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“Aleister Crowley in America focuses sharply and drills down into Crowley’s formative U.S. period, burgeoning with rich and surprising depth beyond what is possible in a life-spanning biography. This story deserves a book of its own, and Tobias Churton demonstrates here that the Beast is indeed in the details.”

RICHARD KACZYNSKI, AUTHOR OF PERDURABO: THE LIFE OF ALEISTER CROWLEY

“Churton has sifted through a mass of material—from long-neglected documents to the latest researches of contemporary Crowley scholars—to put together this comprehensive and intriguing study of the years the Beast spent in America. He brings fresh eyes to old controversies, such as the true nature of Crowley’s political activities during the First World War, and presents a work that anyone interested in the history of Crowley and his circle will read with enthusiasm.”

KEITH RICHMOND, CO-OWNER OF WEISER ANTIQUARIAN BOOKS AND AUTHOR OF PROGRADIOR AND THE BEAST

“This beautifully produced and richly documented history tracks and clarifies Crowley’s myriad experiences in America. Tobias Churton admirably sorts out fact from fantasy and shines an illuminating light on a misunderstood facet of Crowley’s career.”

MITCH HOROWITZ, PEN AWARD–WINNING AUTHOR OF OCCULT AMERICA

“Way beyond the standard Crowley hagiographies, Churton’s books always put the Great Beast in cultural context. This fascinating must-read is no exception; it’s an invaluable, well-researched, and highly entertaining insight into the great magician’s life, thoughts, and scandals during his American adventures.”

CARL ABRAHAMSSON, AUTHOR OF OCCULTURE: THE UNSEEN FORCES THAT 
DRIVE CULTURE FORWARD AND REASONANCES AND EDITOR OF THE FENRIS WOLF

“Magician Tobias Churton has successfully cast a spell, 
transforming his 750-page comprehensive scholarly tome into a gripping and obsessive page turner, leaving one wishing for more. Replete with new and exciting details and interpretations of Crowley’s time in the New World—and of the multiple denizens of his exciting and unique social circles—the book includes previously unpublished manuscripts, letters, and photographs. Churton furnishes the reader with a sensitive and intimate portrait that brings Crowley to life—as if we are invited to a convivial conversation or private dinner with the Magus himself. Truly an outstanding, enjoyable, and invaluable book!”

JAMES WASSERMAN, AUTHOR OF TEMPLAR HERESY: A STORY OF GNOSTIC ILLUMINATION

“Crowley had a great hunger for almost everything he ever thought of or saw. He was economical with the truth, with his own money, and with his loyalties, but—and it is a big but—the scope and scale of America thrilled him. The vitality of the big cities, the newness and esoteric searching of the West Coast made him delirious with a big, greedy joy. He loved the States for nearly thirty years, as it gave him a dedicated group of very clever people, like Jack Parsons, who practiced what he preached. Tobias Churton has uncovered fresh material on Crowley in biographically fresh territory and has once again written a very fine book.”

GERALDINE BESKIN AND BALI BESKIN, OWNERS OF THE ATLANTIS BOOKSHOP, LONDON
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THE MASTER THERION by Frater T. A. T. K. T. A. (Leon Engers Kennedy). “The Master is represented in His holy meditation. About Him flames the Aura corresponding to that particular Trance as directly observed by the artist, who possesses the Power of True Vision.” From the frontispiece to The (“Blue”) Equinox, Vol. III, No. I; Universal Publishing 
Company, Detroit, March, 1919



Preface and Acknowledgments

It was, I think, the late Gerald Suster who dubbed Aleister Crowley “the Winston Churchill of Magick.” 
Near contemporaries, Churchill and Crowley had more in common than has been 
fairly recognized. One of those shared features is the sheer weight of 
information available concerning their respective careers and the high degree of controversy about aspects of each of their activities.

When I began writing my own biography of Crowley (Aleister Crowley: The Biography) in 2008, I was very conscious of the late Martin Gilbert’s bulky, eight-volume Churchill biography—all of which, I’m happy to say, I had read long before with relish. As in Churchill’s biographical case, a single volume was really inadequate to the purpose, given the growing extent of serious Crowley studies, and I ran into trouble over length with the original publishers. This led to agonizing delays in publication, only resolved at last by the involvement of a new publisher. If my subsequent study, Aleister Crowley: The Beast in Berlin 
(2014), has not proved that the days of single-volume biographies of Crowley’s 
life are over, then this book certainly should. Feeling the weight of this tome, 
I cling for encouragement to the fact that the book that turned me on to Crowley in the first place, back in 1978, was Crowley’s “autohagiography,” known generally as the Confessions. Nine hundred sixty pages in length, and all contained in a single handsome volume, it still only took Crowley’s life story—as he chose to tell it—up to 1922, with twenty-five years left unaccounted for. If, as some would believe, Crowley’s life is not worth taking seriously, then it would not be worth writing about at all. Such might, in my view, only be fairly said of some of his detractors.

This, the first properly researched account of Aleister Crowley’s extensive and quite fascinating adventures in America, has been rendered even more challenging an exercise by the appearance in 2008 of Professor Richard B. Spence’s Secret Agent 666: Aleister Crowley, British Intelligence, and the Occult. Spence’s hypothesis that Crowley was an intelligence agent, or at least asset, for much of his mature life, has truly thrown the cat among the pigeons of Crowley studies and forced open-minded scholars to look much more closely at many lacunae regarding Crowley’s activities and motives. I have had to deal with the many questions raised by Spence’s hypothesis head on, and with thoroughness, as the picture changes very quickly as the kaleidoscope of extant evidence is viewed from different angles. There is mystery.

Furthermore, there has long existed the extremely vexed question of whether Aleister 
Crowley was a traitor to his country of birth during the period 1914 to 1917. 
This has proved itself a supremely difficult issue to wrestle with due to the 
fact that intelligence services that might have inherited key documentation 
apparently do not consider the questions involved worth investigating in the 
public arena, for such is, understandably, not those organizations’ purpose. 
Reluctance inherent to these systems is partly reinforced by the nature of Crowley’s popular reputation, particularly in Great Britain, and partly because the question hinges on the aforesaid theory regarding Crowley’s alleged intelligence role, a difficult matter to be sure. Documents declassified and released in the United States tell a nuanced, if still complex, story to that which has become a more or less official spectrum of views in Great Britain.

Added to Spence’s speculative intelligence scenarios, recent discoveries regarding Crowley’s activities in Mexico in 1900 to 1901 raise similar questions to those pertinent to his World War I record. These I have also had to examine carefully and have reached my own conclusions on the issue, given the evidence currently available. All of these issues are critical to assessing Aleister Crowley’s personal integrity, something he insisted on with great vigor in his Confessions, and an attribute vital in a spiritual teacher, which Crowley claimed to be. It would be hard to find in the annals of human history a figure combining spiritual teaching with so many other large-scale commitments, and yet, to whom personally, all these activities amounted to a predominant conception of service to the future of humanity. Crowley undoubtedly presents posterity with a great riddle, and this book does more than attempt to solve it.

In my research into these and many other questions concerning Crowley’s exciting, multifaceted career (alive and dead, present and absent) in America throughout the twentieth century, I am, above all, indebted to the marvelous assistance afforded me by the international head of the Ordo Templi Orientis, 
William Breeze, who has time and again demonstrated unfailing willingness to bring to my attention rare documentation, his exacting knowledge base, and experienced insight into all matters Crowleyan, without which this book would have been barely a shadow of what it is; indeed, without his help the project would not have been worth the effort expended on its composition. William Breeze has been kind and generous enough even to acquaint me with information he has gathered for his yet unpublished, unexpurgated edition of Crowley’s complete autobiography, as well as his edited transcripts of Crowley’s unpublished diaries, and much else, while throughout I have enjoyed complete freedom of interpretation and exposition. It was William Breeze who pointed me in the direction of the John Quinn Papers deposited in the professional care of the New York Public Library, Manuscripts and Archives Division. Thanks to the provisions of that great institution I have been able to study authentic material that has led to a far greater, scholarly appreciation of the sometimes difficult and always intriguing relationship that developed between a most remarkable lawyer and generous, enlightened collector, John Quinn, and Aleister Crowley. The John Quinn Papers also shed much-needed light on the complex relations that existed between Quinn and John Butler Yeats, the latter’s son, William Butler Yeats, and the no less remarkable Jeanne Robert Foster (1879–1970), whose almost incredible 
life would stand as a monument to tenacity, profound dedication, and applied 
creative intelligence and artistic imagination, without any mention of the fact of her being, for a season (1915–1916), Crowley’s “Scarlet Woman,” as he chose to see her. Exploring Jeanne Robert Foster’s life with the aid of Richard Londraville’s moving biography of Jeanne, Dear Yeats, Dear Pound, Dear Ford, and the Foster-Murphy papers (also held in the care of the New York Public Library’s Manuscripts and Archives Division) has been one of the brighter highlights of researching this book; I learned so much and, like all who had the good fortune to come to know her, found Jeanne Robert Foster an inspiring figure. It is arguable that Aleister Crowley never quite got over their broken relationship, while Jeanne herself went on to greater heights.

A proper assessment of Crowley’s disinformation strategy worked through the pages of German New York–based propaganda magazine The Fatherland 
from 1915 to 1916 has been expedited thanks to the professional website provisions of the Digital Library, Villanova University, Falvey Memorial Library, who have digitized the once obscure issues of the German Propaganda Kabinett’s principal public outlet in America during World War I. Likewise, the Library of Congress’s website devoted to “Chronicling America: Historic American Newspapers,” made possible by the National Endowment for the Humanities, has proved an invaluable resource for tracing the day-to-day news stories that dominated American popular thinking during the period under study.

I must express particular gratitude for the kindness shown to me by Crowley biographer Richard Kaczynski, who has shared with me, his fellow laborer in the vineyard, revealing and important researches into Crowley’s correspondence with noted scientists William Sturgis Bigelow (1850–1926) and Professor Elihu Thomson (1853–1937), made available to him through the good graces and kind consideration of Charles Greifenstein and Earle Spamer of the American Philosophical Society. I am also thankful for Richard Kaczynski’s sharing of his work on Crowley’s relationship with Albert W. Ryerson and the Freemasons of Detroit in 1918–1921.

While writing this book, I was delighted to be informed by Messrs. Breeze and Kaczynski of historical researcher Colin Campbell’s discovery of the original cottage where Crowley experienced his “psychedelic” summer of 1916 near Bristol, New Hampshire, by Newfound Lake (known locally as Lake Pasquaney). That has corrected a longstanding misapprehension regarding the site of Crowley’s experience of the “ball of fire” and the place where Crowley wrote his detailed assessment of Christianity, The Gospel according to St. Bernard Shaw. I am most grateful for Colin’s kind correspondence with me on the subject, as well as his provision of photographs of the site as it is today, the property of the O’Connor family. I should also like to express my thanks to James Wasserman, who kindly provided me with photographs by Gregory von Seewald of Esopus Island, where James Wasserman followed Crowley in making this remarkable island in the Hudson the site of a holiday campsite.

My gratitude to Frank van Lamoen, assistant curator at the Stedelijk Museum of Modern Art, Amsterdam, knows no bounds. It was he who, stimulated by this study, decided to form the best chronology ever undertaken of the life of artist Leon Engers Kennedy. It is included as an appendix to this book as accurate information on Engers’s life is extremely hard to come by and is of great interest to enthusiasts of Crowley’s life, not least of whom is Richard Kaczynski, who has given talks on the life of an artist who was a friend of Crowley for many years, even providing Crowley with digs in New York during a very hard time endured during late winter to summer 1917, when Crowley was often ill and at a very low ebb both in health and in fortune.

Enormous appreciation and myriad thanks are properly due to the staff at Inner Traditions International: to Jon Graham, whose faith in this project ensured its execution; to Mindy Branstetter, who has been stalwart and always considerate in her dealings with me over the vastness of the editing process; to Jeanie Levitan for all her help and kindly guidance on finding the right format for the material; and to all at ITI 
for their artistry, care, and professionalism.

I also wish to acknowledge the longstanding kindness and encouragement I have received from Geraldine and Bali at the Atlantis Bookshop, Bloomsbury, London: a veritable anchorage for the British fleet of Crowley’s aficionados and followers. Long may it thrive!

It has been a magnificent privilege to make this intimate tour 
of the United States that existed from 1900 to the millennium, a period of 
bewildering, sometimes dazzling change, and some progress, and to show, in this centenary year of Britain and the United States’ first coming together as allies and brothers in arms against tyranny, that the spiritual magician and pioneer of scientific illuminism made such an enlightening contribution, even if unacknowledged, to the progress of Britain and America—a gift of insight still yet to unfold the fullness of its potential glory, in a life lived by others in a world to come.

Finally, I should like to dedicate this book to my beloved wife, Joanna, and daughter, Merovée, who have had to suffer the exhausting process of this book’s composition close-to. What I owe, I cannot hope to repay, which makes me a denizen of that debtor’s prison, into whose cells I should recommend anyone to be liberated.

TOBIAS CHURTON ENGLAND, APRIL 2017



PART ONE

THE ADVENTURE




ONE

[image: image]

A Special Relationship
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The fire of love no waters shall devour;

The faith of friendship stands the shocks of time;

Seal with your voice the triumph of this hour,

Your glory to our glory and our power,

Alliance of one tongue, one faith, one clime!

Seal and clasp hands; and let the sea proclaim

Friendship of righteous fame,

And lordship of two worlds that time can never tame . . .

And join our worlds in one amazing net

Of empire and dominion, till aghast

The lying Russian cloak his traitor head

More close, since Spain has bled

To wake in us the love that lay a century dead . . .

Our children’s children shall unsheathe the sword

Against the envy of some tyrant power:

The leader of your people and our lord

Shall join to wrest from slavery abhorred

Some other race, a fair storm-ruined flower!

O fair republic, lover and sweet friend,

Your loyal hand extend,

Let freedom, peace and faith grow stronger to the end!

ALEISTER CROWLEY, FROM

AN APPEAL TO THE AMERICAN REPUBLIC

The year is 1899. Stirring stanzas fly from Aleister Crowley’s “Appeal to the American Republic.” In a twelve-page visionary pamphlet, the poet hails America’s recent triumph in the Spanish-American War and unfurls his desire for Anglo-American alliance: a new dawn for the world will depend upon it.

Wrapped in red papers, emblazoned with a color-embossed crossing of Union Jack with Old Glory, Crowley’s outspoken optimism appeared, at the time, decidedly premature. It was, however, prophetic. Britain and America have indeed “unsheathed the sword” in allied opposition to “some tyrant power,” and they have done it in the name of peace, prosperity, and freedom since 1917, eighteen years after Crowley’s initial, fervent appeal.

Victory over Spain changed America. Thanks to the war, the United States acquired Spain’s remaining possessions beyond Africa—the Philippines (for $20 million), Guam, Puerto Rico, and a protectorate over Cuba. Quite suddenly, the United States appeared to the world an empire. And Crowley envisioned a union of imperial might to embrace the world and nourish the babe of global freedom in the light of liberty. What revolutionary poet William Blake had dreamed of in his prophecy “America” in 1793, Crowley saw reentering the stage of the world as reality a little more than a century later.

Crowley was not entirely alone in his enthusiasm. In England on May 13, 1898, shortly after Spain declared war on the United States over what she saw as American interference in Cuba, British Colonial Secretary Joseph Chamberlain informed his Birmingham constituents that Britain could no longer stand in isolation, “envied by all and suspected by all.” Britain would have to make pacts. Critical of Russia for breaking peace pledges, Chamberlain favored pacts with Germany and with the United States. Denounced in St. Petersburg, derided in Germany, Chamberlain’s idea nonetheless found an appreciative audience among leading U.S.  journalists. Appreciation still registered seven months later. On December 10, 1898, a day before the Treaty of Paris officially ended the Spanish-American War, another speech by Chamberlain to voters in the English Midlands received the New York Tribune’s qualified blessing.

Probably nobody has been more astonished than Mr. Chamberlain himself by the criticism which his speech, brimming over with good feeling for America, has excited in America; he is, in reality, the last man in England who wants a formal alliance with the United States, for, as Secretary of State for the Colonies he has Canada to deal with, and his own reputation to maintain as the greatest English Imperialist. He believes heartily in the closest possible fellowship between England and America and takes the statesmanlike view that both nations can admit Germany into the same sphere of good feeling and co-operation in commercial and maritime policies.

This was the idea which he clearly expressed at Leicester, and Americans have no reason to hold him accountable for the inadvertent 
use of the word “alliance,” which was immediately translated into “understanding 
based on good feeling.” Mr. Chamberlain is a sincere and useful friend of 
America: probably there is no other leading Englishman who is equally outspoken in praising America or is so utterly indifferent to a foreign alliance in any quarter, so long as England can count upon American good will. His diplomacy can probably be summed up in words like these: “With Americans with us in heart, it matters not who may be with us or against us.”

There was of course one Englishman who was working hard to become a “leading Englishman” and who would shortly appear even more outspoken in his desire for an alliance, and that was twenty-four-year-old poet, mountaineer, and magical enthusiast Aleister Crowley: like Chamberlain, a supporter, albeit a critical one, of Lord Salisbury’s Tory government.

What perhaps is most striking about the coincidence of interests of Colonial 
Secretary Chamberlain and the firebrand poet recently down from university is 
that Edward Alexander Crowley—“Aleister” was his pen name—had entered Cambridge 
with every intention of assuming a career in Britain’s diplomatic service. Had 
all passed as intended, Crowley would probably have been knocking on 
Chamberlain’s door in search of preferment around the time the Tribune article appeared.


1898: A DIPLOMAT MANQUÉ

Crowley enjoyed many advantages. Not the least of them was a distinguished uncle: civil engineer, inventor, and patron of science Jonathan Sparrow Crowley (1826–1888). On the death of his first wife, Jonathan Crowley married his children’s governess, Anne Heginbottam, or Heginbotham (1840–1921), described in his nephew’s autobiography as “a lady of a distinguished Saxon family, who could trace her pedigree to the time of Edward the Confessor. Tall, thin, distinguished, and highly educated, she made an admirable chatelaine. Her personality appealed strongly to me, and she took that place in my affections which I could not give to my mother.*1 She became a prominent member of the Primrose League, and it was through her influence with Lord Salisbury and Lord Ritchie that I obtained my nomination for the Diplomatic Service.”1

Taking its name from former Prime Minister Benjamin Disraeli’s favorite flower, the Primrose League was founded in 1883 by Lord Randolph Churchill and Sir Henry Drummond-Wolff to spread Conservative principles and provide the party with auxiliary support. Jonathan Crowley’s first cousin Florence Mary Crowley (1847–1927) was also a member. True to his family’s established tradition, Crowley was a lifelong “High Tory” patriot. As such, he was nominated for the diplomatic service by Robert Gascoyne Cecil, Marquess of Salisbury, Grandmaster of the Primrose League, three times prime minister (1885–1902); and by Salisbury’s loyal cabinet member, Charles Thomson Ritchie (later 1st Baron Ritchie), former secretary of the Admiralty.

Crowley’s replacement mother figure, Aunt Annie, actively supported Ritchie’s successful 1895 campaign for election as member of Parliament for Croydon, near London, home to Crowley’s Ales and two feisty women Conservatives, Anne and Florence Mary, familiar names to Croydon’s Conservative leadership, conscious of the power of a prominent, established family of Croydon brewers.

That year 1895 also saw Anne Crowley’s talented, potentially high-flying nephew enter Trinity College, Cambridge—alma mater to Lord Salisbury’s three half brothers and ideal portal to a life of political and philosophical intrigue. That Lord Salisbury was on the lookout for young men of ability can hardly be doubted, and it is the prompting of this thought, together with the evidential presence of a series of espionage connections in Crowley’s later life, that encouraged Richard B. Spence, professor of history at the University of Idaho, to flesh out his theory that Crowley’s links to corridors of power led to recruitment at Cambridge into the secret service.2




RECRUITED AT CAMBRIDGE?

Unfortunately for us, British evidence mounted in support of the theory is, where not ambiguous, mostly circumstantial. MI6 and MI5 archives are excluded from public access; responses to inquiries conform to standing policies: complete openness and candor are hardly to be expected, and data releases meet internal not external requirements. Further, neither MI5 nor MI6 existed at the time Crowley was at Cambridge, nor during Crowley’s early career.

During the late Victorian and Edwardian periods up to 1909, Britain’s secret services were performed by numerous organizations, often ignorant of one another’s activities, and sometimes even existence, with little coordination among them. In the 1880s, for example, two intelligence bodies gathered evidence for Fenian (Irish republican) terror plots, both agencies getting in each other’s way, with one operating practically outside the law. Much was undertaken by word of mouth, without record. Military and Naval intelligence activities were distinct and frequently competitive. Home intelligence tended to come under the auspices of Scotland Yard and the “Special Branch” (originally established in the 1880s to counter Irish republican subversion), while foreign intelligence was usually gathered by embassy and consulate staff, operating through “friendly” contacts, agents, and assets, in independent loops, and in Imperial possessions by senior colonial policemen, not infrequently imported to Britain for special services involving delicate operations where native judicial scruple might obstruct effectiveness.

Nevertheless, U.S. historian Spence’s requests for British documents established that so-called MI5 (home intelligence) and MI6 (foreign intelligence) had, or at various points in time had, files on Aleister Crowley. MI6 simply denied access, while MI5 denied existence of any such files, informing Spence, tellingly perhaps, that the absence of files may have been because “despite his [Crowley’s] bizarre antics the view may very well have been taken that Crowley did not represent a threat to security.” When in the course of research Spence discovered reference to a genuine MI5 file, he was informed, “Sadly, it was destroyed (we think) in the 1950s when large numbers of records which seemed at that point to have out-lived their usefulness were destroyed.”3

Files listed in the British Foreign Office Correspondence Index, numbering three, including two related to Crowley’s 1914 to 1918 activities, were missing.

In short, the case for Crowley’s intelligence work based on direct official British corroboration alone may passably be described as weak or inconclusive. However, the case has other significant evidential, not only circumstantial, supports not to be fairly dismissed.




CROWLEY AND THE CARLISTS

We know that young Crowley involved himself with “Carlist” and 
“Legitimist” politics, including armed subterfuges in 1899. In fact, a tangled web joins Crowley’s Carlist activities to the immediate consequences of Spain’s defeat by the United States, and it was to be that web of intrigue that stimulated Crowley’s first voyage to America in July 1900.

On July 27, 1899, the New York Times published a surprising story that the former governor of Cuba, Don Valeriano Weyler y Nicolau (1838–1930), was suspected of plotting a coup d’état in Spain with the Carlists.

The Carlists were a traditionalist faction that backed the claim of Don Carlos de Bourbon, the Duke of Madrid, to the Spanish throne. The story was especially surprising because before he assumed Cuba’s governorship in 1896, Weyler, with characteristic thoroughness, had actively suppressed several Carlist revolts in Spain. Indeed it was the transference of Weyler’s uncompromising zeal to Cuba that in part precipitated the Spanish-American War in the first place. Pushing for U.S. intervention in the Cuban revolt, William Randolph Hearst’s “yellow press” dubbed Weyler “the Butcher.” Before resigning as Cuba’s governor in 1897, Weyler had introduced “re-concentration,” a phrase soon to be modified into the now infamous “concentration camp” for separating insurgents from civilian support by incarcerating civilians in resettlements.

Back in Spain, horrified by capitulation to America, Weyler sought national redemption. A headline in New York’s Sun newspaper (July 27, 1899) declared:

WEYLER HINTS AT 
REVOLUTION

It Might Accomplish, He Says, the Regeneration of Spain.

Madrid July 26—In the course of the debate in the [Spanish] Senate today on the bill fixing the strength of the army, General Weyler made a remarkable speech, which is being interpreted as being an exhortation to the populace to combine with the army against the government. “Revolution might accomplish the regeneration of Spain. At any rate, revolution sometimes clears the political atmosphere. I will do all I can to uphold military discipline, but the situation is very grave and a revolt will probably break out.”

This was by no means the first time Americans had been informed of moves to supplant the Spanish parliament (Cortes) with a “legitimate” monarch; that is, a monarch first in line by birth and blessed by “divine right.” While the Spanish government watched Weyler closely, the Chicago Tribune 
on August 28, 1898, headlined the SCHEMES OF THE CARLISTS and featured an interview with Lord Ashburnham, Don Carlos’s British representative and supporter of Legitimist politics throughout Europe. “My own idea,” Ashburnham informed the journalist, “is that there will not be a real war, but perhaps a little fighting here and there. . . . Don Carlos is the rightful heir to the throne. He believes himself called by the wishes, if not of an actual majority, at any rate of the best and most honorable portions of the Spanish people.” If successful, Don Carlos would not only reign, he would also govern; ministers of state would report to him, not to the Cortes; decisions of state would rest in the monarch under God. Such a polity was music to the ears of the Roman Catholic Church.

In May 1898, in a speech to the Primrose League that was widely reported in 
the States and that angered many in Madrid, Lord Salisbury described Spain as a 
“moribund nation” and recommended that its government adopt a realistic acceptance of the United States’ role in the conflict; Salisbury believed that the United States’ growth was in Britain’s long-term interest. His position as regards a Spanish revolution was typically cautious. Informed of Lord Ashburnham’s Legitimist activism, Salisbury did not, as far as we know, directly interfere with the Catholic peer’s elaborate plans to send weapons and mercenary support to Don Carlos in Spain. However, with Spain and the United States on the brink of war, Salisbury did receive a confidential note from Britain’s ambassador in Madrid, Sir Henry Drummond-Wolff, concerning “very hostile currents which may overwhelm the dynasty and perhaps the monarchical institutions, in the event of any grave reverse.”4 An Austrian queen regent represented the “dynasty” while the crown prince—of a cadet branch of the Bourbons—was too young to ascend the throne. Pretender Don Carlos was the senior Bourbon and hence “legitimate” claimant.

A possibility existed that should a Carlist coup fail, a victorious republican faction might abolish monarchy altogether: a possible threat to monarchies across Europe. Judging from a letter of April 28, 1899, sent by Paul von Hatzfeldt (1831–1901), German ambassador to London, to Freidrich Holstein (1837–1909), éminence grise of the German Foreign Office, after von Hatzfeldt had met Lord Salisbury in person, Salisbury’s concerns about a Spanish revolution were influenced by the thought that if revolution did lead to the monarchy’s overthrow in favor of a Spanish republic then a weak Portugal was vulnerable to combined French-Spanish republicanism. There were other implications.

In the unlikely event of pretender “Carlos VII” achieving his aims, Don Carlos’s claim to be “Charles XI,” legitimate Bourbon king of France, could, if pressed, substantially upset the continental status quo. Legitimists, after all, believed Queen Victoria and her Hanoverian predecessors were not Great Britain’s legitimate rulers, on account of the British Parliament having blocked a legitimate House of Stuart from succession to the throne for religio-political 
reasons back in 1701. In 1899, British Legitimists not only supported Don Carlos 
but had a Stuart pretender in line for the British throne as well. Supporters of 
the Stuarts were commonly called “Jacobites,” after the Latin Jacobus, or “James,” referring to James Francis Edward Stuart (1688–1766), “legitimate” pretender to the British throne. Aleister Crowley was a lifelong Jacobite sympathizer, though his views would mellow with maturity.

The British government was aware of British Legitimist support for Don Carlos. Von Hatzfeldt informed Holstein in Berlin that he had the previous day received a visit from Sir Henry Drummond-Wolff. Britain’s ambassador to Spain conveyed his belief to the German ambassador that the syndicate, which had advanced Don Carlos £60,000, did not consist of business speculators accustomed to gambling on winners but rather “fanatical legitimists like Lord Ashburnham, who is still dreaming of a Stuart restoration, although there are no more Stuarts, and who every year places wreaths at the statue of Charles I [“martyred” by Oliver Cromwell in 1649].”5 The ambassador had his sources. Von Hatzfeldt agreed with the British ambassador, if only because Don Carlos could achieve little with the sum advanced.*2

To the end of his life, Aleister Crowley regarded himself as a High Tory with an anarchic spin, a believer in aristocracy and spiritual tradition. Whether he inherited the Jacobite strand of old Tory tradition from his activist Aunt Annie is unknown, but somewhere along the track Crowley, by the age of twenty-three, had acquired enthusiasm for Legitimist beliefs, if for no other reason than that they were romantic and squarely against the tendency of the times, whose mood promised democracy, socialism, evangelicalism, more materialism—and ultimately, he believed, social and economic disaster.

Crowley remained close to Aunt Annie. It was Aunt Annie’s late husband, Uncle Jonathan, who had saved Crowley from the brutality of a Plymouth Brethren school after his beloved father’s death in 1887. Crowley even moved Annie into his home, Boleskine House, by Loch Ness, after his marriage in 1903. His feelings for the legitimate House of Stuart were doubtless encouraged by Scottish cousin Gregor Grant and from reading Rob Roy and kindred historical romances set in the heyday of Jacobite rebellions. 
Crowley felt the Stuarts’ cause had been lost to the cause of Whig (anti-Tory) 
political expediency. England’s greater landowning aristocrats generally favored 
a controlled monarchy with no direct access to their pockets; the burgher class, in general, followed suit. Queen Victoria, doyenne of the Whigs—now known as “Liberals”—was, of course, the politically expedient Hanoverian married to a German.

Crowley’s links to Legitimism were several. Louis Charles Richard Duncombe-Jewell (1866–1947) was, like Crowley, the son of Plymouth Brethren Christian sectarians, which put him in a small, exclusive world. Duncombe-Jewell emerged from it as an army lieutenant and journalist. A friend of Crowley’s since Duncombe-Jewell’s parents moved to Streatham, south London—where Crowley lived on and off from 1890 before going up to Cambridge in 1895—Duncombe-Jewell was, at the time of the Spanish-American War and impending Carlist insurgency, Times correspondent in Spain. Pursuing his correspondent’s career with the Morning Post during the Boer War, and subsequently for the Daily Mail (in 1902), Duncombe-Jewell combined features writing with devotion to uniting the “five Celtic nations,” quixotically proposing Cornish independence. Crowley needed little encouragement to be seduced by the supposed magic of an ancient, imaginary “Celtic Church,” an alleged hidden spiritual church, or quintessence, of Britain’s soul. Unlike either mainstream or sectarian Christianity, the Celtic Church was not noticeably concerned with sin. This “virtual Church,” or conceptual body, attracted members of like romantic and spiritual disposition.

Most significantly, Duncombe-Jewell belonged to the Thames Valley Legitimist Club, a radical coterie close to Bertram, 5th Earl of Ashburnham, Knight Commander in the Order of Malta’s Society of the Order of the White Rose, reformed in 1886 for Legitimist activities.

On December 14, 1883, Lord Ashburnham had granted part of his Welsh estate in Pembrey, Carmarthenshire, to the secretary of state for the War Department with right to use part of the manor for three months a year for seventeen years as a firing range for HM forces, at an annual rent of £20. Ashburnham now used this land as a training ground for a tiny, secret organization to support the Spanish pretender.

What took time to dawn on new recruit Crowley was that Legitimism was in fact a servant of political intentions nourished within the Roman Catholic Church, which, like young Crowley, detested universal suffrage and materialism and hoped to replace such aspirations with a return to Catholic authority. Young Crowley, on the other hand, sought his “return” through science, individual freedom, poetry, and spiritual magic. The Catholic Church naturally feared anarchy (as did most conservatives, spiritual and otherwise), but Crowley felt something vital in the anarchic challenge; this would make for persistent paradoxical conflict in Crowley’s complex psyche and opinions. For Catholic Legitimists, “legitimacy” meant spiritual and, therefore, worldly authority: the essential right to rule. In his Confessions, Crowley describes his Legitimist training, and its shortcomings.

Burns [the Scottish poet] and my cousin Gregor had made me a romantic Jacobite. I regarded the Houses of Hanover and Coburg [the British royal family] as German usurpers; and I wished to place “Mary III and IV” on the throne. I was a bigoted legitimist. I actually joined a conspiracy on behalf of Don Carlos, obtained a commission to work a machine gun, took pains to make myself a first-class rifle shot and studied drill, tactics, and strategy. However, when the time came for the invasion of Spain, Don Carlos got cold feet. The conspiracy was disclosed; and Lord Ashburnham’s yacht, which was running the arms, fell into the hands of the Spanish navy. [my italics]6

Crowley’s recent training on a machine gun is probably behind a jocular reference in an unpublished letter from Crowley to his Cambridge undergraduate friend Gerald Kelly (1879–1982) written around November 1899 when Crowley had just moved in to his new estate at Boleskine, near Foyers, Inverness. Crowley asked Kelly to gather copies of his unpublished poetry collection Green Alps and other works deposited with risqué publisher, Leonard Smithers.

If you do this, the Gods will reward you, for I never will, as Queen Elizabeth said. If you don’t, I shall apply a Maxim Gun to your anus and pic.*3 By the way, was I such a bloody fool of a prophet about this war?†4 Be good and take your grade. I may observe that. Gerald Kelly cannot take the grade 1° = 10▫.‡5Eritis similes Deo can.§6 Read mark learn and i.d. [inwardly digest]. Yours fraternally, P.¶77

Before Ashburnham’s arms run hit the skids, Crowley had already met his second link to Legitimism, Samuel Liddell Mathers (1854–1918), a man up to his neck in Legitimist conspiracy. From a Paris base at 87 Rue Mozart, Auteuil, Mathers ran the secret Hermetic Order of the Golden Dawn, as well as a web of pro-Legitimist contacts throughout the Western world.
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Fig. 1.1. Allan Bennett (1872–1923)

Famously initiated into the Golden Dawn magical order in November 1898 as Perdurabo, Crowley received not only training in gnostic magic and Masonic-style neo-Rosicrucianism 
but also a framework of spiritual attainment that, for better or worse, gave the rest of his life its essential structure and much of its meaning. What perhaps is curious is that in Crowley’s account, his introduction to Mathers followed an allegedly chance encounter with Londoner Julian Levett Baker (1873–1958). An analytical chemist working close to the brewing industry, Baker had been initiated into the Golden Dawn on June 16, 1894, taking as his motto, Causa scientiae (“for the cause of knowledge”). A few months later, George Cecil Jones was initiated. He and Baker had become friends at the City of London School. Baker and Jones also shared an interest in chemistry’s origins in alchemy, though it was Jones who was most immersed in the medieval tradition.*8 It seems likely that it was fellow chemist Allan Bennett who first recommended Baker to the GD (Bennett had been initiated in February 1894.) Bennett and Jones would become close friends of Crowley after Crowley and Jones first met in October 1898. A surviving envelope of picturesque hotel stationery, once containing a letter to Gerald Kelly at his parents’ house at Camberwell Rectory, London, pinpoints the occasion of Crowley’s meeting with Baker. It was sent by Crowley—mountaineering at the time—from the Hôtel Mont Rose, Zermatt, Switzerland, and postmarked July 25, 1898.8

From the time scale, it looks as though Crowley’s interest in political Legitimism coincided with commitment to spiritual and magical initiation. If it was Duncombe-Jewell who was chiefly responsible for Crowley’s association with the Society of the Order of the White Rose, why had Duncombe-Jewell not mentioned his Legitimist colleague Mathers to Crowley in this context before? Crowley’s autobiography is mute on the question, but then again, Crowley did say, “There is a great deal more to this story; but I cannot tell it—yet.”9 Was this a clue?

Sharron Lowena’s paper “Noscitur A Sociis: Jenner, Duncombe-Jewell and their Milieu” revealed hard evidence for Ashburnham and Mathers securing arms shipments from Bavaria in 1899.10 Close to the action was the Legitimists’ cryptographer Henry Jenner (1848–1934), “Bard of Cornwall” and chancellor of the Society of the White Rose. Jenner handled secret negotiations with Bavaria and elsewhere. Having been informed of Jenner’s anti-Hanoverian convictions and secessionist politics, Queen Victoria turned her back on Jenner at the Stuart Exhibition of 1889, where she is reported to have said with disdain, “I have heard of Mr. Jenner.” According to the New York Times (January 16, 1913), Her Majesty also snubbed Lord Ashburnham when Gladstone nominated him for the position of lord-in-waiting.11 Crowley knew Jenner through Duncombe-Jewell. Perhaps Crowley knew a lot of people the government would like to have known about, though who can doubt Salisbury had his sources? The Primrose League itself provided strategic intelligence for the Conservative Party.

As is well known, Crowley advanced quickly through the Golden Dawn order structure. Barely a year of progress through the seven grades of the “Outer Order” had passed before Crowley appeared an intimate of Mathers and, as Adeptus Minor, crossed the portal to the “Second Order” of the Ruby Rose and Cross of Gold, whose ascending grades led ultimately, on paper at least, to God–Self-realization and a role within the purposes of the Order’s supposed preternatural “Secret Chiefs.” Partly due to existing fissures and rivalries, Crowley’s progress through the Order elicited dismay among some members in London, particularly Irish, pro-Fenian poet William Butler Yeats (1865–1939), who for not altogether comprehensible reasons—other than Yeats’s eventual opposition to Mathers—despised Crowley, a contempt Crowley, refusing to take offense, characteristically laid at the door of pique at Yeats’s alleged sense of poetic inferiority to Crowley! Few concur with Crowley’s self-assessment, but estimates of poetic values have changed considerably since 1900. There was doubtless more to their rivalry than poetry, for according to the account Crowley maintained to the end of his life—part fictionalized in his story “At the Fork in the Roads” (1909)—Yeats seriously threatened him in 1899 using black magic via the vampiric agency of alleged accomplice, doomed artist-designer and poet Althea Gyles (1868–1949) of the Slade School of Art, whom Crowley also fancied and whose artwork he appreciated. Sexual jealousy probably played a part, and perhaps political suspicions also festered between the poets.

Dear Kelly,

Let me know how Pelleas is going and if I can help you in any way. . . . What about my design? I have seen a drawing of Althaea [sic ] Gyles which I shall use in some way, unless it is expensive, and you are less cantankerous than usual. Signed “To the re-seeing I kiss your hands and your feet” (Pollitt).*9

Tata, Aleister Crowley12

Yeats had been an enthusiastic admirer of redheaded Gyles (she had designed book covers for him) but withdrew support when in 1899 he learned of her involvement with Leonard Smithers, dismissed by critical observers as a drunken pornographer. While Smithers published Crowley’s earliest work, Crowley determined, in late 1899, to frustrate Smithers by loading him with unpaid publishing debts. Crowley wrote to Kelly sometime in November–December 1899:

Will you do me a great favour? Get Green Alps [Crowley’s unpublished poetry] from Smithers if you possibly can—several copies. Say you have seen me and I shall not communicate with Smithers till Green Alps is published. If you can get any things you know I shall like for me on credit, &c so: perhaps this best done first. But I must increase my debts to Smithers at all cost. You should in any case buy most of my “Jezebels” [poetry by AC] in his possession and as many as you can of my Japanese “Book of Second 50 drawings” [?] as you can. And when you get the bill, say you’ve paid me. Also get a dozen of “Stains” [Crowley’s decadent work, White Stains].13

Crowley was either trying to annoy Smithers deliberately or to make Smithers financially dependent on him and therefore disposed to be amenable 
to obtain payment, for reasons of Crowley’s own, probably connected with Althea Gyles, whom Smithers seems to have removed from Crowley’s involvement. Gyles may have constituted the nub of Crowley and Yeats’s bad relations.

As easily as Crowley ascended to the upper echelons of the Golden Dawn—without bothering, or feeling able, to cozy up to the dominant faction of the London Isis-Urania Temple—he familiarized himself with the Legitimist plot to secure Carlist victory in Spain. He claimed in his Confessions to have been knighted by an unnamed lieutenant of Don Carlos for his services, whatever that might mean. It probably happened at Ashburnham’s Welsh estate where in 1899 Carlist volunteers expecting to serve in Spain’s northern provinces conveniently received training.

Surviving Ashburnham correspondence contains telegrams and accounts relating to the purchase, equipping, and maintenance of Ashburnham’s steam yacht, Firefly.14 Commanding the yacht, Thames Valley Legitimist Club member Vincent J. English*10 oversaw the loading aboard of a hold full of Gras rifles from Bavaria.15 The Firefly duly steamed south in early July 1899 but failed to reach Spain. Somebody tipped off the Spanish consul at the port of Arcachon, near Bordeaux. The consul pressed French customs and on July 15 the vessel was seized. Letters in the Ashburnham papers to the British vice consulate at Arcachon reveal a tense showdown over possession of Ashburnham’s prize steam yacht.16 Ashburnham got his yacht back, but the conspiracy was exploded.

Sharron Lowena’s study of Cornish Carlists draws attention to a name on the yacht’s pay list dated August 26, 1899: one “C. Alexander.” Spence considers this possible twist on “Alexander Crowley” might just stand as one of “agent Aleister’s” first aliases; it might just as well not, and scanty evidence is against putting any weight on the identification, especially as a July 8, 1899, interview with Crowley in the Pall Mall Gazette about fatalities on Beachy Head puts him in London preparing for a mountaineering tour of Switzerland and the Tyrol at the time of the Firefly’s fateful voyage. However, Spence’s singular observation brings us to his most audacious speculation as regards Aleister Crowley and the British intelligence apparatus. Spence poses the question: What if Crowley was encouraged to involve himself with Mathers’s affairs so that he could inform on the Order chief ’s clandestine political activities? Spence believes Crowley’s subsequent conduct—his role in the April 1900 revolt that split the Order apart amid exposure of Mathers’s 
antiestablishment politics, for example—attains greater intelligibility when 
seen as Crowley operating as agent provocateur executing a secret mission.

Spence’s admittedly speculative, though doubtless compelling, scenario begins with Crowley at the end of his second year at Cambridge, still intending a career “in the Diplomatic.” Crowley’s own account was that at this point in his university career he entered a personal crisis in which, realizing the ultimate futility of all worldly honors, he lost faith in his ambitions, abandoned his former course, and embarked instead on a life of spiritual exploration and service to invisible governors of human destiny, having come to the conclusion that all meaningful change is effected by spiritual causes. What if, asks Spence, Crowley did not abandon completely his original ambitions for diplomatic service, as his own story goes, but rather accepted a wholly clandestine role to serve the powers-that-be, a role he could never reveal?

Readers, kindly note that we only enter this territory because Spence’s hypothesis, and the complex issues it raises, may help us to assess more accurately Crowley’s many mysterious activities in America following his first visit to New York in July 1900.

Crowley was still a student when in the summer of 1897 he first 
traveled to St. Petersburg, which, he tells us in his autobiography, was 
undertaken to learn Russian, the Diplomatic Service requiring foreign language 
skills. At the time, Russia was deemed as great a threat to the British Empire 
as Imperial Germany’s expansionist naval and territorial ambitions. Spence asks 
us to consider Crowley’s presence in St. Petersburg as a kind of dry run for 
intelligence services to come, especially as Don Carlos’s son Don Jaime, favored 
by Tsar Nicholas II, had received a Russian Imperial Army commission the 
previous year. Foreign Office hawks may have interested themselves in knowing if 
the tsar also favored Don Jaime’s father’s plans. This seems a tall order for a 
student lacking a natural facility for modern languages. Nevertheless, with Crowley’s Cambridge studies completed a year later, and having in the meantime come into a private fortune, Spence’s hypothesis has Crowley moving in on Mathers’s world by sniffing out Julian Baker of the Golden Dawn in Switzerland.

Crowley had read Golden Dawn member A. E. Waite’s The Book of Black Magic and of Pacts (1898) and ensuing correspondence with Waite had, Crowley stated, when joined to Baker and Jones’s promptings, crystallized his desire to approach the secret body of adepts of spiritual wisdom. Following Spence’s hypothesis, by using chemist-alchemist Baker to get into the 
Golden Dawn, Crowley could enter the Legitimist conspiracy while simultaneously satisfying his interests in magical psychology and spiritual effects, interests common to other distinguished men of Trinity College. These included Crowley’s older friend, barrister, naval officer, and—note—World War I intelligence officer, the Honorable Francis Henry Everard Joseph Feilding 
(1867–1937), and Britain’s leading anthropologist, James George Frazer (1854–1941), author of the classic The Golden Bough: A Study in Comparitive Religion (1890), which greatly influenced Crowley’s thinking about religion when he lived in America.




CROWLEY AND “MACGREGOR” MATHERS

It is perhaps curious that when Crowley met Mathers in Paris in early 1899,Mathers was prepared to deal with an Englishman whose card announced him as “Count Vladimir Svareff,” but then cash-strapped Mathers also enjoyed self-granted titles such as, “Count of Glenstrae,”*11 for example, and believed James IV of Scotland—that royal patron of alchemists—was his former incarnation. The prevailing view has been that Crowley emulated Mathers’s pretensions. While Crowley enjoyed role playing, and was in youth afflicted with snobbish vanity, the following previously unpublished letter to Gerald Kelly offers another slant on Crowley’s adoption of the title “Lord Boleskine”; that is, his being properly “laird” of Boleskine and Abertarff.

Just a note re the title [Lord Boleskine]. We needn’t quarrel. Aleister Crowley is my nom de plume, but (intra nos)†12 Rose [Crowley’s first wife] is keen on it; so must I seem, if I am to go back to the East. “Lord” is not an English title, but a courtesy title which for example Scotch judges take. My bitter enemies in Inverness opposed me for a week and gave in at once when I explained. I did not know Camberwell [Kelly’s home] was so severe. B.K. [Rose’s mother Bridget] addresses her daughter as Lady Boleskine. Enough: I am not annoyed, especially when you overwhelm me with the masterpiece “I naturally shall do as they do.”—’S’truth I break down again every time I think of it!17

Spence suggests the moniker under which Crowley lay “perdu”‡1318 in the heart of London at the time may rather have been part of elaborate schemes undertaken by the Special Branch to smoke out Russian anarchists and agents around London’s West End: a serious concern for Britain’s security services at the time after a series of terrorist atrocities. Such might explain the mystery of “Count Svareff’s” flat in Chancery Lane being watched by police.

Crowley was at London’s Hotel Cecil when on January 15, 1900, he received two letters from Miss Evelyn Hall saying, “You (and all your friends at 67 [Chancery Lane]) are watched by police. This is connected with ‘the brother of a college chum’ but no doubt can be entertained of the meaning of her hints. She naively assumes the charge to be true.”19 Crowley doubted Evelyn Hall’s story.*1420 It is possible that any police observation derived from Crowley’s enemies in the Order, in particular Frederick Leigh Gardner, who condemned Crowley for alleged promiscuous liaisons with men and women and tried to trap him.21 It is also perfectly possible that Crowley hung out under a pseudonym so that his investigation of magic, black and white, should not come to his family’s notice. He may simply have been getting entertaining mileage out of what he’d picked up in St. Petersburg.
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Fig. 1.2. Evelyn Hall (L’Épée by Alfred-Pierre Agache, 1896; Ontario Art Gallery)

Years later Crowley would claim his reason for acting incognito was a playful desire to extract obsequiousness from tradespersons, ironically observing their behavior for its psychological value. Conversely, he claimed that he did not want members of his family to know about his occult experimentation in Chancery Lane. These explanations may be disingenuous. Crowley foisted his “Count Svareff” card on all comers, not just tradespeople. According to Spence’s theory, there were no accidents in Crowley’s progress after Cambridge—the meeting with Baker in Switzerland, the cultivation of Mathers, joining Ashburnham’s Carlists—all together suggested to Spence a spy’s desire to infiltrate Legitimist intentions. “Everything about his association with the Hermetic Order of the Golden Dawn smacks of an agent provocateur.”22 
There is no doubt Crowley’s behavior contributed to bringing the Order’s 
simmering personality conflicts to the boil. But if speculation of this order is permitted to fathom obscurities, then it might also be speculated that Crowley simply enjoyed the role of occasional agent provocateur on his own terms and to satisfy his own anarchic tendencies, taste for adventure, pleasure in posing, and outré, sometimes contradictory, political and spiritual enthusiasms.

When Mathers’s authority in the Golden Dawn was challenged, Crowley believed it was chiefly because certain members of the Second or Inner Order knew that Mathers had gone to Paris to facilitate plots against the governments of Spain, Portugal, and probably Great Britain. Legitimists dreamed of a Britain rid of “usurper” Victoria and her successor, the Prince of Wales, by offering the crown to Prince Rupprecht (“King Robert”), the son of Maria Theresa Henrietta Dorothea de Austria-Este-Modena, descendant of the House of Stuart.*15

Crowley may conceivably have received an initial directive to observe Mathers’s activities, but when Order opposition to Mathers developed into an outright attack on Crowley himself (because Crowley was seen as Mathers’s delegated muscle), the idea of reforming the Golden Dawn may possibly have assumed priority in Crowley’s plans, based in part on his belief that the Order harbored persons he would later describe as “Black Brothers.” Black Brothers were, by Crowley’s definition, persons committed to imposing negative, destructive, or depressive spiritual beliefs, frustrating long-term plans of the invisible “Great White Brotherhood” that he believed guided humankind and to whose absolute service Crowley felt himself pledged. As far as Crowley was concerned, the purposes of the White (magic) Brotherhood included the integrity of Great Britain and—as we shall see—Britannia’s future alliance with the United States of America.

It is also the case that eruptions in the Golden Dawn coincided with Crowley’s dedicated performance of the Sacred Magic of Abra-Melin 
the Mage, by which he was bound by oath to overcome opposition and temptation from the “evil Princes of the World.” He was to expect perilous frustration and was encouraged by close friend and tutor in magic, Allan Bennett, to see physical opposition as a visible correlate of spiritual evil lined up against one who aspired to supreme spiritual attainment. Crowley was already living out a dynamic inner drama on the stage of the real world.

Crowley’s personal commitment to progress in the Golden Dawn structure even extended to offering sincere help when encouraging the younger Gerald Kelly to follow in his footsteps. For Crowley, the spiritual ideal of the Order owned a sublimity transcending politics. Nowhere do we find Crowley gloating or rejoicing over the split that inexorably unpicked the seam of the Order, which process was, anyway, well advanced before he arrived on the scene. Crowley’s arrival may have been catalytic, but how could he have known that before joining, unless of course he intended it to be so? Mathers called for loyalty; Crowley gave it. All indications are that Crowley had first expected what Order propaganda offered: a romantic continuity of the ancient and spiritual Order R.C. (Rosy Cross). One may also discern from Crowley’s letters of the period that he took the Order’s doctrines seriously without ulterior motive and recommended assiduous attention to them from people he cared about.

In late 1899, beneath gold-headed notepaper bearing Clan MacGregor mottoes—’S rioghal mo dhream, “My race is royal,” and “E’en Do and Spare Not,” meaning “in what you do, no expense is too much” (a preemptive corollary of “Do what thou wilt”)—Crowley addressed Neophyte Gerald Kelly, concerning Order exams.

Care Frater E.S.D.,

Do your exam for exam purposes. The meanings of the [Hebrew] wordsare important. But if you know them with the numbers and can makeshift to write the characters legibly—well.

Your מ [Hebrew letter Mem = water] was well made. Don’t 
worry with Eastern Books. There is one after you who has been preferred before you.*16 My coming to town vibrates between the likely and the certain. Your “power of concentration” is all wrong because you are0°=0▫[neophyte]. 0 is the number of the Fool of the Tarot. Get clear without losing any more time and having your strength sapped by the void inane (Crowley).

I am just over 10 days C.B. [confined to barracks] with flu. Written a few lyrics—only meditated K.F. [The King’s Friend: a play Crowley was working on]. The title is so good—that’s three parts of the job. Only five acts to write—and I can’t do one. Will try again now I’m better.

Yours fraternally,

Perdurabo23

Another previously unpublished letter to Kelly from Boleskine House either around New Year or late March 1900—shortly before the critical rupture in the Golden Dawn—projects a happy spirit of accommodation very much against the covert agent provocateur hypothesis.

Care Frater,

. . . This grand here. I can work like anything. V.N’s address†17 is Iron Works, Basingstoke—MMH is Mark Masons’ Hall Great Queen Street. I wrote to you from Edinburgh re various people did I not? . . . We might get over to Paris for a few days or weeks. I have to go there, anyway, and would like you to meet the Chief, the Gregorach [Clan MacGregor], the Imperator of Isis-Urania. His wife whose painting makes you so wild.*18 Adieu! The Gods watch over you! Until we meet,

Yours fraternally,

P[erdurabo]24

It is significant that in May 1900, within a month of the main rupture, we find Crowley still committed to Isis-Urania temple procedures in London even after rebellious members had quit on account of the rift with Mathers. Had it been Crowley’s aim to provoke revolt, he might have been expected to detach himself from the inconvenience of initiating fresh adepts. Instead, he calls on Kelly to do his bit and expresses relief to find Mathers’s—and his—opponents absent. He has no contention with Mathers and seems simply glad to see the back of persons who, in his view, were ill-equipped for the magical enterprise in the first place.

MacGregor of Boleskine, Hotel Great Central, London

Care Frater,

There will be a meeting of G[image: image]D[image: image] [Golden Dawn] one day next week to initiate Madame Lucile Hill.†19

You [Frater E.S.D. = Gerald Kelly] will be requested to act as an officer, as the number of members in Isis-Urania No 3 has been reduced. In fact, the whole crew of Hunters*20 and Blackdens†21 and Roshers‡22 and scabs and skunks and bitches &c &c has been swept into oblivion.

Jones [George Cecil] and self are in fact the only ones left bar a Doctor§23 and a Mrs. Simpson¶24 and her very charming daughter.\\25 With probably one or two in the outer [or First Order]. But this will be a private meeting. Only officers will attend.
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Fig. 1.3. Lucile Hill (left), Attalie Claire Smith (right) from The Theatre, February 1891

. . . Anyhow, let me have a line to say that you may be depended on to come—there will be a trouble to get seven officers.

Ever thy P.

P.S. Can you put me up a couple of nights [at Camberwell rectory] if I come down? You have my King’s Friend [play manuscript]. AC26

On the inside folded sheet of the above letter, Crowley left careful instructions for Kelly as to how to make the “Lamen of Dadouchos,” appropriate to Kelly’s grade of Zelator. What looks to us today like a Nazi symbol was understood by the Order in 1900 as the Hermetic Cross, known also as Fylfot, hammer of Thor, and swastika (a Sanskrit health symbol), formed of seventeen squares, representing the sun, the four traditional elements, and twelve zodiacal signs. Crowley made two helpful drawings, “badly drawn here,” and showed pictorially how to attach a tag so that the lamen could be hung around the neck: “Let it be drawn accurately on a circular lamen with a tag to hang so. I have ordered the collar myself. The [symbol] is in white on a black ground. It is on both sides of your lamen alike.”

Even in the years immediately after Mathers’s rift with most of the London Order, Crowley recommended that Gerald Kelly—who removed himself to Paris on graduating from Trinity Hall, Cambridge—keep in touch with Mr. and Mrs. Mathers. On December 13, 1901, Crowley, in Calcutta, asked Kelly, “Seen G[image: image]D[image: image] in newspapers? You should call on MacGregor [Mathers] of Paris.”27 Again, returning to Europe from India, Crowley wrote to Kelly from Cairo on October 22, 1902.

Dear Gerald

, . . . I come via Marseille to Paris. I have business also with the Chiefs of the Order [Mathers and his wife] of which I have recently heard so much and seen so little. But I do not wish my presence in Paris known till the Hour of Triumph, or some hour like that: so I will accept your kindness in the same spirit in which I have always received your insults and drive straight off to Montparnasse [where Kelly rented a studio at 8 bis Rue Campagne 1ère]. I know the Boulevard Montparnasse, not your street though. I am not likely to go to England until certain arrangements are made—tell you what later. . . . Get and cram up Michelet “Histoire des Templiers.”*26

Ever,

Aleister Crowley

[image: image] Can’t say when, as I am waiting for cash to see Pyramids &c. while I am here dictating the story of my journey to a stenographer. Result abject as literature. I will wire from Marseille. A.C.28

Three days later, Crowley wrote to Kelly from Cairo’s famous Shepheard’s Hotel. “I most probably leave Port Said November 3 to Paris via Marseille. . . . I shall perhaps write SRMD [Mathers’s motto as “MacGregor”] and Vestigia [Moina Mathers’s GD motto, Vestigia Nulla Retrorsum]. I suppose you see them occasionally.”29 It is, of course, possible that Crowley felt it important to maintain links with the Order of which he was still part, while also keeping a watch on Mathers’s political activities, but if watching Mathers was an intelligence objective, why spend from June 1900 to November 1902 out of Europe altogether? Well, by 1902 a Carlist rising in Spain was out of the question, and if there is anything to Spence’s agent provocateur hypothesis, frustrating Legitimist plots in 1899 and 1900 would have sufficiently satisfied government. However, Spence’s argument must still contend with Crowley’s straightforward declaration that he supported the Legitimist cause, until, that is, he saw it as a Catholic-inspired subterfuge. Then the question would be, precisely when did he realize that? Crowley’s personal priorities were spiritual and occult, combined, as ever, with art and exploration for sport and enlightenment.

There is another aspect of Crowley’s general approach to situations that casts doubt on Spence’s idea. It is in fact illustrated in a letter sent to Kelly—now Crowley’s brother-in-law—from the Hôtel d’Iéna, a little to the south of the Arc de Triomphe in Paris, where Crowley stayed in late autumn 1904. Exasperated by psychological games and quarrels played out by the women in Kelly’s family, Kelly’s mother and sister particularly, Crowley vented his annoyance forcefully.

Womb artists. Ann lied, you remember. . . . Their idea is to arouse sympathy; they suppress or subtly alter to suit; more rarely they fabricate—“more rarely” because they lack imagination in common with other high mental faculties; being fools, they usually fail even to attract the sympathy.

R [Rose, Crowley’s wife and Kelly’s sister] has written me any number of exquisite letters to stir me up against F.F.K. [Rev. Frederic Festus Kelly, Rose’s father], B.K. [Rose’s mother] and yourself. This time I had the wit to see through it. I know they bully her—and so do you, don’t deny it!—but there is no reason for embroiling an already strained situation. . . . You do bicker dreadfully between yourselves; and I think the painter Gerald Kelly [whom Crowley is addressing] like the poet A.C. had best follow Christ’s advice about leaving father, mother &c. all the prohibited degrees in fact—and follow Art.

The above is really my doctrine of Non-Interference—call it the Primrose doctrine, if you will. But I am sure you will subscribe to it.

Yours more than ever,

Aleister Crowley

P.S. as soon as I can settle in a flat.30

While reference to the Primrose doctrine may alert intelligence aficionados to Crowley’s link through his aunt with the Primrose League, it must surely refer in this context to the expression “the primrose path”; that is, to lead, or better, to let someone down a path of their own choosing that despite initial attractiveness invites ruin. This was Crowley’s way to deal with most conflicts, and the inspiration clearly came from Christ’s spiritual guidance, probably inculcated by Crowley’s father, the Christian preacher, adorned with Blake’s wisdom that “if a fool would persist in his folly, he would become wise” plus a touch of friend Allan Bennett’s Buddhist nonreactionary, dispassionate-compassionate approach to the world. Don’t interfere with a fool; let them learn. There is no cheating in spiritual matters; no short cuts. After London members split with the autocratic Mathers, 
the Order degenerated into fragments, its magic, its larger influence depleted. 
Crowley would take the sword, melt it down, and, by the end of 1908, forge a new 
magical weapon that has survived to this day, through perpetually strained circumstances. In the end, when Crowley picked the “winning side” in the conflict, it turned out, as he would see it, to be his; that is to say, the gods’ side.

To Crowley’s observation, Mathers too in due course found himself on the primrose path; what had once appeared a character of authority became bloated into self-defeating egoism and delusion. Crowley felt an estrangement, compounded by trusted friend Allan Bennett’s own doubts about Mathers’s fitness to lead. Convinced by 1904 that Mathers had fallen from grace as regards the supposed Lords of Initiation—Mathers released a magical attack on Crowley in July of that year—Crowley would have no qualms in his novel Moonchild, written in America in 1917, about presenting the fictional version of his onetime initiator as a German spy and tool of the Black Brotherhood. The allegation that Mathers was directly involved in “Jacobite conspiracies to overthrow the throne of England” appeared in a work Crowley published in 1911, a year after Mathers had unsuccessfully attempted by law to prevent publication of Golden Dawn rituals in Crowley’s journal, The Equinox.31

If, despite existing evidence, Spence’s hypothesis was proved to resemble hidden facts inside the case, then Crowley’s battle with the Golden Dawn would stand as having been profoundly misread for more than a century. Unfortunately, chief witness against Spence’s reconstruction of events is probably Crowley himself.

In a newspaper article published in 1935, Crowley appeared fairly direct—with a caveat—about his former activities. “I became a secret Jacobite agent, and fought to restore Don Carlos on the Throne of Spain. . . . What ridiculous nonsense! No: I’m nearing sixty, and it wasn’t nonsense at all.”32 He still saw something in the cause, or at least his part in it, and he does not say, nor does he imply, that he became a “secret Jacobite agent” on behalf of the government, or any other body.

In the same article Crowley made light of the personal crisis that in his Confessions he asserted had led to his dropping the planned diplomatic career to pursue lasting reality in spiritual action. “It happened at the beginning of my third year at Cambridge. A trivial illness, but it led to the extraction of a tooth. They had economized on the nitrous oxide; and I came out of it into a universe which was nothing at all but Absolute Pain. I think the experience gave the last shock to my conventional ideas of Reality. All endeavor is in vain, on this plane. I must find a permanent material on which to found my work. I began to look for an ‘invisible world.’ Here scientific training helps. Science is wholly against materialism, as Huxley showed so finally.”

Crowley launched the article with a bold statement: “The Adventure of the 
Great Work is the only one worth while; for all others are but interludes in the sinister farce of Life and Death, which limits all merely human endeavor. . . . Death makes life futile and fatuous.”33 One might of course feel free to interpret that phrase “invisible world” in a dual sense: that of spiritual causes and covert, unseen, or “invisible” agencies of government. Neither realm excludes the other. But it is interesting that he ascribes his career turning point to the realization of futility and, even perhaps, ultimate meaninglessness, the abyss of existential pain; Crowley may simply have become a world-transcending nihilist who, unwilling to kill himself over the pit of nothingness and nullification of values, chose rather to have enlightened fun with the show, or at least to undertake an extreme adventure the world, even a damned world, would never forget, and if it did: What of it? “I don’t give a damn for the whole human race—you’re nothing but a pack of cards.”34 Some kind of anarchism would thereon have represented a political and religious baseline. Smash the lot; have a revolution, and smash that too! It doesn’t mean a thing. Crowley unleashed was god, devil, and who knows whom: the ultimate Decadent? Do what thou wilt.

In a series of articles published two years earlier, Crowley expressed the crisis and its dénouement differently again, though in a manner some-what lending support to our latter possibility, albeit with a more positive resolution.

It was at Cambridge that I perceived the futility of worldly ambitions. I had wanted to be a poet and to attain to the greatest success in the Diplomatic Service, for which the late Lord Salisbury had intended me. Suddenly all the ordinary ambitions of life seemed empty and worthless. Time crumbles all; I must find durable material for building. I sought desperately for help, for light. I raided every library and bookshop in the University.

One book told me of a secret community of saints in possession of every spiritual grace, of the keys of the treasure of Nature.*27 The members of this church lived their secret life of sanctity in the world, radiating 
light and love on all those who came within their scope. The sublimity of the idea enthralled me; it satisfied my craving for romance and poetry. I determined with my whole heart to make myself worthy to attract the notice of this mysterious brotherhood.

Then one of the first principles of magic was revealed to me. It is sufficient to will with all one’s might that which one wills. You who read this—whatever you will 
you can do. It is only a question of commanding the means.35

There then follows, in the same article, a curiously ambiguous telling of how Crowley came to meet chemist Julian Baker in Switzerland. “The first proof that I had of this miracle-working capacity which is latent in every man was this: even before I had issued the call for guidance there was a man at my side to answer it. But the first call: 1898. In a Bier-halle under the shadow of the Matterhorn 
I met an alchemist.” That was Baker, strictly speaking, a chemist. “Through his 
good offices I was initiated into the Order in November, 1898.” There can be 
little doubt of Crowley’s sincerity here. It makes sense without positing any ulterior motive, though it does not altogether disallow duplicity. We can be certain Crowley was determined to tackle the rocky road of magical adventure: his amazing life is illustration of that. The only slight alarm here may come from close attention to Crowley’s words “before I had issued a call for guidance there was a man at my side to answer it.” One might think the reference was to Baker. However, the next sentence begins, “But the first call: 1898.” Baker’s providential appearance came apparently in response to the first call. But there was already, apparently, a man at Crowley’s side to answer it before the call was made. Strange. It might be a pious reference to the foresight of the gods—providence—or not. If Baker was not the man intended, we must admit ignorance as to who was at Crowley’s side. His Holy Guardian Angel? Who now can tell?

There is no getting around the fact that Crowley’s precise personal position as regards motives and beliefs around this period, and subsequently, involves both apparent contradiction and, honestly faced, not a little mystery, often of a tantalizing nature. This characteristic “hall of mirrors” phenomenon will be evident throughout Crowley’s life, seldom more dramatically than during his uninterrupted five-year sojourn in the United States from November 1914 until November 1919. As Crowley’s sometime friend C. R. Cammell exclaimed in his 1951 account of Crowley, “Explain me the riddle of this man!”36





TWO
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The Song of the Sea

The persons in whom this power [Poetry] resides, may often, as far as regards many portions of their nature, have little apparent correspondence with that spirit of good of which they are the ministers. But even whilst they deny and abjure, they are yet compelled to serve, the power which is seated on the throne of their own soul.

PERCY BYSSHE SHELLEY, A DEFENCE OF POETRY

. . . believe me “God’s poet.”

ALEISTER CROWLEY, 1903*28

The German Hamburg-American Line’s twin-screw SS Pennsylvania left Plymouth, England, on Tuesday, June 26, 1900. Commanded by Captain H. Spliedt, the four-mast, single-funneled steamship would bear Crowley across the Atlantic to New York in ten days. Behind him, the magician left the Golden Dawn in freefall with hostile London members in definitive breach with Mathers, even as Mathers expelled them for rebellion. W. B. Yeats and his anti-Mathers associates refused to recognize Mathers’s initiation of Crowley into the Inner Order, which had taken place in Paris on January 23 at Mathers’s Isis-Urania Temple in Paris. They had then thwarted Crowley and Golden Dawn colleague Elaine Simpson’s attempt, on Mathers’s behalf, to “repossess” the Order’s initiatic “Vault,” dedicated to Christian Rosenkreuz, in Blythe Road, Hammersmith: a scuffle over possession that led to Crowley’s taking a lawyer while Yeats’s colleague in revolt, Florence Farr Emery, took expensive legal counsel.

Contemplating the implications of Mathers’s latest bombshell that the Order’s founding documents had been forged, Crowley assessed the odds and withdrew from legal action. He refocused his sights on the Americas: first New York and then Mexico.

Something of the tumult broke into a work composed by Crowley on the high seas. Carmen Saeculare was completed on July 4, 1900, as cargo liner SS Pennsylvania approached the North American coast. Admitting a psychological interpretation, the poem may be seen as an emotional and spiritual retaliation to hostile treatment by brethren in London, a geyser for suppressed anger venting itself in apocalyptic loathing and extreme, even cosmic, reaction. But there is probably more to this important Crowleyan testament.

Clearly impacted by the imminence of first physical contact with America, we may wonder if Crowley was not somehow mindful of his Quaker ancestry and how those more famous nonconformist Pilgrim Fathers viewed their first leaving Plymouth 280 years earlier. Perhaps the main difference was that while all parties resorted to apocalyptic imagery to express themselves, whereas the religious of old addressed their God as Jehovah, Crowley’s “Lord” in Carmen Saeculare is, as we shall see, his presiding god of the era, Horus, the red rising sun, avenger of his murdered father, and “ancestral voice prophesying war.”

We cannot help noting that in the late Greco-Egyptian version of the Osiris myth, sun god Osiris is murdered by his brother, the evil Seth, whereupon Isis, Mother of life, gathers the scattered corpse, impregnates herself with Osiris’s redeemed seed, and gives birth to sun god Horus or (Greek) Harpokrates. Horus will avenge his father by killing evil Seth. Crowley believed his father had been “murdered” by Plymouth Brethren colleagues whose religious bigotry eschewed conventional surgery and elected to cure Edward Crowley’s mouth cancer by a speculative electrical method. Whatever drove the Brethren to their “crime,” Crowley made it his life’s work to destroy. He called the cause of their fatal error “Christianity.”

Its title indicating a secular hymn (that is, “of the world”), or “hymn of the ages,” Carmen Saeculare was first published in 1901 by Kegan Paul, Trench, Trübner & Co. Ltd., at Crowley’s expense and with a title borrowed from Horace’s odes in the Sapphic meter. With a small number bound in buckram and printed on vellum for privileged recipients, its sixty-two pages consist of four sections: “Prologue: The Exile,” “Carmen Saeculare,” “In the Hour Before Revolt,” and “Epilogue: To the American People on the Anniversary of their Independence.” It is unclear from the poem whether Crowley looked forward to his first experience of the real, as opposed to ideal and poetic, America. It is, anyway, a song of self-imposed exile.

Carmen Saeculare offers insight into the poet’s predominant personal 
preoccupations of the time. They might strike us as peculiar, even contradictory, though contradiction is hardly unknown in the minds of poets. As Walt Whitman famously ejaculated, “Do I contradict myself? Then I contradict myself. I am large; I contain multitudes!” The poem’s contents certainly bear on the issue of Spence’s hypothesis regarding Legitimism and Crowley’s real loyalties, even though the debacle of Ashburnham’s Firefly adventure was now almost a year old.

Crowley wrote in his Confessions more than two decades later, “Carmen Saeculare was actually the result of a more or less prophetic vision. Some of its forecasts have turned out wonderfully well, though the century is yet young; others await fulfilment—but I do not propose to linger on merely to obtain so morbid a satisfaction!”2

There seems little doubt that Mathers and wife Moina were still esteemed by Crowley, for the 1901 publication was dedicated to Mathers’s wife as “Countess of Glenstrae”:

I DEDICATE

ON EARTH MY POEM

TO THE

COUNTESS OF GLENSTRAE:

IN HEAVEN MY VISION

TO THE

HIGH PRIESTESS OF OUR LADY

ISIS

The reference to Moina as High Priestess of Isis relates to a project she and her husband had launched in Paris as a means of broadening the Golden Dawn’s appeal. They undertook a semipublic revival of the cult of Egyptian goddess Isis, with the highly artistic and intuitive Moina as high priestess Anari and Mathers as high priest Rameses of the Isiac rite. What began in a suburban street in Passy proved so popular it moved, with the help of journalist, writer, and occultist Jules Bois (1868–1943), to a little theater on the Butte of Montmartre, the Théâtre de la Bodinière.

Why had they done it? asked Frederic Lees when interviewing “Count and Countess MacGregor of Glenstrae” for the Humanitarian (February 1900). The count replied that it wasn’t what people thought: more decadence! No! On the contrary, it was to combat the decadence of the time.3 Crowley clearly shared something of their enthusiasm, for Isis is present in Carmen Saeculare as inspirational principle of liberty’s revelation.

Republished in Crowley’s Collected Works in 1905, with notes by Crowley’s friend, surgeon, and Trinity Hall, Cambridge graduate Ivor Back (1879–1951), the poem’s dedication to Moina had disappeared. This was a predictable omission after Mathers’s autumn 1904 magical attack on Crowley, when Mathers retaliated for Crowley’s defection from the Golden Dawn, a defection grounded in Crowley’s belief that Mathers had forfeited the “Secret Chiefs” of the Order’s confidence and authority, an authority Crowley believed had been transmitted to him with the reception of The Book of the Law in Cairo the previous April.

Another detail readers of the Collected Works version would miss was the outline drawing of a shamrock, sole adornment to the work’s original green cover. This announcement of a dominant theme of the poems’ prophecies is highly pertinent to Crowley’s adoption of the “cover” (if that is what it was) of Irish revolutionary advocate in America during World War I.

The symbol of Ireland embodies the prophesied resurgence of the Celtic race, a theme recognized by a 1901 review of Carmen Saeculare in the English newspaper the Daily News. “The poet foresees the dawn of an era of love, justice, and peace, when the Celtic race shall be restored to their own. There are many strong, nervous lines, and some exalted thoughts.”*29

By the time Ivor Back supervised the Collected Works in 1905, Crowley’s stance on the “Celtic movement” advocated by Mathers, Duncombe-Jewell, and Jenner had changed, for the first thing we see there is an asterisk next to the title, leading us to a footnote stating, “Crowley, an Irishman, was [my italics] passionately attached to the Celtic movement, and only abandoned it when he found that it was a mere mask for the hideous features of Roman Catholicism.”4 We may believe Crowley had been passionate about the Celtic movement, but Crowley was not, as stated, an Irishman, though his paternal forebears derived from that country before the eighteenth century. The Crowleys of Alton, Hampshire, whence Crowley’s paternal family settled, were thoroughly English, though their religion had long been nonconformist Quaker. Crowley’s father, Edward, had broken ranks, first as an Anglican, then by joining the Exclusive Plymouth Brethren, founded in Dublin in the early 1830s by John Nelson Darby (1800–1882).

Celtic identity nonetheless continued to resonate for Crowley in the romantic sense. He would tell his son Randall Gair in the 1940s that the surname came from Breton aristocracy (“de Querouaille”). 
Celtic movement romantics considered the French northern province of Brittany an ancient Celtic kingdom, as Breton separatists do today. The Irish part of the Crowley name, Crowley would assert, was of Irish bardic provenance with more than a hint of mystical mastery, though Crowley would also joke about basing any genuine interest in Irish republicanism on this kind of supposition. Systems of government hardly matter; it is the spirit inhabiting them that counts above all. If the spirit can breathe, the system should evolve. Man as he is, is not the end of evolution. Such was Crowley’s maturing view.

In 1900 the Saxon receives very poor press from Carmen Saeculare, and Crowley wants it understood that his England, his Britain, is an ancient bond of soul and soil, garlanded in green clover, loved by Celts and exploited by Saxon migrants after the collapse of the Roman Empire in the fifth and sixth centuries. There is, however, still something peculiar about Crowley’s proclaiming himself an Irishman, having abandoned the Celtic movement by 1905. This was not a momentary identification, as we shall see. Even an English provincial newspaper report on Crowley’s brave but disastrous attempt on the Himalayan mountain Kangchenjunga in 1905 refers to “Mr. A. E. Crowley, Engineer of Ireland.”5

Crowley seems to have needed an Irish identification to secure his poetic vision of England as coming from outside in, and inside out. He saw himself as England’s prophet, much as William Blake had done, and he was familiar with W. B. Yeats’s mistaken belief that Blake’s family derived from an “O’Neil” of Dublin. Crowley simply could not imagine the blood red fire of inspired prophetic poetry emanating from an Anglo-Saxon, a race famously dismissed by Napoleon Bonaparte as “a nation of shopkeepers”; that is, materialistic, spiritually perfidious, provincial profiteers. An Anglo-Irish commander answered the jibe at Waterloo.

Crowley also seems to have been affected by Samuel Mathers’s no less determined stance to be seen as of the once condemned, tragic Clan MacGregor. Mathers liked to be designated by the acronym SRMD from the Gaelic ’S rioghal mo dhream, translated as “my race is royal,” for MacGregors traced their origins to ancient Celtic kings of Ireland. While it seems Crowley did through experience grow out of asserting these romanticisms, something of them undoubtedly stuck: the idea of spiritual kingship—for example, of becoming an “initiated king”—remained important, as did a link to an ancient race of authentic spiritual and magical attainment. Crowley was familiar with the legends that made Blake believe the ancient biblical patriarchs were Druids connected to ancient Britain, and thus to the House of Stuart; that the Stone of Scone had been the stone against which Jacob slept when he dreamed of the angelic ladder to heaven (Genesis 28:10–17).

In 1901, Crowley gave his name on Carmen Saeculare’s cover as “St E. A. of M. and S.” While “St E. A.” presumably refers to “St Edward Aleister,” of “M. and S.” (that is, the “Magpie & Stump” debating society in Cambridge), one cannot help noticing the capitals practically give us the Gaelic name Seamus, equivalent to Jacob (Hebrew: “one who grabs at the heel”) and James—one thinks of King James IV of Scotland, who practiced alchemy and whom Mathers considered his former incarnation, as well, of course, of the hapless legitimate James of the first Jacobite rebellion (1715). The detail about Jacob/Seamus as “one who grabs at the heel” may just mean that Crowley is also pulling our leg with regard to some aspect of Carmen Saeculare. Crowley, anyway, could see a funny side to the poetic tract.

It should be recognized that Crowley, when acting according to his own preferences, seldom exhibited much more than general interest in contemporary Irish politics, and his view of Ireland’s political state over the years was in some ways typical of many Englishmen; namely, that the country 
had plainly been treated very badly as a result of misguided, sometimes callous 
and shallow, policies, while the political results of history’s brew constituted 
an awful mess that resisted compromise and seemed insoluble to everyone’s 
contentment. While Crowley’s prophetic outburst of 1900 accepts spirited revolt 
as the outcome, he himself never visited Ireland once in his life, nor expressed 
any wish to, though, it may be allowed, the same may be supposed of many persons 
of Irish descent around the world who would nonetheless warm to the idea of 
Saint Patrick’s Day and consider themselves, even when subjects of other countries, as being Irish still. Crowley’s “Irishness” was essentially related to a spiritual ideal, a poetic, romantic, even antiquarian Celtic identity—but it would have its uses. Put another way, Crowley’s repeatedly claimed Irish identity had more to do with the way he felt about English attitudes and government than about the real Ireland. At the very least, it means that he did not wish to be identified as a typical Englishman, but that may be said of many great and untypical Englishmen, for England seldom fully recognizes her great children, certainly in their lifetimes. In due course we may feel driven to ask whether the poem really is a sincere effusion of the poet’s soul and not, say, a psychological preparation for a role. It does give us a key into Crowley’s mind as the SS Pennsylvania passed Nantucket Island and approached New York in the cool Atlantic breezes beneath the summer sun.

Largely apocalyptic in tone, Crowley’s imagery is redolent of the prophet Isaiah, combined with flashing imagery of crashing waves, vast oceans, stars, brilliant sunsets, and sunrises. It is “the song of the Sea”: the Mother, freedom, death. Its subject is destiny, and the first destiny on the horizon is of course the poet’s own.

Reeling from the Golden Dawn’s duplicitous intrigues against Mathers, the 
Celt Crowley finds himself caught “in the storm of lies and tossed,” but his 
opponents should know that while a spiritual exile, he is no coward, running away. / “I was born fighter. Think you then my task is done, My work, my Father’s work for men, the rising sun?” He is about his heavenly Father’s business. The poet makes explicit his continued support for Don Carlos as Spain’s redeemer. He sees God judging his native land, likening England to “the ancient whore.” Crowley gushes language and syntax redolent of one of Blake’s less successful prophetic poems, “The French Revolution” (1791, unfinished). As with Jesus’s judgment of the Temple, no “stone of London” will be left standing on another. The Saxon race will fail, for the country is rotten and therefore unfruitful, and the “fair country” will be given to those who have suffered long exile: “Yea, they shall live! The Celtic race!” Then there is ambiguity about his true position: “And I give praise, and close mine eyes, cover my face, and laugh—and die” (my italics). He can’t help seeing the other side, the funny side, and can laugh himself to scorn; he will not always show his true face.

In the second part of the poem, Crowley is in the hands of a power from within, analogous to his position in 1904 when, in his account of writing down The Book of the Law from direct voice dictation, he heard the mysterious voice. “I see thee hate the hand & the pen; but I am stronger” (AL II:11).*30 The muse of Carmen Saeculare commands, “Take up thy pen and write! I must obey. No shrinking at this terrible command! . . . Their fire impulses the reluctant hand. My words must prophesy the avenging day / And curse my native land.”6 As a prophet, he must give voice, whether he wills it or no. Isaiah also had to curse his native land, Israel, but for love of that land and desire that it turn to God. The true patriot does not deceive his country with nationalistic praise when its roots are in danger from lack of harsh, unwelcome truth. “How have I loved thee [England] in thy faithlessness / Beneath the rule of those unspeakable!”7 A footnote to “unspeakable” indicates “The House of Hanover.” Here the “bigoted legitimist” of 1899 strikes again. Crowley would remain a spiritual Jacobite, one with a longing for a vanished England of cavaliers, flush-faced bawdiness, bosomy hostesses, rural delights, and spiritual idealism. In his “Simon Iff” stories, written in New Orleans, Titusville, and New York in 1916 to 1917, Crowley’s detective hero would find his London home at the Hemlock Club, with its customs amusingly founded on Jacobite history, such as the moleskin tie, for it was a molehill that tripped the horse that “King Billy” (William III) rode, so bringing the Dutch-born Protestant scourge of Irish Jacobite rebels to eventual death in 1702.

The next verse predicts the end of Empire and her independence. “O England! England, mighty England, falls!” And taking a leaf from Chamberlain’s Birmingham speech of 1898—“She hath not left a friend!”8—echoes Chamberlain’s warning that England could not go on in isolation, without pacts of friendship, preferably with Germany and the United States.

The oracular muse turns Crowley’s attention to the effect on England of the Boer War raging at enormous expense in manpower and money ever since the two Boer republics opened hostilities on October 11, 1899: “Her days of wealth and majesty are done: Men trample her for mire!”9 Crowley sees Britain’s capital power diminishing: “Mammon”—“The temple of their God is broken down.”10 Britain’s boast of ruling the waves will in the end ring hollow. In June 1900 the German Bundesrat was busy voting the mighty sum demanded by the Kaiser for the greater expansion of his navy. Maintaining naval superiority would cost Britain dear; social reform and charity came second to imperial ambition.

Crowley addresses the German Empire: “Let thy sons beware, / Not crowding sordid towns for lust of gold. . . . / Not arming all men in an iron mould. / Peaceful be thou: with watching and with prayer. / Be not overbold.” If only, we might think, Germany had taken this advice to heart! As for Austria: “Fall, Austria!” “I see thy rotten power Break as the crumbling ice-floe in the thaw. / Destruction shatters thy blood-builded tower.” This was spot-on. The Austro-Hungarian Empire had but eighteen years to live, and the poet isn’t sorry at all. “Stand, Russia! Let thy freedom grow in peace.” The poet believes Russia will be saved from invasion by her climate: “And Frost, the rampart of thine iron ease, / Laugh at the shock of war.” Addressing Constantinople, capital of Turkey: “O Gateway of the admirable East! / Hold fast thy Faith! / Let no man take thy Crown!” “Mad Christians see in thee the Second Beast, but shall not shake thee down.”11

The prophetic frenzy next looses the poet’s voice on the United States, with no punches pulled: “foul oligarchy of the West, / Thou, soiled with bribes and stained with treason’s stain, / Thou, heart of coin beneath a brazen breast, / Rotten republic, prostitute of gain!” He recalls the deliberated carnage of the American Civil War (1861–1865) that wasted the Confederate South and its youth. “Thou, murderer of the bravest and the best / That fringed thy southern main!”12 Crowley isn’t whistling Dixie here; his tone is quite different from the previous year’s “Appeal to the American Republic,” written, he said in his Confessions, after meeting two charming Americans on a train between Geneva and Paris. It is difficult to account for the apparent change, other than his own state of mind. What might have turned his vision of the United States from the city on the hill to a gutter of wanton waste? The Civil War wasn’t exactly recent news.

A reading of American newspapers for the time Crowley left England in June 1900 elicits only continuity since the time of Crowley’s 1899 “Appeal.” In 1898, New York governor Theodore Roosevelt was winning laurels with his Rough Riders cavalry’s heroic feats in Cuba; in June 1900, a first ballot at Philadelphia’s Republican Convention secured Roosevelt’s nomination as vice president to run with President William McKinley in the election. Poor McKinley would be assassinated in Buffalo fifteen months later by an anarchist inspired by Emma Goldman’s incendiary rhetoric; we shall encounter “Red Emma” again.

Mainstream American newspaper reports of the Boer War were gener-ally, though not exclusively, sympathetic to the British side, and serious, balanced news from England peppered New York’s front pages most days. When British generals Methuen, Sir Redvers Buller, and Lord Roberts suffered very hard strategic blows and bloody losses from sharp Boer tactics in the Transvaal and Orange Free State, the New York Tribune’s descriptive tone was not markedly different from that covering the struggles of U.S. generals Grant and MacArthur against insurgents in and around Manila the same month.

The New York Tribune did regard with great skepticism a British idea that success against the savagery of the then very current Boxer Rebellion against foreigners in China might best be achieved if one country 
(America), rather than a coterie of other interested parties (Russia, Britain, 
Germany, and France), assumed the main role of reestablishing the status quo in 
China. American policy was squarely against any alliance with British or 
European forces. While in June, Britain had already committed her marines to protect the European and American (mostly missionary) population in China from massacre, President McKinley ordered five thousand of his own troops to Peking in response to horror stories of men, women, and children being hacked to death by the “Boxers” in China’s world-shaking breakdown of law and order.

Prophet Crowley seems to get more to the point in ensuing verses. The finger of judgment is pointed against the “politician and the millionaire” who for the “maternal dung” of money have enslaved American workers. However, “Thy toilers snare thee in thine own foul snare.” He doubt-less refers to trades union strikes sparking in the American steel and coal industries.

America, the poet cries, must return to its true principles of freedom, humanity, liberty for all—this at a time when lynchings of negroes in the South regularly made broadsheet front pages—freedom for all men and women, enlightened by spiritual vision, lest the dollar-obsessed incur the wrath of “thine own children.” When America recovers its founding vision, “Then only shall thy liberty arise; / Then only shall thine eagle shake his wings, / And sunward soar through the unsullied skies, / And careless watch the destiny of kings. / Then only shall truth’s angel in thine eyes Perceive eternal things.”13 Crowley saw America’s position in the world as one of greatest responsibility; it must not shirk it by gazing inward, mindful only of immediate profits.

Such is the judgment. That is not the end. “The Reign of Darkness hath an end. Behold!” Young Crowley points to eight planets together in the fiery sign of Sagittarius at the close of 1899. “This is the birth-hour of the Age of Gold; / The false gold pales before the Gold divine. / The Christ is calling to the starry fold / Of Souls—Arise and shine!”14 Crowley says his own “face is shining with the fire of heaven. I move among my fellows as a ghost.” Crowley is the outsider, the “Irishman.” “Only I see the century as a child. . . . Stormy its birth; its youth, how fierce and wild! Its end, how glorified!”15 This is the Aeon of the “Child!”

The penultimate section of the poem “In the Hour before Revolt” makes it clear that to reach the glorified end, there is going to be war, lots of it.16 Mars, or Horus, the child avenger, is the god presiding over transformation. The poet invokes him, “Hail! Hail to Thee, / Lord of us, Horus! 
[Egyptian god of sun and war] / All hail to the warrior name! / Thy chariots 
shall drive them before us, / Thy sword sweep them forth as a flame.” Crowley 
sees his own deepest desires instrumental in the change: “My cries were the 
cries that awoke Thee . . . whose footsteps are in the Unknown: / Look down upon 
earth and behold us / Few folk who have sworn to be free.” The poet appeals for 
“Africa’s desperate sons” and for “We, Ireland,” who “look upward and yonder” 
for the time when “The tyrant is shaken and scattered, / And Ireland is clear to 
the Sea! / Green Erin is free!” Crowley’s ruddy tone of force and fire strongly 
suggests sympathy, or at least familiarity, with the prevalent anarchist cause, by which all rulers and orders were to be brought low in the name of freedom.

As for the prophet’s advocacy of the cause of militarily outnumbered Dutch settlers of the South African Boer (literally “farmer”) republics, though backed by German weapons and munitions, he might best have first absorbed June’s New York Tribune review of twenty-five-year-old Winston Churchill’s latest book London to Ladysmith via Pretoria. The American reviewer accepted that New Yorkers might already feel strain from so many new books clamoring for attention about the Boer War, but if they had to read one, this one by London’s Morning Post correspondent Lieutenant (resgnd.) Churchill was the best. In it, Churchill described his world-famous escape from a Boer prison camp (dramatized in Richard Attenborough’s 1971 movie Young Winston). Talking to Boers about why they would not accept living under British rule, Churchill found, when he scratched the surface, that the predominant motive was fear that British governance would give “Kaffirs” (black native inhabitants of South Africa) equal rights to themselves as subjects. Equality with their old enemies was religious anathema to Boers. Students of prophecy might find Crowley’s prophetic muse somewhat partisan in judgment.

The poem’s epilogue is addressed to “the American People on the Anniversary of their Independence.”17Independence, cries the poet, involves a duty, for if one calls oneself “son of the free,” that is not to be alone. “Sons of the free” must have common cause with all who are, or would be, sons of the free, for freedom is a state of being, not a state. The poet suspects the “day of your oath to the world” has been forgotten, or taken for granted and rendered mute or meaningless. “Is its flame dwindled down to an ember? / The flag of your liberty furled?” Freedom comes with a price, that being the meaning of the word redemption, the fee paid by, or for, the slave freed. “The price of your freedom—I claim it! / Your aid to make other men free! / Your strength—I defy you to shame it! / Your peace—I defy it to be Dishonoured! 
/ Arise and proclaim it / From sea unto sea!” The idea implies that America 
should challenge England to stand up for the freedom of Ireland, of India “By famine and cholera shaken,” and of the Boer republics in South Africa who offer their lives rather than accept surrender of liberty for the sake of British financial interests (gold and diamonds beneath the land). If America should operate on kindred principles, namely that profit is all, and not seize the time of freedom and justice for all, then “Columbia” will share “the shame and the stain,” then “Your stripes are the stripes of dishonor; / Your stars are cast down from the sky; / While earth has this burden upon her, / Your eagle unwilling to fly! / Loose, loose the wide wings! / For your honour! Let tyranny die! / I demand it of ye, / Man’s freedom! Arise and proclaim it, the song of the sea!”

Well! There were doubtless radicals of various hues in the United States who might warm to Crowley the prophet’s sentiments, but one can imagine the kind of short shrift he would get from the American who had ground from hard earth his and his family’s wealth with his own hands, by sheer hard work, against all odds, by distinguishing himself from his competitors or opponents by grit, individualism, and graft. One thinks, for example, of the tough, if fictional, character Daniel Plainview, played brilliantly by Daniel Day-Lewis in Paul Thomas Anderson’s movie There Will be Blood (2007), itself based very loosely on socialist Upton Sinclair’s 1927 novel Oil! 
Plainview—inspired by Sinclair’s self-made oil millionaire “James Arnold Ross,” involved with greedy businessman colleague “Vernon Roscoe” in a real-life government bribe scandal—would glare coldly into the eyes of Crowley’s high-flown prophecy then spit with contempt. For such a one, independence meant just that: not relying on anybody. Independence for such an American meant the individual was free to do what was necessary to do within the law to attain goods and status. There were bound to be losers, dammit. But in fact, Crowley’s own individualist, anarchic streak was not so very far from this bristling position, but for this: Crowley questioned the values on which such freedom or independence should be based. For him, wealth and attainment were not ends, only means. Death nullified attainment; heaven was not further recompense for the labor of the wealthy. Curiously, in terms of what we shall soon discover, Upton Sinclair’s “Ross” has been considered, in his turn, to be based on real Californian oil tycoon Edward L. Doheny (1856–1935), cofounder of the Pan American Petroleum & Transport Company. Doheny was currently busy seeking concessions for oil exploration in Mexico, and Mexico was where Crowley would very soon find himself among authentic American speculators and gamblers.

As a mournful dawning sun rose on the morning of July 6, 1900, SS Pennsylvania steamed slowly passed Liberty on Bedloe’s Island to dock at the HAPAG pier, Hoboken, on the Hudson River’s west side, opposite midtown Manhattan. No longer plying poetic waves, the reality of America hit Crowley like a blast of hot air. Indeed, it was precisely very hot air that hit him, for the horror awaiting his arrival might seem uncanny fulfillment of his own freshly penned prophetic invocation: “In the hour of Revolt that burns nigher / Each hour as it leaps to the sky, / We look to Thee, Lord, for Thy Fire.” Fire was the fatal element of the hour.



THREE
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Out of the Frying Pan, into New York

 

SHIPPING NEWS. PORT 
OF NEW YORK–THURSDAY, 
JULY 5, 1900. ARRIVED Steamer Pennsylvania (German). [Capt. H.] Spliedt, Hamburg June 25 and Plymouth, [Tues.] 26, with mdse [merchandise] and passengers to the Hamburg-American Line. East of Fire Island at 7:49 p.m.

East of Fire Island. This sighting on Thursday, July 5, 1900, of the SS Pennsylvania east of Fire Island on page 16 of the following day’s New York Tribune is the first authentic, if indirect, reference to Aleister Crowley’s arrival in America. As Fire Island lies more than 35 miles from Hoboken, these few lines confirm Crowley’s account that he arrived in New York on July 6.

A glance across the columns from the shipping announcement would have revealed something of the atmosphere greeting him. “Hoboken was a city of mourning yesterday.” Pressed by grim circumstances, the HAPAG 
Line’s German rival Lloyd Company had been obliged to inter the largely 
unidentifiable remains of 102 workers killed in “last Saturday’s fire” in a 
specially bought lot at Hoboken’s Flower Hill cemetery. With Lloyd’s temporary offices draped in black, Hoboken’s business had been abandoned for the greater part of the day, while all over the city flags flew at half mast. The Lloyd line lost three of its vessels, burned or sunken. Headlines on the Tribune’s 
front page announced: Bodies of 102 WORKERS IN HOBOKEN 
OIL TANK FIRE 
BURIED. STANDARD OIL 
WORKS FIRE AT CONSTABLE 
HOOK STILL BURNING. OVER 
$1MILLION LOST. LLOYD TERMINAL 
DAMAGED.
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Fig. 3.1. The SS Pennsylvania

At 4 o’clock in the afternoon of Saturday, June 30, while the Pennsylvania steamed southwest of Greenland, a fire had broken out amid cotton bales and barrels of oil and turpentine at Hoboken’s Pier 8. Within fifteen minutes high winds spread the blaze along a quarter of a mile of port. Fire engulfed four Lloyd steamships moored at company piers. Amid scenes of desperate anguish, men below the Saale’s deck strained to squeeze out of the portholes, but the windows to life were too narrow; forced back into the choking corridors and fatal cabins, most of the 150 crew burned to death. While the Bremen was badly damaged, the Saale and Maine were wrecked, and only a timely tow into the middle of the Hudson saved prize liner SS Kaiser Wilhelm der Grosse from the gluttonous flames and asphyxiating black smoke that devoured the river’s east side. Struggling against fierce odds, Hoboken and New York fire departments could hardly prevent the death toll from rising to 326.

As Crowley stepped onto ash-coated American soil for the first time, the New York Tribune carried the following bittersweet weather report.

WEATHER CHANGES FOR BETTER. There was a change for the better in the weather yesterday [July 5], but the early hours were as discouraging and as seething almost as those of the fourth. When the sun rose the heavens were hung with black, the great smoke cloud from the Standard Oil fire at Constable Hook spreading over the Bay and ocean and over the green hills of Staten Island, darkening the scenery into mournful gloom. . . . As on the fourth, the mercury stood at 76 [degrees Fahrenheit] at 8am; at 11:35am it had reached 84 degrees, and the worst of the day was over. The humidity at both hours was 63 percent.

As if the Hoboken Pier fire was not grisly enough, on July 4, only four days after the Lloyd Company catastrophe, as Crowley brought his fiery invocation Carmen Saeculare to a climax, lightning hit Standard Oil’s refinery tanks at Constable Hook by Upper New York Bay. The tanks exploded, sending flaming oil into surrounding waters. Fire still licked the skies as Crowley arrived. It would take another day to extinguish. Casualties this time were relatively few—nine injuries—but insurers staggered beneath an eventual $2.5 million of damages.

There is no mention whatever of the Standard Oil or Lloyd Company fire disasters in Crowley’s account of his arrival, even though the detritus was impossible to miss. The wreckage in the Hudson was still smoking while the Constable Hook fire darkened the very sky. What Crowley did consider worth mentioning was the weather.

Till this time I had never been in any reputedly hot country. I was appalled to find New York intolerable. I filled a cold bath, and got in and out of it at intervals till eleven at night, when I crawled, panting, through the roasting streets and consumed ice-water, iced watermelon, ice-cream and iced coffee. “Good God,” I said to myself, “and this is merely New York! What must Mexico be like!” I supposed that I was experiencing normal conditions, whereas in point of fact I had landed at the climax of a heat wave which killed about a hundred people a day while it lasted.1
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Fig. 3.2. Hotel Imperial on Broadway and 31st

Crowley exaggerates. Had he, as he himself noted, read a newspaper he would have understood that the high temperatures that drove him out of his suite at the eight-story Hotel Imperial on Broadway and 31st Street in quest of iced anything were relatively untypical.

He insisted, however, that being merely informed of conditions by a newspaper would hardly have compensated for the risk of condescending to consult one.

I had already learnt that even the finest mind is bound to perish if it suffers the infection of journalism. It is not merely that one defiles the mind by inflicting upon it slipshod and inaccurate English, shallow, commonplace, vulgar, hasty, and prejudiced thought, and deliberate dissipation. . . . People tell me that they must read the papers so as to know what is going on. In the first place, they could hardly find a worse guide. Most of what is printed turns out to be false, sooner or later. Even when there is no deliberate deception, the account must, from the nature of the case, be presented without adequate reflection and must seem to possess an importance which time shows to be absurdly exaggerated; or vice versa. No event can be fairly judged without background and perspective.2

Contemporary U.S. newspapers undoubtedly offer us background and perspective for penetrating Crowley’s otherwise seductive rhetoric. Rather than “about a hundred” dying a day, we find in the New York Tribune on the day of his arrival that “Julius Hartenstein, 28 years, of 402 East 18th Street” was “overcome by the heat at 128 William St., and removed to the Hudson St. Hospital,” while “Kate Roesen of 219 73rd Street” was also “overcome at her home and removed to the Presbyterian Hospital.” The official forecast for July 6 was “partly cloudy, stationery temperature.” If generous, we may suppose Crowley’s mind had over two decades confused the death tolls from the disastrous fires with the weather. Of course, the oil fires were not disastrous to him.

It is undeniably exciting to see Crowley’s quest for the benefits of cold water confirmed by delving into the news. A Tribune headline on page 6 the day of Crowley’s arrival announces: “CITY USING STORED WATER. LITTLE FALL OF RAIN IN CROTON WATERSHED IN JUNE AND JULY..” While New Yorkers feared a water shortage, officials claimed there was enough stored for another 100 to 150 days. Temperatures were expected to ease toward the end of the month. The highest temperature for July 6 was 82°F, the lowest 73°. “Forecast for Friday and Saturday: partly cloudy and warmer today, continued warm. West New York State, showers and thunderstorms. Average temperature 77½°.”

It was hot—as was the latest news. The Tribune’s main headline that day reported that violence perpetrated by fanatical Chinese Boxers (“Righteous and Harmonious Fists”) had reached crisis point since the Dowager Empress Cixi’s June 21 declaration of war on all foreigners. The Chinese Guangxu emperor and his wife—under house arrest at Empress Cixi’s bidding in Beijing—were reputedly dead by poison: a report conforming precisely to Crowley’s assessment of news accuracy. (They were both alive.) Meanwhile, hostile Chinese had severed the international forces’ retreat from Taku. The interests of the United States, Germany, France, Great Britain, Russia, Japan, France, and Italy were at stake: all compelled to demonstrate rare unity of purpose. While things looked bad for the international legations under siege in Beijing, things looked better for William McKinley and Theodore Roosevelt, whose nominations as president and vice president, respectively, were heartily endorsed by the Republican National Convention in Philadelphia.

At the Democrats’ National Convention in Kansas, meanwhile, William Jennings 
Bryan received presidential nomination with Adlai Ewing Stevenson as his running 
mate, the nomination delayed over conflict concerning Bryan’s “16 to 1” ratio of silver to gold proposition—as against McKinley’s insistence on “sound money” (gold). While the Tribune 
lampooned Bryan with a cartoon of him sporting a crown asserting “I am 
democracy!” standing high on the shoulders of figures representing “Anarchy” and 
“Spoils” (Trusts), Bryan’s rhetoric remains noticeably in tune with Crowley’s 
poetic strictures as to the United States’ future. Advocating resistance to the 
temptation of imperialism, while embracing the social advantages of “free 
silver,” Bryan declared, “The nation is of age and it can do what it pleases; it 
can spurn the traditions of the past; it can repudiate the principles upon which 
the nation rests; it can employ force instead of reason; it can substitute might 
for right; it can conquer weaker people; it can exploit their lands, appropriate 
their property, and kill their people; but it cannot repeal the moral law or 
escape the punishment decreed for the violation of human rights.” Republicans, in their turn, propagandized that Bryan was a dangerous fanatic, a religious nut supported by anarchists.3

The Tribune, with some Republican bias, reported Theodore Roosevelt generating great enthusiasm by stirring speeches at Hannibal, Missouri, and Quincy, Illinois. Elsewhere, the paper reflected current concern over “Imperialism” in U.S. policy and the government’s support of Great Britain, though the paper was generally warm toward Britannia. Missouri governor Roos in a speech at Hannibal seemed to be groping either for spiritual values or a sense of imperial destiny when he reflected that “we have seen during recent years marvelous material prosperity in this country, and material prosperity must be one of the foundation stones on which we build. But we must have more than that if the nation is to rise to what it should be and will be.”

A small patch of a Tribune column publicized calls for help to alleviate famine in British India while another minor notice reassured American visitors to the mighty Paris Universal Exhibition, running from April to November to demonstrate a century of progress, that the Tribune could be purchased daily at Monsieur Louis Vuitton’s establishment at 1 Rue Scribe, opposite the Grand Hotel. Crowley had left Paris the day before the exhibition opened on April 14, with instructions from Mathers regarding the London rebellion. While there, Crowley had probably read specialist Parisian journal l’Initiation, edited by “Papus” (Gérard Encausse), head of the dominant French esoteric orders, which that month announced provisions of Papus’s “Martinist Order” for the Universal Exhibition.

ORDRE MARTINISTE

During the duration of the Exhibition, the Martinist Order will hold several formal sessions in Paris, all lodges uniting, and will invite to these sessions Brethren with passage to rites affiliated to the Order [such as the “Gnostic Church”]. A special room has been prepared for the purpose.

The Velléda Lodge has inaugurated its obligations by invitations for a conference with projections on Symbolism taking as an example the church of Notre-Dame de Paris. The first meeting of this kind*31 was a lively success.

Crowley might envy Papus who had created an international, spiritually oriented movement, as much a part of the real world of 1900 as the Universal Exhibition. It might also be noted that the initials of Crowley’s detective creation “Simon Iff” are in fact the acronym for the highest grade of the Martinist Order: S[image: image]I[image: image]—that is, Supérieur Inconnu, or Unknown Superior. The inspirational source of the Martinist Order, Louis Claude de St. Martin (1743–1803), was known, so to speak, as “the Unknown Philosopher,” a role Crowley saw repeatedly as his own, even as the “Unknown” backed into the limelight.

According to Crowley’s Confessions, it was while reporting to Mathers in Paris that the latter introduced Crowley to “two guests, members of the Order.”†32 Crowley records, “They had just come back from Mexico. The fancy took me to go there. I wanted in particular to climb the great volcanoes.”

This disingenuous introduction to Crowley’s embarking for New York requires a key to unlock it. Several Crowley biographies have mooted that Crowley headed for New York in quest of famous opera singer Brooklyn-born soprano Susan Strong (1870–1946), wealthy daughter to the late New York senator Demas Strong. An erroneous supposition, it derives from confusion between Strong and her operatic understudy, Lucile Hill. As a recent neophyte (0° = 0▫) to the Golden Dawn—whose initiation was undertaken by Crowley and Kelly as officers—Crowley sought out Lucile Hill when she played Venus in Wagner’s Tannhäuser at the Royal Opera House, Covent Garden, London, which ran May to July 1900. Remarkably, we may catch the occasion from a never-before-published note sent by Crowley on Cavendish Hotel, Eastbourne, note-paper to Gerald Kelly.

Care Frater,

I go back to Great Central Hotel 
[image: image] [symbol for Wednesday-Mercury’s day] for the Tannhaüser. Our 0° = 0▫ is singing Venus*33 . . . I shall come to Cambridge for my motor [car] and ride up.4

Crowley obviously intended to impress by rolling into Covent Garden in command of his automobile—a very rare sight indeed in London in 1900.†34 What a scene that must have been!

Tannhaüser enjoyed seven performances at Covent Garden in 1900, with only one on a Wednesday, so we may date Crowley’s arrival there precisely to May 30, 1900.5 We get a glimpse of Crowley’s peculiar view of Lucile from Gerald Kelly’s copy of Crowley’s combination of poetry and metaphysical essays, The Sword of Song 
(1904), where in a complex section called “Pentecost,” to the left of a note indicating “Advice to poet’s fat friend,” we find the following not entirely complimentary verses.

While for you, my big beauty, (Chicago packs pork)

I’ll teach you the trick to be hen-of-the-walk.

Shriek a music-hall song with a double ong-tong!

Dance a sprightly can-can at Paree or Bolong!

Or the dance of Algiers—try your stomach at that!

It’s quite in your line, and would bring down your fat.

You’ve a very fine voice—could you only control it!

And an emerald ring—and I know where you stole it!

But for goodness sake give up attempting Brünnhilde;

Try a boarding-house cook, or coster’s Matilda!

Still you’re young yet, scarce forty—we’ll hope at three score

You’ll be more of a singer, and less of a whore.

A pencil note by Crowley to the right of the verses states clearly the reference is to “Miss Lucile Hill of the Opera,” while next to Crowley’s versified hope that she mature into “more of a singer, and less of a whore” we find the note: “This hope has been disappointed. A. C. 1911.”*35 Because Tannhaüser had still to run until July 27 in London, it is inconceivable that Crowley went to the States in pursuit of Lucile. Error regarding Crowley’s motive stems from failure to note that Susan Strong shared the role of Venus with Lucile Hill, combined with a cross-reference in Crowley’s Confessions, wherein chapter 23 (p. 204) informs us that his poem Tannhaüser 
was inspired by meeting a girl in Mexico City who aroused him to such an extent 
that he returned from her “slum” with feelings so intensely insatiable that they assumed in his imagination proportions reminiscent of Wagner’s opera lately dignified by Lucile Hill.

Something in Lucile’s overall performance had undoubtedly stimulated a passionate romance, revealed in Confessions.

Yet my principal achievement [in Mexico] had its roots in Europe [hence the biographical confusion regarding Crowley’s motive in going to America]. At one of Mathers’s semi-public ceremonies [in Paris], I had met a member of the Order, an American prima donna.*36 She took me by storm and we became engaged [meaning sexually]. The marriage could not take place immediately, as she had to get rid of some husband that she had left lying about in Texas.†37 But I heard her sing Venus in Tannhaüser at Covent Garden; and she courteously insisted on my sampling the goods with which she proposed to endow me. The romance of an intrigue with so famous an artist excited my imagination.
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Fig. 3.3. Lucile Hill

What Crowley did find in New York in July 1900 was not quite the New York we think of today. Hear his response to the city’s surprising 1900 skyline:

In those days one was not bored by people who had never seen a real skyline boasting of the outrage since perpetrated by the insects. A mountain skyline is nearly always noble and beautiful, being the result of natural forces acting uniformly and in conformity with law. Thus, though it is not designed, it is the embodiment of the principles which are inherent in design. New York, on the other hand, has been thrown up by a series of disconnected accidents.6

New York was not a city of skyscrapers. Even the famous Flatiron wedgelike building on 5th Avenue would not obstruct light of day until 1902. Nevertheless, after the mid-1870s, with Manhattan Island’s size imposing prohibitively high rents for office and living space, new technology answered the call for upwardly mobile constructions on the grand scale. Chief among early users of high-rise construction were the masscirculation dailies. At 260 feet, the New York Tribune Building of 1875 dominated 154 Printing House Square on Nassau and Spruce Streets for fourteen years, after which it gained a superior and all too visible rival when the New York World Building at 53–63 Park Row began its ascent to beat height records for five years after its twenty stories were finally stacked like a winner’s chips in 1890. The days of Trinity Church’s 284-foot spire dominating the skyline were over. Business meant business. Until 1903, when the paper moved to Longacre Row (now Times Square), the New York Times made its home in the New York Times Building at 41 Park Row (today “Newspaper Row’s” last survivor).

Only two years old when Crowley sought iced water in July 1900, the Empire Building had arisen in all her Classical Revival splendor at 71 Broadway on the corner of Rector Street. Considered a skyscraper by contemporary standards, she boasted twenty-one stories and a steel frame curtain-wall construction. Such scale was, however, fairly rare in the New York of 1900. Most of Manhattan’s commercial buildings were between roughly five to twelve stories in height and enormously varied in architectural quality, depending on the whims and income of individuals and companies.

The view from the decks of liners arriving at Manhattan was not particularly stimulating in itself: brown and gray warehouses jostled up to the river’s edge in abundance, with many a monotonous flat roof jigging up and down like a digital signal to no great purpose, but the positive effect of so much compressed activity gradually thrusting upward would doubtless have been heightened after rough Atlantic crossings without modern stabilizers.

The magnificent Brooklyn Bridge wasn’t in quite the right position to lend the dramatic dominance that would have enhanced the city’s splendor as, say, the Sydney Harbor Bridge does so effortlessly, but it definitely contributed atmosphere. Taking the sidewalks along Manhattan’s bustling, but not overfilled, streets would have been a noisy affair, with horse-drawn cabs and carts competing for road space with the city trams, rattling along, with the occasional impertinence of one of the new motorized buggies butting in with its barking klaxon like a warning from history. Arriving at Central Park would have been a ghostly shock for the New Yorker of today, transported back in time. For the most part, the tallest things to be seen were the trees: the skyline was largely sky. The unique Dakota residential building, stubbornly, forbiddingly eccentric and resembling somewhat a rather grim, oversized French chateau stretched upward and, denied harmonious wings, to our eyes would have looked almost surreal by itself. Built 1850 to 1854, it had emerged, or imposed itself, on 72nd Street when the Upper West Side was hardly developed at all, and from the parkland would have reared up solitarily as a massive, uncanny, outsize stately home set upon its own grounds like an austere visitation from a madman’s dream.

In the streets Crowley, in his English Savile Row suit, would have passed by 
businessmen in frock coats and top hats, young men in cream trousers wearing 
straw boaters, corseted ladies perspiring inside graceful European styles of long, fabric-rich dresses, sporting elaborate broad-brimmed French and English hats with plenteous feathers, their hair hanging loose or in curls at the sides, most becoming. Many men sported a derby and short jackets, trousers, revealing hose, narrow neckties, stiff collars, and collar studs. Boys wore soft caps and knee breeches and could be seen boxing and wrestling in the street from time to time. Policemen were of the Keystone Kops type with bulbous, faintly comical, phallic helmets, swinging truncheons, while a call to the fire brigades brought forth a train resembling a carnival float or chariot flanked by trotting firemen in huge helmets suitable for medieval warfare.

The spirit of liberty was palpable everywhere, Crowley observed; people minded their own business and looked each other in the eye; there was no deference, and rich and poor and the middlin’ sort got on well enough. The spoken manners, however, Crowley found shockingly uncouth, but amusing too.

At more than fifty sites on New York’s blisteringly hot streets, Crowley’s huge ears would have felt assailed by piercing yells from poor, often immigrant newsboys hawking the morning and late editions, crying out the headlines. On July 7, Crowley’s second day in Gotham, whether or not he suffered reading the Tribune, he would probably have heard the headline Japan to Have a Free Hand: not the gift of a severed limb courtesy of the Boxers, but Russia’s announcement of her consent for Japan to move 23,000 troops into China. News of “thousands” 
of Chinese converts to Christianity slain, as well as foreigners, echoed about 
the city. Crowley had no time for missionaries or converts; he thought traditional beliefs should be understood, not replaced. Splashed across the Tribune’s front page was a dramatic photograph of the Foreign Concession in Tien Tsin, 
encircled by Chinese troops, redolent of scenes reproduced in Samuel Bronston’s 1963 epic set during the Boxer Rebellion, 55 Days at Peking, starring Ava Gardner, Charlton Heston, and David Niven.
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Fig. 3.4. Skaters in Central Park circa 1890 by the Dakota 
Apartments, constructed 1880–1884.

Back in the real July 1900, President McKinley received a cable from Kaiser 
Wilhelm II thanking the president for his sympathy over the shocking daylight murder of the Kaiser’s representative in the streets of Peking.

Yes, it would have done Crowley no harm at all to undergo the humiliation of physical contact with newsprint. He might have found that he was not alone in his views and that his philosophy was not unknown either. An interesting piece in the Tribune of July 7 by an American who had recently visited England could have invited comparison with or even served as vindication for his 1899 “Appeal to the American Republic.” While the article’s author was swift to criticize the stuffiness of English conventions and the absurdly dim view held of his clothes taste, and while the writer tried to forgive the “tyranny of 1776,” he was nonetheless hugely impressed by the unity and satisfaction with Great Britain’s government shown by the vast majority of folk, as well as the general pleasure taken in the nation’s victories and in its social and political system.

Americans and British have much in common and the logic of events must bring the two peoples into closer business and social relations. Even as they dislike Great Britain for its strength and progress, so do most of the Continental countries dislike the United States. This is no figment of fancy. The American isolation of former years, finally made impossible by the growth of steam and electricity, is no longer a factor in our diplomatic problem. Today America is not only in the world, but of it. . . . That Great Britain and America will grow more and more friendly and get closer together is as certain as the sun to rise, although, for political reasons, an official alliance is out of the question.7

As heartily as Crowley might have endorsed the columnist’s 
insightful view of future cooperation, he would probably have felt envy had he read of one outcome of the success of Winston Spencer Churchill’s latest book. Churchill’s Boer War adventure had attracted so much favorable notice that New York agent Major James B. Pond engaged Mr. Churchill, “now in the early twenties,” to deliver a lecture series in New York beginning in November. Churchill aroused particular interest as his mother (now Mrs. Cornwallis West) was respected New Yorker Leonard Jerome’s daughter, and the latter’s grandson enjoyed “a good many American affiliations.” Pond considered Churchill to have achieved as much at twenty-six as would constitute a brilliant career for most men aged fifty.

Crowley’s incipient career as a literary figure had a tantalizingly long way to go. One may ask why Crowley could not bring himself to enter the fray of finding a publisher. Was it pride, impatience, suppressed self-doubt, distaste for publishing as a “trade,” fear of rejection? All of the above, I think. It is not as though he had nothing to say. Though he was on the verge of the first great foreign adventure of his life, even his personal interests would have found an audience. After all, page 10 of the Tribune, in addition to news about Churchill, carried a fair review of French astronomer and Theosophical enthusiast Camille Flammarion’s latest investigation of psychic and occult mysteries, L’Inconnu (The Unknown), just published by C. F. Harper & Bros. in London and New York. This was right up Crowley’s alley, especially as it contained a scientific approach to the issue of the soul and survival after death. Crowley would give his magazine series, The Equinox, 
beginning in 1909, the rubric “The Aim of Religion, The Method of Science.” 
There was a market for such things if the author could harness his or her thought to the concerns of the reader.

It was a tremendous experience recently to have in my hands an extraordinarily rare, and revealing, letter on blue-headed notepaper sent by Crowley to his dear friend Gerald, back in England. Gerald Kelly may have wondered where his older friend had got to. Well, now he could see, for the letter showed a drawing of the “Hotel Imperial, Absolutely Fire-Proof [how appropriate!], Broadway at 32nd Street, New York (Robert Stafford Hotels).”

Dear Kelly,

I am an unexpected chap, nicht war? [G. C.] Jones can give you my [forwarding] address. I want you to buck right up and fix the G[olden]. D[awn]. straight. Under V.N. [Volo Noscere: Jones] you can do it, and if your sister Eleanor were initiated she would help a lot. It’s perfect rot the whole thing going to pieces for lack of good manners when there are gentlemen to be had for the looking (I do not mean what you mean). I told Kegan Paul [publishers] to send proofs to you but I am bound to see them myself; so never mind.*38 I am writing him. He will send you duplicates to keep. I shall drop politics a bit [note!]†39—I didn’t start out to be Ovid though God knows our places of exile are far enough apart—as to temperature!‡40 But the people are equally barbarians! I held up the steamer at solo whist—the other passengers had to borrow off me at New York to pay their cab fares!

It’s too bloody hot here to do anything. I am setting up in business in New York—night houses for casual copulation with icebergs. Damned good thing—pays better than the strong bull movement in Octoroons.§41 When I return I expect you to have done something in pictures better than anybody in the world.¶42 By the way, it is always advisable to transcend the astral plane first before working with it—especially for an artistic purpose. Once or twice I have had a curious experience—entering the astral from below, I found a lot of grand stuff for pomes [sic: archaic for poems]. I wrote it up, and on returning found my verse pure drivel—I had been made a complete fool!

Was the Crescent a success?

Best Wishes to you and yours,

Ever as ever, 

AC8

Fascinating how he hopes Kelly and Jones might be able yet to “fix” the Golden Dawn, and obviously expressing some regret as to what had occurred, though one may not doubt that a mended G∴D∴ would be an Order shorn of rebellious elements. Kelly would leave the whole business behind him, but Crowley and Jones would go on to formulate the A∴A∴ on adapted, streamlined, and reformed G∴D∴ lines in 1908. It is also clear that Crowley saw his transatlantic journey in terms of romantic exile; cultural exile would intensify as a keynote of his early career. Note also Crowley’s skepticism regarding what could be encountered while astral traveling, here suggesting an experience akin to someone who has written “inspired words” while ingesting psychedelics, only to find in sobriety that the inspiration was illusory or wildly exaggerated in value. Crowley was neither credulous nor uncritical where magical or spiritual experiences were concerned.

Crowley says in his Confessions that he stayed in New York only two or three days. Perhaps the weather explains why. If the heat was not challenging enough, he and New York in general were confronted on Saturday, July 7, by a tornado! According to the front page account in the Sun newspaper the following day:

as the rest of New York City was breathlessly awaiting the 
thunderstorm that loomed up in the western sky at half past four yesterday 
afternoon, a well-developed and able-bodied tornado swept across Manhattan 
Island about Seventieth Street, gave a fillip to a lofty cupola at the river’s 
edge and swooped down on Blackwell’s Island, where the city keeps its helplessly poor and cages its petty criminals and disorderly characters.

The main body of the “aerial riot” kept above Manhattan’s rooftops, but its tail “made some extraordinary wreckage of roofs and trees.” This was on top of a severe windstorm that visited Brooklyn at 5 o’clock on Saturday afternoon. According to the Sun, “nearly 100 trees and several telegraph poles were blown down in various parts of the borough.” The next day a “Swirler” tornado hit New Jersey, tearing up everything that wasn’t nailed down and cutting off telephone contact between New York and several coastal resorts. It was observed as being black, balloon-shaped with lightning mixed up with it, and it came from the southwest heading northeast. Long Branch, Lakewood, Oakhurst, Freehold, and Turkey [old name for New Providence] were devastated with fine old trees uprooted and whole houses whipped up into the air. The roaring devastation was attributed as a figure of speech to “aerial conspirators,” a phrase Crowley, had he heard it, would probably have taken literally as his imagination tended to see a storm as involving a demonic spiritual cause, and that despite his scientific outlook.

[image: image]

Fig. 3.5. Central Mexican Railway train

Evidently he concluded he couldn’t stand it any longer in New York and caught a train south. Destination: Mexico City. For the purpose, he would probably have had to make two connections. It seems likely he took one of the Southern Railways Pullman trains with drawing room, sleeping car, and dining services for New Orleans that left Pennsylvania Station at 3:25 p.m., 4:25 p.m., and ten past midnight daily. If he fancied the fastest route, he might well have taken the 12:10 a.m. “Fast Mail” train that only called at Atlanta. The Southern Pacific Co. Railroad provided his best connection from New Orleans west through Texas to the U.S. border at El Paso. From there Crowley would have crossed over the Rio Grande to Cuidad Juarez, Mexico, where the Mexican Central Railroad would have chuffed him south to Mexico City.

The trains he traveled in would have been the kind you have seen in dozens of westerns, with huge funnels trailing black vapor, lamps, bells, and cattle-trap grilles at the front. In his Confessions he observed that normally train journeys more than half an hour quickly become tedious, but after two or three days “one becomes acclimatized.” If Crowley left New York on Sunday, he should have been in Mexico City by the end of Thursday.



FOUR
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The Eagle and the Snake: Mexico City

Much as it would be delightful to linger long amid the sunny plains and volcanoes of Mexico, as Crowley did—an extraordinary sojourn lasting nearly ten months from early July 1900 until April 20, 1901—our stay with him must concentrate on matters relating most of all to his long-term relationship with the United States.

Now, if we take Crowley’s autobiographical account at face value, we have few problems to contend with. His narrative proceeds in this wise: he arrived at the grand-looking Hotel Iturbide to find the hotel offered little in the way of service, while the city seemed devoid either of fine food or vintage wines. People, he says, drank liquor to get drunk. The trainee mage quickly grasped the point and adapted to conditions, soon finding himself spiritually, but not alcoholically, in tune with the Mexican people. He says they had little time for commerce and industry, and their character had not been spoiled by hypocrisy and the Protestant work ethic. They liked gambling, sex, aguardiente, and their own congenial interpretation of the Catholic faith. There was room for enjoyment, because Porfirio Díaz, the president who had ruled from 1876 and would continue to do so until 1911, was damn good, as Crowley puts it, at running the country. It was not at all like England, where sex was a continual problem, shrouded in the sense of shame. In Mexico, even the priests joined in.

The English colony, he tells us, was disliked by some and despised by others. The British consul was habitually constipated; the vice consul drunk. However accurate this may be, Crowley preferred the American 
colony, which was substantial in size and dynamism. Indeed, Crowley gives us 
little idea of just how active that colony was in Diaz’s plans for modernizing 
Mexico, and American and European schemes for exploiting it. But then, Crowley’s account is of a Mexico serving chiefly as moral exemplar and as a setting for his own reflections and adventures.

These appear to begin with magical practices. He commenced his exploration of the “Aethyrs”: 
inner-plane territories ruled by angelic figures of awesome characteristics whose realms were delineated in the sixteenth-century manuscripts of English magi John Dee and Edward Kelley, but Crowley confesses that his limited initiation gave him limited access. Through following his own line of Qabalistic logic, he discovered the true spelling of the famous magical spell, corrected by Crowley to “Abrahadabra,” whose gematria or numerological equivalent was 418. He also worked on “invisibility” and developed, he says, a skill of invisibility by deflection; that is, his state of mind and body concentrated, he could pass by people unnoticed (useful to an agent of course). It was really a kind of trick. He says he passed unnoticed through a city street in a red robe and golden crown. Redolent of a Crowley leg-pull, his display perhaps accompanied an outbreak of that carnival spirit generally suppressed by Diaz.

He tells us that he acquired a lodging close to Alameda Park (from alamo: 
a poplar; as well as something to be remembered) in downtown Mexico City. This 
was doubtless connected to what went on in the park. Here he could concentrate 
on the benefits of being an exile, for, as he writes with some justice, “the 
English poet must either make a successful exile or die of a broken heart.” The Alameda Park was an easy place to make easy contact with female, and behavior-coded contact with male, prostitutes. Crowley probably availed himself of both “nymphs and satyrs.” The park, he says, was protected from police. Committed to a part-roué existence, he acquired the services of an accommodating “Indian”—that is, native—girl to keep house, as the expression went, and went on the prowl. After one sexually delirious encounter in a slum with a Mexican prostitute with eyes “of seductive sin,” the thought of his passionate adventure with Lucile Hill came vividly to mind: a typically Crowleyan juxtaposition. This combination of raw sex and high passion led him to pen at an unbroken sitting the verse play named after the performance in which he had last seen Lucile: Tannhäuser. Its theme, which spouted forth from him in the course of a timeless, sleepless night, was, of course, a troubadour’s spiritual and philosophical quest for the absolute. It would be interesting to see it performed properly. It has some very good lines, but not many, though Crowley’s Tannhäuser is still more literate than much that passes critical inspection these days.

Still sweeter when the Bowman*43

His silky shaft of frost

Lets loose on earth, that no man

May linger nor be lost.

The barren woods, deserted,

Lose echo of our sighs—

Love—dies?—

Love lives—in granite skirted,

And under oaken skies.

The problem, as with much of Crowley’s early poetry, is that 
he conceived poetry very much as a technical exercise, a duel of wit and word. Verse and rhyme structure, measurable in terms of expertise, predominate, while into and between these girders he attempts to vent the geyser of his complex thoughts, self-conscious humor, and pent-up ecstasies in search of an elusive poetic breakthrough. Finding rhymes for difficult, obscure, and quite unnecessarily ambitious words and phrases may appear to us an annoying conceit. Much of this poetic masochism is forced, unlike his prose, which benefits from a ribald sense of irony, form, impeccable grammar, and legato, laid-back eloquence.

Crowley was aware of his need for an editor. When assembling his Collected Works on August 15, 1904, he wrote to Kelly that “in ‘Collected’ there is much careful revision—a fair amount cut out. I gave [Ivor] Back a free hand with the blue pencil. The fact is neither you nor I can tell which is the indifferent work. They may know in AD 2904.”1 Crowley made some interesting comments about style in a letter sent from Calcutta to Kelly, October 31, 1905. He refers to writer Marcel Schwob and sculptor Auguste Rodin, both of whom he met and worked with in Paris in 1902 to 1904.

For all that, you [Kelly] are wrong in sticking in Paris. You ought to be spending your nervous energies on savagery, rather than on the purely false culture of the “intellectual” prigs. What we have both failed to see hitherto is that we are prigs, worse—because more knowledged—than the crowd that brainsucked Schwob, and that still brainsucks Rodin.

You are, I think, worse than I, ostensibly at least; for I have pretended to despise my art, while you have always worshipped it. Though our speech has reversed these roles, this was the truth.

Now Shaw [G. B.] is quite right: people who have achieved a true style are people who have had something to say and were mad to say it. But the “something” has been assimilated and become instinctive therefore uninteresting or rejected, therefore absurd. Hence the style is the permanent truth, as you have always said. Your mistake was in not seeing the cause. And thus the ridiculous Milton and Bunyan are masters as well as the admirable [Thomas Henry] Huxley; and the filthy minded Baudelaire as the virginal Crowley.

Poems and Ballads [Algernon C. Swinburne, 1866] is an orgasm; the later work a wet dream. . . . A lily achieves beauty by trying to grow.2

Something in the clear air of Mexico City and the sight of distant mountains that looked so close made him condense his magical ideas into a “Ritual of Self-Initiation.” This was undertaken in the form of a dance incorporating magical gestures learned in the Golden Dawn and brought to such a pitch of inward ecstasy that its end was usually unconsciousness. This was of course the way to access the source of magical power: the unconscious, where the gods dwelt unchained by reason. Crowley intuitively understood sex as symbol of spiritual attainment.

He seems to have had rituals on the mind, for he ascribes to his meeting an old man he calls Don Jesús Medina the opportunity for initiating the Spaniard as high priest in a new, self-created Order of the Lamp of Invisible Light, founded in Guanajato. Crowley says that he had a degree of permission from Mathers to initiate likely candidates into the Golden Dawn, but one doubts if this was what Mathers had in mind. Wanting things his way, Crowley wrote “The Book of the Spirit of the Living God,” completed by February 22, 1901, from which two rituals were published in Book II of “The Temple of Solomon the King” (Equinox, March 1910, vol. 1, no. 3, pp. 269–78), dedicated to “Isis, Queen of Nature”—doubtless inspired by the Mathers’s Parisian cult—and based around an “ever-burning” oil lamp that radiated its effulgence onto a series of planetary talismans, serving as a focus for the initiates’ concentrated thought-energy. Florence Farr and her Sphere group of fellow members of the Isis-Urania Temple employed similar ideas in London.

A diary entry for Friday, April 5, 1901, refers to Crowley, having just returned from San Andrés’s pre-Columbian Aztec religious capital, with its Great Pyramid of Cholula (68 miles southeast of Mexico City), choosing to spend the “night in [the] temple of L.I.L.”—a fascinating jump. In the L.I.L. temple Crowley made an invocation of the Holy Spirit and “four princes and eight sub-princes.”

This detail alerts us at once to Crowley’s inspirational source. From January to April 1900, Crowley had executed preliminaries to the hazardous Operation of the Sacred Magic of Abra-Melin 
the Mage. The aim: “Knowledge and Conversation of the Holy Guardian Angel” or 
the “Higher and Divine Genius” by progressive operations to unite the conscious mind with the divine to gain magical control over fallen orders of being. Unfinished due to answering Mathers’s summons to Paris, Crowley had made paper square talismans by invoking Abra-Melin’s classification of four princes of the demons (Lucifer, Leviathan, Satan, and Belial) and eight sub-princes (Astaroth, Maggot, Asmodee, Beelzebub, Oriens, Paimon, Ariton, and Amayon)—all subject to the will of the “Lord of the Universe.”

In Mexico City, Crowley “assisted” (Don Jesús presumably) in the “morning invocations.” Crowley considered the L.I.L. conception “sublime” and wondered how things turned out later; so might we, but no record has come to light, and the invisible light remains invisible. Though he does not tell us when he met the Don (a general Spanish honorific), and this is significant, he relates that Don Jesús was so impressed by his knowledge of Qabalah (as Crowley preferred to spell it), that he initiated Crowley into the Scottish, or Ancient & Accepted Rite, even to the ne plus ultra of Additional Degree Freemasonry: the 33rd degree.

We then hear about the many Americans with whom Crowley became chummy, especially in gambling houses and various ranches (some private, some country hotels) and of various con tricks and crooked investments being regularly pulled on the unsuspecting. One place he frequented involved a “delicious” electric tram ride from the city to Tacubaya, 
where a luxurious casino with long tables stacked with silver dollars dominated 
the tourist resort. For those with the cash, Mexico had become a fun-seeker’s 
paradise. Crowley didn’t altogether like this sort of thing but was interested in what made the American gamblers tick.

The psychology of these people really interested me. They had no experience of the kind of man who knows all the tricks but refuses to cheat. Their world was composed entirely of sharps and flats. It is the typical American conception; the use of knowledge is to get ahead of the other fellow, and the question of fairness depends on the chance of detection. We see this even in amateur sport. The one idea is to win. Knowledge for its own sake, pleasure for its own sake, seem to the American mere frivolity, “Life is real, life is earnest.” One of themselves told me recently that the American ideal is attainment, while that of Europe is enjoyment. There is much truth in this, and the reason is that in Europe we have already attained everything, and discovered that nothing is worthwhile. Unless we live in the present, we do not live at all.3

He mentions two dodgy characters in particular, “McKee” and “Wilson,” as well as a “warm friendship” with “live wire” Parsons, an American doctor who was running an appendectomy scam with a surgeon-colleague brought out from back home to skim bucks from anyone with a stomach complaint. Judging by the fact that Crowley later sent Parsons the gift of his Oedipal poem The Mother’s Tragedy 
after he left in 1901, Parsons may have been his lover. Crowley was rather drawn 
to male doctors throughout his life.

After all this, Oscar Eckenstein, Crowley’s much-loved mountaineering colleague, arrived from Europe to join Crowley in undertaking record-breaking climbs, and some failed attempts, on the highest mountains in Mexico. Then they parted, and Crowley headed for the Far East via New Mexico, San Francisco, and Hawaii in April 1901.

And that would probably be a reasonable summary of the facts, and indeed was, until Richard B. Spence threw a spanner in the accepted works with a continuation of his theory that Crowley was an advancing deep-cover agent, or at least “asset,” to obscure British intelligence requirements.

Where Spence may have got his idea from, I cannot tell, but it’s rather intriguing nonetheless. According to Spence, Edward Doheny (whom we brushed past in chapter 2) sought oil concessions in Mexico for his Pan-American Petroleum Company even as admiral of the British Royal Navy John Fisher (1841–1920) was advocating to superiors his conviction that the world’s greatest navy should change over from steam to oil. Fisher believed, against the huge investment already made in coal-fired ships, that oil was the future. There was, however, not much of it to be had.

Enter Weetman Pearson, British director of one of the world’s biggest and most successful construction companies, especially successful in Mexico. According to Spence, the same month Crowley leaves Mexico, Pearson arrives with an overriding interest in oil concessions from Porfirio Díaz. Spence wonders if Crowley had not somehow smoothed the way through Masonic links (Jesús de Medina and his Scottish Rite) with Díaz, or perhaps simply through gaining useful intelligence on what the Americans were about by earning trust, gaining confidences, listening to contacts, and keeping his ear to the ground. As Pearson was fabulously successful from 1901, where Mexican oil was concerned, Spence speculates that Crowley could have made himself useful at a critical time, his cover being essentially that of eccentric British gentleman indulging a personal obsession with mountaineering, poetry, and pulchritudinous pleasure.

Odd perhaps, but not entirely implausible. For a start, we do have to face the curious fact that while Crowley’s Mexican sojourn is generally remembered for climbing exploits with Eckenstein, Crowley had already been in the country for five months before Eckenstein even arrived. He describes at one point in his Confessions 
being so stimulated by the daily sight of the heights to be conquered that he 
was tempted to go mountaineering alone, but from a sense of comradeship with Eckenstein he waited until his friend’s arrival in December before assaulting the peaks. It obviously will not do to say that Crowley’s sole purpose in going to Mexico was mountaineering; Crowley was a man very easily bored and frustrated.

However, there are immediate problems with Spence’s hypothetical scenario, as listed below.


	No tangible evidence exists pointing directly to an operation of British 
	intelligence involving Crowley. Indeed, Spence’s particular scenario is only conceivable if the hypothesis of Crowley’s “Cambridge recruitment” and supposed subsequent activity as a state-primed agent provocateur is true. That scenario remains, however, hypothetical at best. One might speculate that Crowley was executing clandestine services for Pearson alone, but you would never suppose such a possibility without prior acquaintance with Spence’s general hypothesis.

	A detail, but not insignificant: Admiral John Fisher was not Second Sea Lord in 1900 to 1901, as Spence has him.*44 Until promotion to that position in 1902, Fisher was entitled to lobby at informal gatherings but not instigate fundamental policy.4 The head of the Naval Intelligence Department from March 20, 1899, to November 14, 1902, was Rear Admiral Reginald N. Cunstance. From March 1901, Fisher and Cunstance were opponents within infranaval politics; Cunstance was doing Fisher no favors.5 Other than Crowley’s friend Everard Feilding, who was in the Royal Naval Reserve, and possibly Captain Vincent English of the Royal Navy (retired), who captained Ashburnham’s
	Firefly, we do not know if Crowley enjoyed significant Royal Navy connections in 1900. Lack of such would probably have made his services unacceptable to naval intelligence in 1900 to 1901.

	Spence supposes that a Masonic link between Don Jesús Medina and President Porfirio Díaz might have facilitated an intelligence objective. However, Methodist pastor and journalist Don Jesús had broken with Díaz’s Scottish Rite Order around 1890 to participate in a new
	dissident Scottish Rite body. Medina’s Rito Mexicano Reformado was opposed to Díaz’s domination of the Supreme Council of Mexico, 33rd degree, recognized by the U.S. Southern Jurisdiction of the Scottish Rite, the regular “Mother Council” assuming authority over the Rite. On the other hand, it might be argued that having formerly belonged to the U.S.-recognized Rite, the old Don Jesús would have proved an asset for gaining information on Díaz and his associates; it may, arguably, have suited Crowley to discover what Díaz’s Masonic critic was up to. A journalist with many contacts, one could speculate that Don Jesús could have been Crowley’s “fixer.” If oil was a factor, Don Jesús’s opposition to the U.S.-backed Supreme Council may also have been significant, on account of the political significance in Mexico of Masonic bodies and the president’s interest in reducing American influence if possible. Intelligence on any such connections may have been useful both to Britain and the United States, though one would have supposed an availability of other sources for information, but of course it is possible Crowley might have
	volunteered his findings to the allegedly constipated British consul or inebriated vice consul in Mexico City. As we shall see, Crowley’s connection with Don Jesús may have been linked to Carlist sympathies in Mexico, as much as neo-Rosicrucian magic.
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