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‘Reality is not enough; we need nonsense too. Drifting into a world of fantasy is not an escape from reality but a significant education about the nature of life.’


Edmund Miller, Lewis Carroll Observed
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PROLOGUE:


The Fuckers Burned the Lot
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Jim Reid retired to his hotel room at around midnight on 22 August 1994. Half an hour later there was a knock at the door. It was Bill Drummond and Jimmy Cauty and they had the suitcase with them.


‘Come on, we’re going to do it now,’ said Drummond.


Reid asked why. ‘There’s just a time when you instinctively know it is right,’ Cauty replied. The plan had been to get up early on the morning of the 23rd and climb, with the suitcase and its contents, to the top of one of the mountains that dominate the island of Jura. Well, it was now technically the morning of the 23rd. The mountain was unimportant.


‘Do you remember Christmas when you were a kid, and you just couldn’t wait for morning?’ Drummond asked.


Reid was a journalist who had been taken to Jura by Drummond and Cauty in order to act as a witness. He grabbed his Dictaphone and followed. They left the warmth of the hotel and went outside into the night. Here they met the fourth member of their party, Alan Goodrick, a Falklands War veteran and rock tour manager more commonly known as Gimpo. It was raining.


Drummond did not look like one of the most successful and credible pop stars on the planet. He was forty-one years old with an Everyman haircut and the sort of thoughtful, respectable demeanour you might associate with a secondary school teacher. Nevertheless, he had produced a string of global number one singles and had just come first in Select magazine’s ‘100 Coolest People’ list. Jimmy Cauty, the other half of the duo known as The KLF (among other things), was a few years younger with wild dark curly hair and a more anarchic sparkle in his eyes.


The suitcase went into the hire car’s boot. Reid had still not seen the contents of the case at this point, but he was pretty sure he knew what was inside. Gimpo had also guessed. During the flight to the Hebridean island the thought of killing Drummond and Cauty in order to steal the suitcase had entered his head. He didn’t do that, of course. He just thought about it.


Well, you would, wouldn’t you?


Gimpo drove them away from the hotel, down a rough track and across the Scottish island. The night was pitch black. ‘This just feels better,’ Drummond said, ‘going out in the night when it’s pissing down with rain.’


A few minutes later they pulled up by a deserted stone boathouse. Cauty had discovered it earlier in the evening when he and Drummond had been searching for the remains of a giant wicker man they had burned three years earlier, in front of dozens of robed and hooded members of the music press. They stepped out into the cold. Gimpo left the car lights on and they illuminated the rain, the bracken and the boathouse. They took the suitcase out of the boot.


They went inside. The flame from a cigarette lighter revealed rough stone walls and an earth floor. Ropes hung from old wooden rafters. And at the far end: a fireplace.


The suitcase was opened and its contents were dumped onto the ground. The four men stared down at the heap of paper at their feet.


It was a million pounds.


Very few people get to see a million pounds sterling first hand. Even fewer get to dump it onto a dirt floor in a remote abandoned building in the middle of the night. Those fifty-pound bundles were power and potential in its purest form. They were countless acts of compassion and charity, or a lifetime without work. The amount was highly symbolic. It was the amount that is associated with success; the quantity of money needed not only to escape the rat race, but to win it. That money was freedom, both physically and symbolically.


Cauty opened the first bundle and took out two fifty pound notes. He handed one to Drummond and set fire to both with his lighter. Despite the cold and damp, the flame readily ate through the paper. More notes were placed in the fireplace and, over the course of the next two hours, the fuckers burned the lot.


On their return from the isle of Jura, Drummond and Cauty found themselves at the start of the long, hard process of coming to terms with what they had just done. As Cauty told the BBC six months later, ‘Every day you wake up and think, “Oh God – I’ve just burned a million quid.” Nobody thinks it was good. Everyone thinks that it’s a complete waste of time.’ The heart of the problem was that they did not know why they had done it. ‘I don’t know what it is, what we did. Some days I do. Bits of it,’ Drummond said. ‘But I’ve never thought that it was wrong.’


Drummond and Cauty’s inability to justify or explain their actions is one of the most intriguing aspects of what happened on Jura. It echoes the fates of the founders of Dadaism, the small group of artists and radicals who opened the Cabaret Voltaire in Zurich in the middle of the First World War. The Cabaret only lasted for six months, and no recordings were made of what happened there, yet those present spent the rest of their lives trying to come to terms with what they had done. They never really did. As the American author and music journalist Greil Marcus points out, ‘This is the best evidence – the only real evidence – that something actually happened in Zurich in the spring of 1916.’


The money burning was recorded. Gimpo had filmed the event with a small camcorder. In the months after the burning, as Drummond and Cauty searched for some context or insight to allow them to understand their actions, the idea that they should show people the film arose. Perhaps if they showed the film and asked for help, someone might be able to explain to them what they had done?


This was a terrible idea, but they were hardly in their right minds at the time. They set about organising a film tour of arts venues and unusual locations around the British Isles. The first screening, on 23 August 1995, would be in the village hall back on Jura.


People were, by and large, rather angry. This is not surprising. If you ask a crowd to tell you why you burned a million pounds, when members of that crowd would very much like to have a million pounds themselves and know that they never will, then there is not going to be a huge amount of sympathy in the room.


It was the pointlessness of the whole thing that got to people. When it was revealed in a court case in 2000 that Elton John had somehow spent £40 million in twenty months, including £293,000 on flowers, people reacted differently. There was much head shaking, tutting and many jokes, but generally speaking nobody took it personally. It was Elton John’s money after all, and his extravagance seemed in keeping with the personality that earned him that money in the first place. His wasted money, at the very least, had made a number of florists happy.


When Cauty and Drummond wasted their money it felt different. Seeing video footage of the burning was a genuine shock. Their money looked like kidney dialysis machines, beds in homeless shelters or funding for young artists in a way that Elton John’s wasted money didn’t. This wasn’t money being wasted; it was money being negated. The argument that it was their money, and they could do what they liked with it, didn’t ring true. What they had done felt wrong.


The adverts for the film screenings read, ‘Jimmy Cauty and Bill Drummond urgently need to know why did the K Foundation [Drummond and Cauty’s post-KLF name] burn a million quid? Was it a crime? Was it a burnt offering? Was it madness? Was it an investment? Was it Rock ’n’ Roll? Was it an obscenity? Was it art? Was it a political statement? Was it bollocks? There will be screenings of the film Watch The K Foundation Burn A Million Quid at relevant locations over the next twelve months. Each will be followed by a debate attended by Messrs Cauty and Drummond where the answers to the above questions and others will be sought.’


Debate did follow, but very little of it seemed helpful to Drummond and Cauty. There was some talk of art, pranks, scams and promotion, but nothing that really held up to scrutiny. Many wondered if the whole thing was a hoax, or if they even burned money at all (this idea was discredited by a later BBC documentary, which produced a trail of evidence showing that the money was genuine).


Very quickly, a consensus view formed. It was a view that explained to most people’s satisfaction exactly what had happened. This consensus arose spontaneously from many different audiences and it allowed most people to put what had happened behind them and move on. The consensus was this: Drummond and Cauty are a pair of attention-seeking arseholes.


It did seem like a power trip. As the pair sat behind a desk at the screenings it was easy to imagine that they were thinking, ‘We had a million pounds, something that you will never be able to obtain no matter how hard you work. And we didn’t want it. But we wouldn’t give it to you. We’d rather burn it than give it to you. So we did. Because we could.’


The fact that they didn’t know why they burned the money did not really figure in this reaction. Very few believed that anyway. Were not the pair, according to almost every article written about them, some form of ‘master media manipulators’? The KLF, it was understood, were people who definitely knew what they were doing, for how else could you explain their success? From this perspective, their claim to be unable to justify their actions appeared to be an excuse to hold screenings and rub people’s noses in what they had done.


There were some supporters, of course, who praised the burning sincerely and genuinely. They often had some pet critical theory, a personal tower of cards, which allowed them to view the burning as artistically important. They were very much a minority, however, and nothing they could do or say could compete with the pair of attention-seeking arseholes interpretation.


And really, who could say that that interpretation wasn’t true? Perhaps that was the crux of the matter. Perhaps there was nothing else to add.


The futility of it all came to a head while they were sitting in a Little Chef diner near Aviemore, in the Scottish Highlands, the morning after a screening of the film in Glasgow. Drummond and Cauty had had enough. The screenings, they finally understood, were not going to achieve anything. They began to draw up a contract that would force them to walk away from the whole thing. The contract read:




For the sake of our souls we the trustees of the K Foundation agree unconditionally, totally, and without hesitation to a binding contract with the rest of the world, the contract is as follows.


Bill Drummond + Jimmy Cauty agree to never speak, write or use any other form of media to mention the burning of one million pounds of their own money which occurred on the Island of Jura on 23 August 1994 for a period of 23 years after the date of signature.


Bill Drummond + Jimmy Cauty are free to end the K Foundation in all respects for a period of 23 years after the date of signature.


Bill Drummond + Jimmy Cauty agree to store all assets of the K Foundation, including the ash of the one million pounds burnt on Jura, for a period of 23 years from the date of signature. This is to be completed within 14 days of signature.


Bill Drummond + J Cauty agree to allow Alan Goodrick use, for whatever purpose, the film ‘Watch The K Foundation Burn A Million Quid’ and all film rushes.


Bill Drummond + Jimmy Cauty agree to publish this contract as a one page advert in a broadsheet of their choice within 14 days of signature and to cover costs.


It is agreed that in signing this contract, the postponing of the K Foundation for the said period of 23 years, provides opportunity of sufficient length for an accurate and appropriately executed response to their burning of a million quid.





All that remained was to sign the contract and confirm the agreement. Cauty and Drummond had an idea about how to do this. They would write the contract on the hire van and then push that van over the cliffs at Cape Wrath on the northern tip of Scotland. That, it was felt, would be a suitable end to the matter.


Gimpo reacted to this idea by immediately returning to the van, which contained his film, and driving back to London, leaving Drummond and Cauty stranded. This is one of the few sensible acts in this story.


Nevertheless, a G-reg Nissan Bluebird was soon hired and the contract was written across its entire body and windscreen with a gold pen. Cauty and Drummond signed the contract and the poor car was duly pushed over the cliff to fall hundreds of feet into the crashing North Atlantic surf. Cauty had first removed the radiator cap because it would ‘smoke better’ as it fell.


And that should have been that.


Except . . .


Except that the pair of attention-seeking arseholes consensus doesn’t really explain a great deal. It’s an incomplete picture. There are many attention-seeking arseholes about but, by and large, they don’t go around burning their last million pounds.


Then there’s the matter of their inability to come to terms with what they did. The music journalist Andrew Smith described in the Observer how a long-time friend and associate of The KLF told him that they knew the burning was real ‘because afterwards, Jimmy and Bill looked so harrowed and haunted. And to be honest, they’ve never really been the same since.’ Like the founders of the Cabaret Voltaire, the fact of their bewilderment is evidence that they were swept along by something larger, and something not of their design.


The fact that their actions are so incomprehensible suggests that we must be missing something. Somehow our view of our world or our culture is incomplete. Even if we accept that Cauty and Drummond were attention-seeking arseholes, there still must have been some strange influences pushing them in that particular direction. We can be fairly certain, given the end result, that these influences will be disturbing and irrational. But if we pursue those influences, what will we find? Will they be interesting? More importantly, will they be useful?


*


How do you tell a story such as this?


In December 1995 I was fortunate enough to spend an evening with the American counter-culture author Robert Anton Wilson. At the time I was researching a book about the Harvard psychologist turned psychedelics advocate Timothy Leary, and Leary was a good friend and a major influence on Wilson.


It occurred to me to ask him his thoughts on The KLF. Robert Anton Wilson, it was generally understood, was a major figure in the KLF story. He co-wrote The Illuminatus! Trilogy, an underground but influential series of novels which had acted as inspiration and as a guiding philosophy for Drummond and Cauty’s musical adventures. The first name they used together, The Justified Ancients of Mu Mu, was taken directly from this work.


The reason I asked Wilson about The KLF had nothing to do with Timothy Leary. It was because I was intrigued by a rumour that I had heard via a friend of Cauty. The rumour was this: although it was frequently claimed that the initials ‘KLF’ didn’t mean anything, or that they meant different things at different times (Kings of Low Frequencies, Kopyright Liberation Front, and so on), the initials did actually have a specific meaning. According to this rumour, KLF stood for ‘King Lucifer Forever’.


I was unsure what to make of this, but it didn’t feel right. The idea that there was a hidden secret at the heart of the band contradicted everything else I knew about them. It implied that they had a purpose, and that they knew what they were doing. This seemed deeply out of character. Still, it was an odd thing for a friend of Cauty’s to claim, and an odd thing for someone to invent. I wondered if there was an air of ‘Chinese whispers’ about the phrase. Perhaps someone had made this suggestion as a joke after the band had ended, and the nature of word of mouth morphed it into the more interesting and definitive version which I heard? I asked Wilson what his thoughts about The KLF were.


‘I’ve never heard of them,’ he told me.


‘They were a British band who first called themselves The Justified Ancients of Mu Mu? They went on to burn a million pounds?’ I prompted.


He shrugged. He explained that there were an awful lot of bands who played around with that imagery, and that he couldn’t keep track of them all. He also said that punk bands seemed particularly keen on it, which surprised him a little as he wasn’t really into the punk thing.


I hadn’t expected that. Almost every account of the origins of The KLF mentioned Robert Anton Wilson. He was, I was sure, an integral part of their story and it seemed reasonable for him to be aware of this. The fact that he wasn’t provided the first hint into how this story could be told.


It is not necessary for a character in a story to be aware of that story. This is not something that we understand instinctively or intuitively. The films we watch are focused on a hero’s journey, and we automatically interpret the other characters as being part of that hero’s story. If we see merchandise from the Harry Potter movies (for example) which shows minor characters from the films, then this does not strike us as odd. That character is part of those films, after all, and therefore part of Harry Potter’s story.


Often, however, those characters should have no knowledge of the story that they are in. They may feature in an early scene and never be seen again, remaining ignorant of the events that follow. They would have no more reason for thinking that they were part of ‘Harry Potter’s story’ than the story of anyone else that they met. Indeed, the idea that this was ‘Harry’s story’ would seem ludicrous because, as far as they are concerned, they are in the middle of their own story. Their story could conceivably be more dramatic and exciting than Harry’s. To them, Harry would be a bit player in their own story, not vice versa. This is certainly the situation in narratives which deal with real, as opposed to fictitious, people. We are all forming our own narratives and we can’t be expected to keep track of everybody else’s narratives, no matter how much they would like us to.


In the light of Wilson’s comments, I started to wonder if there was such a thing as a story that no one knows they are in – least of all the main characters. Could a complete narrative develop by itself with no one guiding it or steering it? You would instinctively think not, yet whenever I thought about the KLF story and Cauty and Drummond’s confusion about their actions I couldn’t shake the idea that there was nobody involved who could hear the story that was being told.


On one level the story of The KLF is easy to tell, because almost everything they did between 1987 and 1994 was well recorded. Almost every song they produced, interview they gave, video they made or press release they issued is archived on the internet somewhere (or at least was and will be again – KLF websites and .ftp archives have a habit of appearing and disappearing). For this we must thank Drummond and Cauty’s championing of Situationist ideas, particularly with regard to their views on copyright.


The Situationists were a small but influential group of avant-garde thinkers from the 1950s who thought that culture was forced upon us, and that we needed to take control of it. These ideas sufficiently influenced KLF fans so that, when the internet grew in the years after the band split, they digitised their collections and shared them with the world.


Thanks to these copyright-ignoring KLF fans, it is possible to download the entire story of The KLF, as it played out in the media, in an afternoon. Then, with every press article, photograph and interview laid out before you, you can begin to pull a narrative out of all that data. The Situationists would have made a distinction between this mass of cultural data, what they would have called the spectacle of The KLF, and the actual events that caused this spectacle. What we have is not what happened, but it is all we can know about what happened. As the Situationists saw it, it is all that you can ever have to go on.


This made sense to me because of my experience researching the Timothy Leary biography. For that book, I behaved as you would expect a conscientious biographer to behave, and for a very good reason. I had never written a book before, or indeed any text of length. I didn’t know what I was doing, and wanted to hide that fact from people. I worked diligently and tracked down people who had first-hand knowledge of events, formed a good relationship with Leary’s estate and gained access to a number of archives, including his own. I travelled thousands of miles and I got to know as many people as my budget and time frame would allow, because basically that is what you are supposed to do.


As I progressed with this research, I noticed a surprising pattern in the data. Time and time again, older books, letters and interviews proved to be far more illuminating than first-hand interviews. It soon became apparent that accounts of events changed over time, and that the ‘truth’ of what happened depended very much on the date of your source. This was clear to me because I had access to Leary’s own archive of papers. I could read letters and diary entries written at the time, find later magazine interviews about the same period, and also speak to surviving witnesses thirty or forty years after the event. These differing sources revealed a drift away from the raw chaos of what actually happened into a neater, simpler narrative which didn’t always match the original sources. Even though later sources could offer greater perspective and illuminate things that were not apparent at the time, I adopted a rule of favouring the older sources whenever possible. They captured the flavour of the times, somehow, in a way that the more considered later versions didn’t.


Psychologists have studied this drift of memory into error in great detail and found it to be an undeniable fact of our lives – even if most people refuse to accept it about their own memories. This drift has been found to be so precise and predictable that it can be plotted on a graph, known as the Ebbinghaus curve of forgetting. What happens is that witnesses slowly absorb events into their own narrative, losing the loose ends and unexplained incidents and making sense of what they can with respect to their own lives and prejudices. We all do this. Indeed, if modern neuroscience is correct, it is something that we do far more than we think. The role of the ego, it appears, is less like a president or a prime minister deciding on a course of action, but more like their spin doctor explaining the action afterwards in the best possible light. We rationalise the actions of our unconscious minds and present them as an entirely correct, politically consistent course of action regardless of what it was or how uninvolved we are in the decision.


All this needs to be considered in any attempt to discover why the KLF burned a million pounds. If the central protagonists were as baffled as everyone else about their behaviour, and if other characters are not even aware that they are in this story, that leaves us with something of a problem. In this instance, asking the protagonists what happened all these years later would not only fail to illuminate those events, it would almost certainly take us decidedly off course. Many journalists have already tried this approach, interviewing Cauty and Drummond at length about the burning, and it hasn’t really got them anywhere.


What is the alternative? We are left with the spectacle, and it is from within this spectacle that any answer to why they burned a million pounds must be sought. This approach seems particularly well suited to this story, because taking an encyclopaedic, academic approach to The KLF is not going to reveal the things that we’re searching for. Drummond and Cauty stumbled mapless through their own stories, taking and using whatever they felt useful, so that is the approach we shall take as well. We are attempting to find the spirit of those events, and we can only do that by invoking them ourselves.


Here, then, is a story that the cast were not told they were in.




PART I


Rabbit Ears




1


Eris and Echo
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Bill Drummond and Julian Cope drove across Liverpool in an old, battered Transit van. In the back was a stolen mattress which they were taking to Devonshire Road in Toxteth. This was a row of grand Georgian mansion houses that had been built from slave-trade wealth, but which had long since decayed into squats and cheap, rundown flats. The mattress was for Cope, who was moving into the top floor of the house with his new wife. It was 1978, and Drummond was twenty-five. In the eyes of teenage punks like Cope, he was already old.


Drummond may have been old, but he had plans. He had achieved a touch of local fame with a band called Big in Japan, which also included future pop stars Holly Johnson, Pete ‘Budgie’ Clarke, Ian Broudie and Pete Burns either in the band or as part of its entourage. It was a highly creative mix of individuals who would go on to have more than their fair share of hit records. They had played regularly at the influential Mathew Street club, Eric’s, and they had released one song as part of a split 7-inch single, but ultimately they were a shambolic affair which had split up leaving behind a semi-legendary reputation and a string of debts. It struck Drummond that he could raise money to pay these debts by setting up a record label and releasing a Big in Japan EP. This seemed an obvious next step for a man of his age. He still loved music but, being twenty-five, he was clearly too old to make music himself.


More than anything, Drummond loved 7-inch vinyl. Singles possessed a magic that indulgent, career-minded albums sorely lacked. They were immediate, cheap and democratic. They could be terrible, of course, but the best ones had power over their owners which no other art form could compete with. There’s nothing vague about the love you feel for a perfect pop song. It does not need explanation or context. And what other art form, in the late twentieth century, could make similar claims?


If Drummond was going to start a record label then he would do so with the same attitude that musicians should make music, keeping one eye on personal honesty and the other on the far horizon. His label would only release singles, for a start. And it would only sign bands that possessed an otherworldly something, bands that sent shivers down his spine. It was not necessarily the music that these bands created that he was interested in, for that was out of his hands. It was the idea of the bands that was important. This was why he needed Julian Cope.


Punk had arrived in Liverpool. It was the sudden return of all the feelings and emotions that the hippy culture had tried to repress, a reawakening of all the dis-respect and raw frustration that the peace and love generation believed they were above. The punks may have kept the hippies’ DIY attitude and their contempt for the older generation, but they were quick to rip down their indulgent fantasies with an ugly blast of blunt realism and angry mockery. They had no intention of putting up with the bullshit any longer. They wanted to do stuff.


History has adopted a very limited definition of ‘punk’, one which boils down to a spitting kid with a Mohawk haircut and a safety pin through his nose. Modern punk bands recreate the raw guitar music and confrontational fashion that were created before the original punk spirit faded, but this is to recreate the result of punk rather than punk itself – the symptoms rather than the disease. The attitude and look of the Sex Pistols came to be adopted as the definitive archetype, but away from the King’s Road and outside London the punk ethic found many different ways to display its contempt for conformist society. In Belfast, for example, the Troubles were at their peak in the late 1970s and early 1980s and slight nuances in speech or dress were enough to indicate sectarian allegiance and, potentially, bring violence or even death. Against this background a woman walked around the city dressed in a bin bag and flippers, carrying a kettle for a handbag. That was pretty damn punk.


Liverpool, too, had its own local flavour of punk, and it was one with strict, self-policing ideas about what was acceptable. Fierce competition between local egos created an atmosphere where anything gimmicky or fragile was immediately leapt upon and torn to shreds for sport. There was a general contempt for anything from outside the city, with the notable exception of Manchester, with whom Liverpudlians shared an uneasy respect disguised as a bitter rivalry. The Liverpool scene worked on the principle that great things were just around the corner. They were still out of reach, admittedly, but they were definitely getting closer. The big question was not what the future held, but who would be the first to claim it. The Liverpool punks were driven by a fear that their enemies would achieve great things first – or worse, their friends.


It was into this world that Julian Cope arrived in the summer of 1976, a well-spoken student teacher from middle-class Tamworth with an upper-class name and a fondness for wearing a noose around his neck.


Despite these drawbacks, Drummond recognised two important things about Cope. The first was his obvious talent, raw and untamed as it was. The second, and most important, was that he had put a band together called The Teardrop Explodes and, in Drummond’s estimation, this was by far the best band name in Liverpool. True, The Teardrops had not yet recorded, played live, or indeed learnt how to play their instruments, but this was pretty normal for the Liverpool scene. Most bands that Drummond’s friends talked about didn’t actually exist beyond the idea and a self-printed T-shirt. Cope was ahead of most, as he had already written the best part of three songs and was showing no signs of getting bored and giving up.


So as the pair drove towards Toxteth, Drummond explained to Cope his aspirations for his label, and why he wanted to put out records by a band called The Teardrop Explodes. Cope was initially wary, conscious of his band’s inability to play and of his own current inability to sing. He had once been in a band with Ian McCulloch, a young Scouser who definitely could sing, so Cope suggested Drummond release a record by McCulloch’s new band. Drummond was initially wary. McCulloch was known to be a fan of David Bowie, which at the time was unforgivable. Still, he asked what the band was called and Cope told him. They were Echo & the Bunnymen.


Echo & the Bunnymen. The name was not quite as good as The Teardrop Explodes, but it was good. It was mysterious yet, at the same time, strangely confident. Something about the name struck a nerve in Drummond, and after he founded Zoo Records he released singles by both The Teardrop Explodes and Echo & the Bunnymen. The singles were ‘shit’, at least in Drummond’s opinion, but he loved the bands that made them. Or, more accurately, he loved the idea of those bands.


In the mid-1960s a photocopier was state-of-the-art technology, and having access to one was something of a privilege. Using an office photocopier after-hours for personal projects, without the boss knowing, was far riskier and more rebellious than it would be today. This was certainly the case for Lane Caplinger, a secretary of New Orleans District Attorney Jim Garrison.


In 1991 Garrison would be portrayed by Kevin Costner in Oliver Stone’s movie JFK, which was based on Garrison’s book On the Trail of the Assassins. But this was 1965, a year before he became involved in Kennedy conspiracies and two years before the Summer of Love thrust hippies, psychedelic drugs and alternative lifestyles in front of an unwary public. Things had not yet begun to get weird, in other words, and for a respected figure like Garrison there was little to indicate what surprises the future had in store. He would have been quite unprepared, then, for the book that Caplinger and her friend Greg Hill were producing in his office.


This book was the original version of what would become known as the Principia Discordia, or How I Found The Goddess and What I Did To Her When I Found Her, by a writer named Malaclypse the Younger. They made a first edition of five copies. At the time it was little more than a joke for some of their friends, but its influence is now scrawled in a haphazard and frequently illegible manner across the history of the late twentieth century.


There was some debate in the 1970s, when the book’s fame began to spread, as to just who this Malaclypse the Younger was. Some believed that the book was the work of Timothy Leary. Others claimed it was written by the British-born Eastern philosopher Alan Watts, or by Richard Nixon during ‘a few moments of lucidity’. It is now generally accepted that the book was largely the work of Caplinger’s friend Greg Hill, and that some parts were written by Hill’s old school friend Kerry Thornley.


The ideas behind the book can be traced back to the late 1950s, when Hill and Thornley attended California High School in East Whittier, a rural Southern California town that then nestled among vast orange groves. At school they were viewed as nerds. Hill was short, squat and introverted, while Thornley was tall, very thin and bursting with a nervous energy. They shared an enthusiasm for pranks and strange ideas. They were also both keen on bowling alleys, largely because they served alcohol and remained open until two in the morning.


It was in one such bowling alley in 1957 that Thornley showed Hill some poetry he was writing. It included a reference to order eventually arising out of chaos. Hill laughed at this. He told Thornley that the idea of ‘order’ was an illusion. Order is just something that the human mind projects onto reality. What really exists behind this fake veneer is an infinite, churning chaos. For Hill, an atheist, the failure to understand this was the major folly of the religions of the world, all of which claim that there is an organising principle at work in the Universe.


Hill also told Thornley that the ancient Greeks were an exception to this rule, for they had a Goddess of Chaos. Her name was Eris, which meant ‘strife’ and which translates as ‘Discordia’ in Latin. Clearly, if anyone wanted to worship a deity who was genuinely active in this world, then Eris was the only credible option. All that was needed was for someone to create a religion around her which, naturally, they decided to do. They called it Discordianism.


Discordianism is, at its heart, wilfully contradictory. It claims that chaos, confusion and uncertainty are the true nature of reality. This claim does tend to raise the question as to how Discordianism itself, and all the assumptions that it is based on, can be accepted with any authority. Or to put it another way, if someone tells you that there can be no certainty, then believing in what they’ve told you becomes a paradox. Hill and Thornley were not put off by such problems. If anything, they enjoyed them. As they developed their ideas over the following years, they found that there were ways around such things, if they only kept their sense of humour about them.


One such innovation was Hill and Thornley’s invention of the concept of ‘catmas’. Catmas are similar to dogmas, but they are considerably less rigid. Normal religions consider dogmas to be absolute, unquestionable truths. Discordians consider catmas to be absolute, unquestionable truths, for now at least. This is an approach that echoes the philosophy of the American writer and radical sceptic Charles Fort, who in 1932 wrote, ‘I conceive of nothing, in religion, science or philosophy, that is more than the proper thing to wear, for a while.’ Discordians understand that every catma may one day be discarded on the grounds that it is nonsense. Until that day comes, it should be accepted and respected. Some Discordians may even genuinely believe catmas on occasions, should the mood take them, but this is certainly not compulsory.


For one example, consider the Discordian catma regarding food. Most religions include strict dietary rules. Jews are forbidden to eat pork. Catholics should eat fish on Fridays. Certain sects of Buddhists, Sikhs and Hindus are vegetarian, and Hindus cannot eat any part of a cow. In the same spirit, Discordians are forbidden from eating hot dog buns.
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