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Heathen, n. A benighted creature who has the folly to
worship something that he can see and feel.

AMBROSE BIERCE,
THE DEVIL’S DICTIONARY





PREFACE

A Spiral Journey

The journey of my life has been a spiral one. Unlike those lives that proceed in a straight line toward some preconceived goal, mine has been more like a journey through a maze in which the path twists back and forth, taking false turns and coming to dead ends, but gradually spiraling toward the center. Alternatively, I sometimes think of my life as the voyage of a sailor who has traveled to many distant places and finally come to rest in a safe harbor.

I describe my path as “pagan,” but I also use the word “heathen.” Just to clarify these terms, I use “pagan” as an umbrella term for all polytheistic, nature-oriented religions and their modern revivals. Although the word “heathen” is sometimes treated as a synonym for “pagan,” it is generally used in this book to refer to a subcategory of paganism, namely the Nordic tradition.

Acknowledgments

It is customary at the beginning of a book to include a thank-you list of names. In this case there are so many names to mention that they would practically fill a book of their own, but one I must single out, namely my wife, Donate, for her loving encouragement, advice, and feedback, support through the difficult patches, and careful checking of the book for errors and omissions. Warmest thanks go to many others who have played a part in the story of my life: my family, close and extended; my loved ones; my friends from childhood onward; my mentors of various kinds including certain teachers, writers, artists, and thinkers; my fellow seekers on the great path; those who provided help, material, or information for this book; and, last but not least, all at Inner Traditions involved in the commissioning, editing, production, sales, and promotion of the book. A big thank-you to you all.


PROLOGUE

A Spiritual Homecoming

The scene is a sacred grove of birch trees in a secluded spot amid the flat countryside of Lower Saxony, north Germany, on a midwinter evening. As twilight descends a small group of a dozen or so—men, women, and children, myself included—process along a path lined with storm lanterns, take our places within the grove, and form a circle around a ring of stones within which a log fire waits to be lit. We are here to celebrate the winter solstice according to Asatru, the way of those who honor the old gods of northern Europe.

One of the group circumambulates the ritual space, raising a wooden Hammer of Thor at each of the four compass points and in the center and calling upon the spirits of each one to hallow our circle and keep watch. Then it is time for me to play my part. I step forward with a flaming torch and set the fire alight, reciting in German: “In the name of the High Gods I light this sacred fire of purification and creation. Let flame upon flame blaze forth so that life, light, and warmth may increase and not be extinguished before their time.”

As the fire comes to life we all sing a familiar song called the “Song of a Thousand Gods.” Then the ritual proceeds with a speech honoring Baldur, the god of light, who is killed through the cunning of Loki, god of mischief, but is reborn every year at midwinter. There are more songs. A mead horn circulates three times—once for the gods, once for the ancestors, and once for anything else we may wish to speak about. Each of us drinks from the horn and speaks a toast or some thoughtful, heartfelt words.

I look round at the cheerful faces glowing in the firelight. I am warmed in body by its glow and in my heart by the presence of kindred spirits reaching out to each other in a shared ritual, lovingly performed. I am home. It has been a long journey.
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A Hermetic Baptism

My earliest memories, which reach back to the age of three, are of Oxford, where my father taught English at the college of Christ Church. They are memories of an idyll: hushed college quadrangles, sunlit gardens sequestered behind old stone walls, the swish of oars on the Cherwell River, the deer in Magdalen park, my father building a snowman in the garden of our house in Norham Road, my mother dressing my newborn brother, David. In the main quadrangle of Christ Church there is a fountain with a statue of Mercury (or Hermes, to use his Greek name) and goldfish swimming in the water. One day, peering at the goldfish, I lost my balance, fell into the water, and had to be fished out by my father. Later, when I became fascinated by things Hermetic, I came to look back on that event as my Hermetic baptism. On another occasion I fell into the river and could easily have drowned if someone hadn’t pulled me out. I wasn’t afraid, just fascinated by the greenish water surrounding me and the bubbles rising to the sunlit surface. I also remember the sound of bells, the great bell of Christ Church (called Tom) and many other bells, whose tolling seemed to slow rather than hasten the passage of time. The untarnished idyll of Oxford and the England of my early childhood have stayed with me over the years and perhaps explain my later fascination with the never-never lands of fable and fiction—Agartha, Shambhala, Shangri-La, and the Russian Land of the White Waters.
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Fig. 1.1. Myself, aged one and a quarter, drawn by my father.

My father’s forebears came from Sutherland in the far north of Scotland. One of them, my great-grandfather, was a ship’s engineer who settled in the north of England, and my father Angus grew up in Cleadon, County Durham. My grandfather and grandmother were of modest means but wonderful, warmhearted people with a strong appreciation for learning. My father, who was educated at state schools, proved to be a brilliant pupil and in due course won a scholarship to Oriel College, Oxford. After taking a first in English he went on a scholarship to do graduate work in philology at Harvard University. There he befriended a fellow student called John Bainbridge and fell in love with his sister Barbara. The family had a farm in Connecticut and an apartment on fashionable Gramercy Park in New York City. My mother’s father was a prominent surgeon and, among other things, a pioneer in the treatment of cancer. My parents were married in 1939 at the family home in Connecticut by the famous preacher and author Norman Vincent Peale, and my father took his bride back to England just in time for the start of the Second World War, most of which he spent as part of the decoding team at Bletchley Park, while my mother also did wartime work at nearby Woburn Abbey.

I was born on September 21, 1943, in the village of Pembury, near Tunbridge Wells, Kent, to which my mother had been evacuated for the delivery, presumably because it was considered safer from bombardment. The date of my birth is significant, because my parents later told me that they had delayed conceiving a child until they could be sure that the Allies would win the war. The event that convinced them must have been the German defeat at Stalingrad in December 1942, exactly nine months before my birth. I have often thought about this fact and wondered if, according to the theory of reincarnation, the soul of some German victim of Stalingrad had become reborn in Pembury, Kent. This might account for the intense love of Germany that I later developed. I should add that not long ago I mentioned these thoughts to a clairvoyant friend of mine, who went into a brief trance and then said that the Stalingrad part was true, but that I was a Russian and not a German soldier. This also made partial sense to me, as I have long had a great love of Russia as well as Germany.

But does reincarnation really happen? If so, I would have to decide between the German and the Russian, as it seems unlikely that two people could reincarnate in one body at the same time. Furthermore, unless one were born again within the same family, one would acquire a whole new set of ancestors with every reincarnation. I found this idea hard to accept. On the other hand, why do certain people from the past, ancestors or not, seem to call out to me? I believe the answer lies in a concept that I would call “ancestors in spirit.” These may at the same time be blood ancestors, or they may be completely unrelated. How these ancestries in spirit come about is a great mystery. My former wife Katherine told me that, when she visited Israel, despite her Jewish ancestry she felt no sense of ancestral roots there, whereas on her first trip to India, when she disembarked from the plane and mingled with the bustling crowd in the Delhi airport, she had a feeling of homecoming that almost made her cry. Somehow on the etheric plane a connection had been established between her and the spirit of India. And similarly, perhaps those two soldiers, in the moment of dying at Stalingrad, for some reason reached out in spirit to a newborn child in Kent, England.

As for my own blood ancestors, I have the benefit of two family genealogies, one compiled by my father’s mother, Mary McIntosh, the other commissioned by my maternal grandfather, Dr. William Seaman Bainbridge, who was a distinguished surgeon in New York City. The name Seaman was his mother’s maiden name, and the chapter on the Seaman pedigree states that the name “can be traced back to the Old Norse personal name of Sigmundr, meaning ‘holder of victory.’”

The passage goes on:

It was a name common to both the early Scandinavians and Germans and appears in England in the Domesday Survey, made by William the Conqueror in 1086. . . . It is held that the name entered England before the year 1000 and was probably originally borne by Viking settlers.1

When I read this passage and saw the name Sigmundr, it struck a powerful chord in me and gave me the feeling that here was a blood ancestor who was also one in spirit. I sometimes wonder if it was he who gave me the first push on my journey back to the gods of his people.

Through my maternal grandmother I had some colorful American ancestors. Her father, Thomas Heber Wheeler, grew up in Maine and, as a young man, fell in love with a local girl named Ellen, but was told by her father that he would have to establish himself in the world before he could marry her. It was the 1850s and the time of the California gold rush, so he headed west—a difficult journey, first by ship to the Isthmus of Panama, then across the isthmus by mule, then up to San Francisco on another ship. In San Francisco he lodged with a middle-aged woman he had met on the journey, who owned an establishment that masqueraded as a shirt factory but was in fact a brothel. Evidently the proprietress kept the “seamstresses” away from him.

From there he went up into the hills with a fellow gold-seeker and began prospecting. One day his partner was murdered by robbers, who were quickly apprehended and jailed. Fearing that they might be released on some legal technicality, Thomas and a group of friends made an unsuccessful attempt to break into the jail and lynch the murderers. He was knocked unconscious when a prison guard struck him on the back of his head with the butt of a pistol, and he had a bump on the back of his head for the rest of his life. He then went to work in a gold mine. At the end of one shift he volunteered to go back down and bring up a load of gold at the risk of being asphyxiated by poison gas, which had seeped out into the mine shaft. As a reward he was given a bag of gold dust worth four thousand dollars—a considerable fortune in those days—enabling him to go back east and marry his sweetheart, who was just short of her sixteenth birthday at the time. During my own visits to San Francisco I have often thought of him and may even have retraced his footsteps.

But to return to my own life story—in 1948 the Oxford idyll came to an end and we moved to Edinburgh, where my father had been appointed to the Professorship of English Language and General Linguistics. I believe he was the youngest incumbent in the history of the chair. He had a brilliant career ahead of him and was to become a world-renowned expert on Old and Middle English. For me the transition to life in Edinburgh was difficult. The city seemed gray and rather somber after the mellowness of Oxford, and at first I found the Scottish accent harsh and difficult to understand.
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Fig. 1.2. Silhouette of the author, made in Edinburgh, c. 1949.

Worst of all was the preparatory school to which I was sent at the age of about seven or eight after a phase at a nursery school. The headmaster was an elderly man whom I shall call Pritchard (I withhold his real name out of consideration for his descendants), a scrawny, stooping, shuffling figure with pale, watery eyes and a military moustache. The school was divided into “houses,” named after First World War “heroes” like General Haig, General Kitchener, and Admiral Beatty. I was placed in a house named after Haig, one of the most criminally incompetent generals in history, as I later found out. Like many twisted people Pritchard could appear quite avuncular and benevolent. To parents he seemed a reassuring combination of jollity and old-fashioned firmness. In fact he was a sadist of the worst kind—the kind who finds a moral excuse for his sadism. His favored instrument of punishment was a leather slipper, which he kept in a pile of old newspapers in his study. I must have been about eight or nine years old when I was summoned by him one afternoon—for what offense I had no idea—and made to drop my trousers and bend over a chair. When Pritchard hit me with the slipper the pain was so intense that I urinated on the chair. In that moment all my childhood innocence and trust was lost. I became taciturn and distrustful of the entire adult world.
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Fig. 1.3. With my brother, David (left), in front of our house in Edinburgh in the early 1950s, wearing our prep school uniforms. The picture was taken by our mother.

Thus my early education, which should have been a wonderful journey of discovery, became a torment. For about five years I endured the school in a state of frozen anxiety, constantly dreading the next beating. During the classes I sat tongue-tied and withdrawn, so that eventually the headmaster became infuriated by my unresponsiveness and had the effrontery to complain to my parents. They, instead of looking for the real cause of the problem, thought there might be something wrong with me and sent me to be examined by a psychiatrist friend of theirs. He too completely misread the situation. Instead of asking himself whether I might be traumatized, he just tested my intelligence, which turned out to be normal, as he reported back to my parents. They were reassured, so nothing changed and the torment of the school went on. You may ask why I didn’t speak out. I did and so did my brother, although perhaps not strongly enough, but our parents evidently did not think there was anything untoward about the school. My mother was a sweet woman with a bright, radiant personality and an intelligent mind, but she had a kind of innocent naïveté and was completely deceived by Pritchard’s jolly, avuncular manner. As for my father, I think he disliked having to deal with such problems and preferred to ignore them. Later I think he felt very guilty about the whole episode because I remember him once saying gloomily that he preferred not to talk about it.

One tragic consequence of this experience was that emotionally I became intensely withdrawn, almost autistic, which must have been a source of great sadness to my parents. When I lived in New York in the 1990s a highly perceptive woman psychotherapist told me: “When you are angry you get parsimonious with your emotions.” She was spot on. I did become parsimonious with my emotions—not only with my parents but with many other people as well—when an outburst of rage would have been much healthier. In time I buried the whole episode and became outwardly a relatively normal individual, but inwardly there remained much damage that would take decades to repair.

Our family home was a lovely early-nineteenth-century house in Blacket Place, a secluded enclave of such houses in the south of Edinburgh. Later we also had a country cottage near Gifford, about an hour’s drive from the city. The household consisted of my parents, my brother David, my sister June (born in 1956), and my American maternal grandmother June, who came to live with us around the early 1950s. In character my brother, David, was always very different from myself. He was and remains outgoing, gregarious, always giving of his warm, extroverted personality, whereas I have continued to be somewhat introverted and reserved. He is practical and worldly, while I am otherworldly and a dreamer. Despite, or perhaps because of, these differences, there has come to be a deep bond of affection and mutual respect between us. As for my sister June, the thirteen years between us meant that for the most crucial years of her adolescence I was already away in England earning a living and raising a family, and it was only later, when she was grown up and we were both living in London for a time, that we developed the kind of familial closeness that siblings should have.

Thanks to my grandmother’s money there were various domestic staff. There was Miss Cockburn, who was nanny to David and me and then to June, our live-in cook Miss Gardner, and various household helpers of whom the longest serving was Mrs. Cox. There were also other helpers who came and went over the years. One I remember particularly was Lily Millar, who later became something of a celebrity. A strong personality, she was sometimes heartwarming and entertaining, at other times harsh and bossy. She had grown up in a bitterly poor family in the Scottish border town of Duns under circumstances that would have crushed a weaker person, but she had a will of steel and a determination to make something of her life. At the time she came to us she had a failed marriage behind her and two sons. There followed another marriage, another son, and another divorce, then many years later she married the heir to the Earldom of Galloway, and when he succeeded to the title she became the Countess of Galloway and a famous and colorful figure in the Edinburgh social scene. Her remarkable story is told in Louise Carpenter’s book An Unlikely Countess (published in 2004).
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Fig. 1.4. Our house in Blacket Place, Edinburgh.

PHOTOGRAPH BY THE AUTHOR
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Fig. 1.5. My parents in front of their country cottage at Gifford, East Lothian, in 1986.

PHOTOGRAPH BY THE AUTHOR

One bright spot in my early childhood was our au pair, Ingrid Koch, a German student whom my parents had welcomed into their home in a spirit of reconciliation toward her country. For my schoolmates and friends on the block, when they played their silly war games, the Germans were still the enemy, but not for me. I adored Ingrid, so how could I not like her country? She was like a fairy godmother to me. Everything about her, even down to the way she had arranged her room, breathed a subtle refinement and serenity and the kind of foreignness that I found immensely appealing. From Ingrid I learned my first words of German and she planted the seed of my love for her homeland. I remained in touch with her to her death in 2021, and it is partly thanks to her that I have made Germany my home.
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Fig. 1.6. My German “fairy godmother,” Ingrid Pickhardt, née Koch, at her home in Bad Honnef, circa 1983.

PHOTOGRAPH BY THE AUTHOR

Our neighbors in Blacket Place included some prominent people, such as the world-famous geneticist C. H. Waddington and the musicologist Hans Gal, a Jewish émigré from Austria, who was a leading expert on Wagner—how much I could have learned from him if I had known that I would later become a devoted Wagnerite, but that lay far in the future.

For most of my early life my bedroom had a view of Arthur’s Seat, the lion-shaped mountain that towers oddly over the southeastern side of the city. Perhaps there was some synchronicity involved there, because I loved the stories about King Arthur and the Knights of the Round Table. In fact I was fascinated by the whole world of legends and fairy tales and avidly read anything in that area that I could get hold of. It was symptomatic of the dreamy, romantic streak in my nature, which has never left me. That was probably one of the things that helped to keep me sane during the dismal years at Pritchard’s school.

At the age of thirteen I moved to the Edinburgh Academy, an old-established school with rather austere, gray-stone buildings located in Henderson Row in the New Town. For my first term my awkwardness made me unpopular with my classmates, but gradually I settled in and began to make friends. I still had my distrust of the adult world, which included most of the masters, but there were a few whom I respected. One was the strict but genial Latin teacher Mr. McEwan, a Kiplingesque figure who had been in the Indian Civil Service and looked the part with his military moustache, tweed suit, and watch chain. On occasions he even wore a monocle. Another I liked was the German teacher, Mr. Head, a kindly, mild-mannered Welshman with a deep love of the German classics, which he skillfully imparted to his pupils. And there was Mr. Johnson-Jones, the French teacher, urbane, dapper, and cosmopolitan, with whom I later established a personal friendship. As for sports, I was never any good at team games like rugby and cricket, but I took enthusiastically to squash, tennis, and especially golf, which has remained a passion of mine to this day. On the serene fairways and greens of the golf course I felt free and my spirit could breathe and expand. In those days golf was not the expensive sport that it has now become, with impossibly crowded courses and long waiting lists for club membership. I was a member of a club within a few minutes’ walk of our house and had the pick of any number of excellent courses in and around the city.

The Edinburgh Academy regularly organized trips abroad, and I took part in two of them—one to Paris in 1957 and the second to Rome and Florence the following year. In Rome we attended a public audience with Pope Pius XII in St. Peter’s Basilica. I don’t remember being particularly overawed by the pomp and the imposing surroundings, nor by the Pope, himself, as he was carried on a throne, shoulder-high, through the crowd filling the nave. What impressed me much more was something I saw in the Uffizi Gallery in Florence, namely Botticelli’s painting Primavera with its distinctly pagan theme. I admit that, from the perspective of my present self and worldview, I may be succumbing to a temptation to look back and join certain dots in my life that seem to lead inexorably to where I am now in my spiritual development. Had I ended up as, say, a Marxist, I might be joining up a different set of dots. And perhaps there is a sense in which we actually shape our own past retrospectively according to which set of dots we join.
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Fig. 1.7. Myself (left), aged fourteen, on the roof of the Duomo, Florence, with Peter McLeod (center) and David McDougall (right), on a school trip to Italy in 1958.

PHOTOGRAPH FROM THE AUTHOR’S COLLECTION

At any rate, when I stood in front of Botticelli’s painting I was spellbound. I knew very little about classical mythology and had no idea who the figures in the painting were: Venus, her son Amor with bow and arrow, the three Graces, Mercury, Flora, and the nymph Chloris being chased by Zephyros, the west wind. The scene was set in a shady orange grove, the lush fruit glowing against the dark branches, and the ground was covered with flowers and mushrooms (was the artist perhaps in a psychedelic trance when he painted the picture?). It may have been precisely because of my ignorance and inability to analyze the painting that it spoke to me so directly and vividly. In retrospect I think this was my first encounter with the classical pagan gods in all their sensual, life-affirming vitality. Had I realized this at the time it might have had a life-transforming effect on me, but I was not yet ready to be transformed. I stood mesmerized for a few moments and then moved on. But I believe some kind of seed had been planted, which was to germinate much later.

Meanwhile I continued for a time to regard myself more or less as a Christian. My parents both came from Nonconformist backgrounds—my father Methodist and my mother Baptist—and they had not had me baptized as an infant, preferring to let me decide later for myself one way or the other. I don’t remember deciding deliberately against baptism. I just never expressed a wish to be baptized, and nobody pressed me, but up to the age of sixteen I was a believing Christian. My mother had a very sincere faith, and said a prayer at my bedside every evening until I was about ten or eleven. My father was a Christian in his own way, although he didn’t talk very much about it, and he often came with us to church. We worshipped at a Presbyterian church, picturesquely located on the shore of Duddingston Loch by Arthur’s Seat. I don’t recall any sudden disenchantment with Christianity—I just gradually ceased to feel a connection with it. The age of sixteen found me pretty much an agnostic, but deep down I must have had some dimly felt spiritual need because I somehow became interested in Buddhism and attempted to start a Buddhist society at the school—the “Buddhist League” as I called it—which collapsed after only one meeting.

Thinking about that episode it strikes me how limited the possibilities were at that time for someone looking for some form of alternative spirituality outside Christianity. There was Theosophy, which at that time was unknown to me. There was also Rudolf Steiner’s Anthroposophy. I had heard of Steiner in connection with the Waldorf schools, but had no idea what his teaching was. Of movements like Thelema, the Gurdjieff work, and Gardner’s Wicca I was completely ignorant. How could I know about them when there was as yet no New Age scene and very few esoteric bookshops and magazines? I often think how different my adolescent years would have been if I had become a Pagan at that age. But the only alternative that I was aware of was Buddhism, about which there was a degree of cultural awareness thanks to writers on the subject like Christmas Humphreys. So for a short period I called myself a Buddhist.

In due course I wrote the episode off as a piece of youthful folly and reverted partially to a positivist and rationalist position. At the same time I remained fascinated by the strange and bizarre. I loved the exquisitely decadent art of Aubrey Beardsley and the weird images of the surrealists. My literary tastes also reflected the dichotomy in me. I avidly read Orwell’s Nineteen Eighty-Four and Huxley’s Brave New World, but also Bram Stoker’s Dracula and Mary Shelley’s Frankenstein. Later I became fascinated by the perversely brilliant works of William Burroughs after hearing a recording of him reading from The Naked Lunch in his strangely hypnotic, droning, nasal voice. I began to write things myself—short stories, poems, and short-lived attempts at novels. I also painted a lot—landscapes, abstract shapes, and some crude surrealistic efforts. My fondness for surrealists like Dalí was part of my penchant for the weird and bizarre.

Edinburgh became a vibrant place to be. There were coffee bars where you could listen to poetry readings or live jazz. There was the Paperback Bookshop in George Square, run by a genial, hippie-like American called Jim Haynes, which was a rendezvous for the avant-garde scene in Edinburgh. There were also intriguing antiquarian bookshops where you could find treasures for almost nothing. Above all there was the Edinburgh Festival in late August and early September, which brought an embarras de richesses of plays, concerts, and exhibitions.

I had a congenial circle of friends, three in particular who were school contemporaries: David, Iain, and Douglas. Iain, a deeply thoughtful, rather withdrawn person, shared my love of the German language and many of my out-of-the-way literary tastes. I subsequently fell out of touch with these friends, but they came back into my life after some decades in an unexpected way, of which more will be discussed later. I went out with a succession of girls, some of them au pairs in the neighborhood, although I was not yet sexually active, and the transition to an adult sexual life was to prove extremely difficult for me. Still, on the whole in those late teenage years life was exciting, fun, and full of possibility, but there were some testing times ahead and a long way to go on the spiritual quest.
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Magic and Mystery in Oxford and London

Throughout my school days it had been my dream to return to Oxford as an undergraduate, and in the winter of 1961 I went down to take the entrance exam for Christ Church (“Candidates will answer all of Section A and one question each from Sections B and C”). The exam was held in the magnificent Great Hall that was later used as part of the set for the Harry Potter films. A couple of weeks later I received a letter from the college offering me a place to read philosophy, politics, and economics, beginning the following autumn. In the interval I spent a semester at Columbia University, New York, thanks to the influence of my uncle, John Bainbridge, who was dean of the law school. I sat in on various lectures and took a beginners’ course in Russian, which stood me in good stead later on.

In October of 1962 I duly took up my place at Christ Church. Unfortunately, I threw away most of what Oxford had to offer. When I went there I was an outwardly arrogant, inwardly deeply insecure person who didn’t know who he was. I performed badly academically and alienated certain of my teachers. Inwardly I was adrift with no firm anchor of belief in anything. But a dormant pagan self must already have been there, buried somewhere deep inside me, because one night, when I was home during a vacation, I had a dream in which I saw the god Pan leading a procession of maenads through a wood while playing his pipe. It might have been prompted by my reading Aleister Crowley’s Hymn to Pan:


Pan, io Pan, come over the sea

From Sicily and from Arcady,

Roaming as Bacchus with fauns and pards

And nymphs and satyrs for thy guards.1




The next day I painted a picture of the vision, which I discovered decades later when clearing out the attic of the Edinburgh house.
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Fig. 2.1. An oil painting that I produced at about age twenty-one, following a dream in which I saw Pan leading a procession of maenads. See also color plate 1.

[image: ]

Fig. 2.2. Myself as an Oxford undergraduate in 1963.

PHOTOGRAPH FROM THE AUTHOR’S COLLECTION

Two particularly significant things happened in my life while I was at Oxford. One was that I cofounded a writers’ club called—for want of a better name—the Anonymous Society of Writers. Some of the other members included Tim Jeal, the cofounder, now a highly successful biographer and novelist; Frederick Turner, who became a professor of English literature in Texas and a well-known poet and literary scholar; and John Aczel, who later went to the United States and became a leading Scientologist.

Oxford societies had to have a senior member from among the faculty, and ours was J. I. M. Stewart, an English don at Christ Church who wrote detective novels under the name of Michael Innes. We also wanted a couple of prominent names from outside the university as honorary members, so I wrote to William Burroughs in Tangier where he was then living, and he kindly agreed. So did Maurice Girodias, owner of the Olympia Press in Paris, which published a curious mixture of erotica and serious avant-garde works by authors like Burroughs and Samuel Beckett. On a visit to Paris I met Girodias and he took me to lunch in the Latin Quarter. He was a charming, urbane person—part French, part English, part Jewish. Decades later I heard that in old age he had become obsessed with perpetual motion machines and kept on trying to make one in defiance of the laws of physics.

For me, one enormously important thing that came out of the Anonymous Society was that I was introduced to the world of the esoteric. John Aczel was fascinated by astrology and persuaded me to read some books about it, which I did, soon sharing his fascination, casting horoscopes and discussing them with him. At around the same time someone told me about Aleister Crowley, unfairly dubbed the “wickedest man in the world,” and I was immediately intrigued. I read John Symonds’s biography of Crowley, The Great Beast, and some of Crowley’s own writing such as Magick in Theory and Practice, although I was at first mystified by the latter. I began to scour antiquarian bookshops for esoteric material. Names like Eliphas Lévi and Madame Blavatsky became familiar to me.

Another friend told me about Watkins Bookshop, an esoteric bookshop in Cecil Court, off Charing Cross Road in London, which became a favorite haunt of mine, and still is when I visit London. The business was founded in the 1890s by John M. Watkins and moved to Cecil Court in 1901. Among the early customers were Aleister Crowley, the poet and occultist W. B. Yeats, the Theosophist G. R. S. Mead, and the esoteric scholar and Rosicrucian A. E. Waite. John Watkins’s son Geoffrey began working in the shop in 1919, eventually taking it over and running it for many decades. As a regular frequenter of the shop I got to know him quite well and found him to be not only a charming and courteous person but a veritable walking encyclopedia. Mention any subject, however obscure, and he could recommend a book about it and tell you the names of the author and publisher, the dates of various editions, and which edition was best. He had great generosity and once lent me a rare French manuscript from his private collection while I was working on my book Eliphas Lévi and the French Occult Revival. More than a bookshop, Watkins was a meeting-place, a crossroads, a treasure-house of esoteric knowledge.
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