub circuit with a tacky song-and-prance act that found her sitting on the laps of men in the audience. Locally, the Hub Theater on Market Street was currently unspooling her three-year-old sex farce Promises! Promises! in which she appears nude—in bed, in a tub, toweling herself dry—the kind of (over)exposure that made her unique among mainstream actresses at the time.


She had recently completed a cameo in her first major picture in a long while, A Guide for the Married Man, as well as a starring role in Single Room Furnished. The latter was a low-budget drama directed by her third husband, Matt Cimber, with whom she was locked in a bitter divorce battle, alleging extreme cruelty. Less than a week before landing in San Francisco, she had been awarded custody of their only son, eleven-month-old Tony, after a contentious, highly publicized tug of war. Along with her pink luggage and dainty chihuahuas, she brought with her Sam Brody, her divorce attorney, de facto manager, and latest boyfriend. Theirs was a volatile and abusive relationship. And Brody knew from volatility: a few years earlier, he worked with Melvin Belli to defend Jack Ruby, the assassin of John F. Kennedy assassin Lee Harvey Oswald.


If Anton LaVey could have summoned from his ritual altar the ideal embodiment of his lust, the figure doubtlessly would have taken the form of Jayne Mansfield: full of bosom and bereft of inhibition, part squeaky cartoon doll, part ditzy gangster’s moll. When they finally connected, it was a match made in Hades—the merging of two preternatural publicity hounds who exemplified the new freedoms that were rousing America out of its prudish postwar torpor.


The legend of their meeting and subsequent relationship goes something like this: either LaVey’s press agents or Mansfield’s reached out to the other to set up a confab and a tour of the Black House. Jayne showed up with Brody and her road manager and instantly bonded with the high priest, which made her boyfriend instantly jealous. As they walked through the rooms, LaVey warned Brody not to touch anything, particularly the skull candles on the mantel. When he took Jayne aside to present her with a Baphomet pendant, Brody went ahead and lit one anyway. “That candle is used only for curses,” LaVey laid into him. “I don’t know what’s going to happen to you now.”


Or maybe he shouted, as May Mann, a Mansfield confidante and biographer, claimed, “You will both be killed in a tragic car accident within a year. When it happens, it will be very sudden!” But, Mann wrote, if she ditched Sam, LaVey averred, Jayne would be all right.


According to LaVey, Jayne also told him to put a curse on Cimber so that she’d win custody of Tony (of whom, it must be noted, she already had custody).


After that visit, all sorts of things started to go wrong for the actress. For one, the SFIFF general manager disinvited her, claiming she embarrassed the festival with her provocative attire, and, besides, she’d never been invited in the first place.


In the meantime, LaVey dove into a busy social calendar: conducting a Halloween Black Mass in the Wax Museum at Fisherman’s Wharf and donning a pith helmet to play the calliope at a coming-out party for a Sonoma rancher’s debutante daughter, where he also accompanied a chimpanzee aerial act.


Raechel Donahue, who was to become a popular San Francisco radio personality, attended the LaVeys’ 1966 Halloween party with her future husband Tom Donahue, a leading DJ and concert promoter. He came dressed as the literary figure Svengali and she as Trilby, the bohemian model who falls under the hypnotist’s spell. Raechel recalls being greeted at the door by a six-foot-five man named Rudy, who was wearing a French maid’s costume, fishnet stockings, and spike heels. “His expression implied he’d been dead for at least a few weeks,” she says.


At the party, their host, swathed in his customary black cape, entertained guests by playing Bach’s “Toccata and Fugue in D Minor,” featuring the sinister organ riff popularized in such movies as LaVey’s beloved Fantasia and The Black Cat. He also offered a tour of the house, pointing out the space between some of the walls where one could surreptitiously observe goings-on through peepholes. “It was said that [a] tunnel beneath the house was a mile long, big enough to drive a car through, and led all the way to the beach,” Donahue recalls. “I never saw it, so I can’t attest to the accuracy of the legend.”


Just a few months after the fête, LaVey would be organizing another costumed affair, this one his first foray into the theater: a topless witches’ revue.
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Jayne took her kids Zoltan, six, Mickey Jr. (Miklos), seven, and Maria (Mariska), two, to Jungleland in Thousand Oaks on November 26. Nestled in the Santa Monica Mountains, about an hour’s drive from her home in Beverly Hills, the private zoo housed and trained animals appearing in movies and TV shows. As his mom posed for publicity photos, Zoltan strayed too close to a chained lion. The big cat pounced, thrashing the boy about by the neck, slashing his cheek, fracturing his skull, and rupturing his spleen.


According to May Mann, as Zoltan lay on the operating table, LaVey offered to fly down to deliver “a magic healing potion.” LaVey claimed he drove to the top of Mount Tamalpais, the San Francisco Bay Area’s highest peak, and delivered an invocation beseeching Satan to heal the child.


A few days after undergoing successful emergency surgery, Zoltan developed meningitis, a serious infection targeting the brain and spinal cord. LaVey said that once again he held a ritual to bless the son of his new acquaintance, who herself had come down with viral pneumonia. Both mother and child recovered.


According to LaVey, the tragedy drew Mansfield closer to him, and she became his pupil and, inevitably, his lover. She would sneak out to San Francisco when Brody was in court, working. She would ring LaVey multiple times a day, even breaking into calls in progress to confess her love. At the very least, she phoned LaVey every midnight so he could cast a happy spell over her. LaVey claimed that in January, Mansfield called him for help during a particularly brutal fight with Brody, who snatched away the receiver and shouted that she was never going to speak with him again and that he’d make real trouble for LaVey if the two didn’t cut off contact. Brody would be dead in a year, LaVey promised him—he’d see to it. The high priest performed a destruction ritual aimed at the lawyer, writing Brody’s name on parchment, then burning it. He warned Mansfield that in whatever misfortune might befall Brody she could become collateral damage.
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By December, LaVey was still publicly boasting of his lion’s accessibility. “Togare has become a sort of status symbol for the neighborhood,” he said in a Chronicle story about the group Jungle Cats of California, headed by the artist Dion Vigne. “Neighbors love to shock friends by telling them they have a lion on the block.” (Vigne, another goateed bohemian, lived in an old downtown Victorian with his wife, Loralee, and an ocelot named Svengali. Loralee, a mystic, would eventually found the Temple of Isis, devoted to that ancient Egyptian goddess.)


And by January, LaVey was coyly promoting Mansfield’s alleged involvement in his church. In a story that cited people he called his clients, he hinted at a glamorous Hollywood star, a Berkeley novelist (presumably Stephen Schneck), and a European baroness (Carin de Plessen), among others.


The Everly Brothers were opening a five-night engagement at San Francisco’s short-lived outpost of the Whisky a Go Go. Carmen McRae was bringing her sassy jazz phrasing to Basin Street West. And over on North Bay’s notorious Broadway strip, comic “Professor” Irwin Corey was spewing his quasi-profound claptrap at the hungry i nightclub, and accomplished ecdysiast Carol Doda was shaking a tail feather on stage at the Condor. Just a few doors down, sandwiched between both venues, the marquee hanging over the awning of the lounge called Gigi’s—ANTON LA VEY PRESENTS THE WITCHES SABBETH—stood out for being both incorrectly spelled and grammatically dubious. (The Chronicle and Examiner had the show listed as “The Witch’s Sabbath,” a.k.a. the Witches’ Sabbath, a.k.a. Walpurgisnacht.)


For this partially nude revue, which began its run on Tuesday, February 28, 1967, at 8:00 p.m., LaVey received $250 to deal with it all: script, props, sets, cast, rehearsals. Once the show was up and running, LaVey, who’d just struck public relations gold a month earlier with the Satanic nuptials, earned a fee for each performance and agreed to officiate weddings at the club for seventy-five dollars a pop. It’s not known how many couples took him up on the offer.
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