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What people are saying about
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Colin Wilson was one of the most generous of writers, and by this I don’t mean his prolific output, but the amount of time and effort he devoted to promoting the work of others. That largesse is well in evidence in this collection of Wilson’s introductions to some of the many works on the supernatural and esoteric that came in the wake of his classic on the subject, The Occult, brought together by his friend and bibliographer, Colin Stanley. Readers of Mysteries, Beyond the Occult, Poltergeist!, Afterlife, and Wilson’s other works about the frontiers of consciousness, will be delighted to find a batch of significant essays on a number of subjects that might otherwise be unavailable to them. And if they haven’t already, they might also be led back to the books themselves. I know it was practically always the case that if Wilson gave a book his imprimatur, it was worth reading. It goes without saying that this collection is too.


Gary Lachman, author of Beyond the Robot: the life and work of Colin Wilson.


Colin Wilson was the most exciting and readable non-fiction author of the 20th century, whose mind was so wide-ranging that he was equally at home in philosophy, criminology and parapsychology. This is an essential collection of some of his lesser known writings, all of which display his remarkable gifts as a writer and thinker.


Steve Taylor PhD, author of The Leap and Spiritual Science.


Introducing the Occult is a treasure trove for those interested in esoteric wisdom. Colin Wilson helped introduce hundreds of authors’ books to the world, and in each essay or introduction, he honed his own philosophy and expanded on his extraordinary insights into human consciousness. This book, like the celebrated The Occult, offers an accessible and highly readable guide to the sometimes shadowy and obscure world of occultism. Colin Stanley, Wilson’s indefatigable bibliographer, has done us all a favour by gathering these wide-ranging and life-changing insights together all in one volume.


David J. Moore, author of Evolutionary Metaphors: UFOs, New Existentialism and the Future Paradigm.
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Editor’s Introduction

Astonishingly Colin Wilson wrote over 180 introductions, forewords, prefaces and afterwords to other authors’ books. I struggle to think of any author who has dedicated more time to the promotion of the work of his friends and colleagues. And, as this volume reveals, these were not hurriedly written paragraphs, relying largely on his name as an endorsement, but often significant and substantial essays.


When his extraordinary study The Occult appeared in 1971, several readers, enthused by his previous books on existentialist philosophy, accused him of abandoning the rigours of his ‘Outsider Cycle’ for a much more trivial pursuit. He replied:



“…such a view was incomprehensible. It seemed obvious to me that if the ‘paranormal’ was a reality—as I was increasingly convinced that it was—then any philosopher who refused to take it into account was merely closing his eyes.”




Of course, Colin Wilson had not abandoned philosophy at all. This is clearly portrayed in his fascinating preface to Dr David Foster’s book The Intelligent Universe, written in 1975, which I have included as an appendix to this volume. Indeed, he always considered his ‘serious’ occult books to be a logical extension of his ‘new existentialism’, providing evidence that man possesses latent powers which, if tapped and harnessed, could lead to hugely expanded consciousness and potentially even an evolutionary leap. He went on to write two more large books on the subject: Mysteries (1978) and Beyond the Occult (1988) which came to be known as his ‘Occult Trilogy’ and are now acknowledged classics in the field of the Occult Sciences. The three books amounted to a monumental 1600 pages and spawned many other lesser works on the subject.


As a result, he was constantly sought out by authors and publishers to endorse their work. He rarely refused. I recall asking him once why he devoted so much of his valuable time (often without any thought of financial reward) to writing these endorsements. He replied that, as a child, he had noticed that one of his favourite authors, G. K. Chesterton, often wrote introductions and had decided then that, if he became a writer, he would do likewise.


Colin Stanley


Nottingham, UK


March 2021


N.B. The letter and number in brackets following each title (e.g. D43) refers to that item in my two-volume The Post-Ultimate Colin Wilson Bibliography, 1956–2020. Nottingham: Paupers’ Press, 2020.
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Introduction: The Search for Abraxas (D9)

by Nevill Drury and Steven Skinner

Sudbury, Suffolk: Neville Spearman, 1972

New edition: The Golden Hoard Press, 2016.

It is difficult to maintain a sense of historical perspective about your own epoch. Too much is happening; there are too many trends and events and intellectual fashions, and you can never be sure which of them will appear important in a hundred years’ time. But it has been borne in upon me recently that a pretty spectacular change really has taken place in the past ten or fifteen years—as total and unexpected as some of the great climatic changes of the Pleistocene. When I was writing my first book, at the age of 23 (in 1955), both Europe and America were in the middle of a phase of ‘political consciousness’. Most of the intelligent young people were concerned about the bomb and germ warfare, and a few were even then concerned about overpopulation and pollution of the environment. They marched to Aldermaston, and signed protests about South Africa, and turned up in Trafalgar Square to boo Sir Oswald Mosley when he made speeches about the necessity for Britain to join Europe in a single economic community.

I felt completely out of it, since politics interested me less than poetry, music, and religion. This was not a reasoned attitude; it was purely instinctive. I labelled the problem ‘the Bombard effect’, after the Frenchman Alain Bombard, who sailed a rubber dinghy across the Atlantic in the early fifties, living entirely on plankton and the juices squeezed from fishes. Half-way across, Bombard made the mistake of going on board a passing ship and eating a good meal; it almost cost him his life, for when he got back into his dinghy, the meals of plankton and squashed fish made him vomit for days before his stomach readjusted.

This, I felt, was the problem that destroyed Shelley and Novalis and Hölderlin and Van Gogh. They had experienced states of mind in which life suddenly became infinitely interesting, in which a tree became a torch of green flame and a night sky a whirlpool of pure vitality. Then they were asked to return to ‘ordinary consciousness’ and the boundless mediocrity of our commercial civilisation. No wonder they vomited themselves into a state of mental exhaustion. As to me, I half envied these left-wing protesters and marchers; their stomachs were obviously healthier and stronger than mine. For me, their Marxist slogans were only one degree less nauseating than the bomb itself.

For the remainder of the fifties, and well into the sixties, the left-wing novelists, playwrights and critics had it all their own way—Amis, Braine, Doris Lessing, Osborne, Wesker, Logue, Tynan and the rest. (I am confining myself to England, but most other countries could make up their own lists.) They seemed unanswerable: that in a world with so many starving people, so many problems requiring political action, it was the worst kind of irresponsibility to find Dostoevsky and Hesse more interesting than Brecht and Sholokov. They were never slow to point out that such a preference verged on fascism (although I could never follow the logic of this argument).

Oddly enough, the philosophical position of these leftists was often curiously pessimistic. They were inclined to accept Freud’s disheartening view of human nature: that culture is man’s attempt to compensate for the dark forces of the libido, and that the fundamental striving of life is towards death. When Genet compared society to a brothel for perverts, they cheered; when Ionesco and Beckett said that life was meaningless anyway, they nodded sadly. In a sense, this was logical; for if life is as dreary and meaningless as they seemed to think, then there is nothing more important than achieving a fair distribution of wealth.

All this aggressive left-wingery made life somewhat difficult, both for me and for friends who shared my attitudes, like Bill Hopkins and Stuart Holroyd. Our books got panned by critics, who accused us of obscurantism, neo-fascism, lack of social responsibility. I once pointed out that even Sartre, that inveterate leftist, makes Mathieu, the hero of Roads to Freedom, speak about the need for individual ‘salvation’, whereupon a critic replied that Sartre had intended Mathieu to be an example of a bourgeois weakling.…

What precisely happened then? I’m damned if I know. All I know is that I continued to write books, and they ceased to be attacked, and were simply ignored. The tide seemed to be as far out as it possibly could be. Then, round about 1966 or 67, the change began. For example, to the amazement of his English and American publishers, the novels of Hermann Hesse began to sell in huge quantities. He had been dead since 1962, and although he had received the Nobel Prize in 1946, it could be said that he had been half-forgotten since the thirties. His novels about individuals who take to the road in search of ‘salvation’ were apparently as old-fashioned as Galsworthy and Hergesheimer. When I decided to write about Hesse in The Outsider in 1954, all his novels were out of print in English, and I had to read them in the British Museum reading room. After the brief fashionable success of The Outsider, Hesse’s novels began to be reprinted, and American dons wrote articles about him in academic publications (although their bibliographies never included The Outsider); but it was still a mere trickle of interest. Then the trickle became a flood, and Hesse again became a bestseller, as he had been in the twenties in Germany.

What seems to have happened is that the beatnik movement, started in America by Kerouac and Ginsberg as a drop-out revolt against bourgeois respectability and the American Dream, outgrew its original anti-intellectualism—the cult of Charlie Parker, Billie Holiday, James Dean—and began to set up a pantheon of intellectual idols that included figures as disparate as Marcuse and Tolkien. The faces on the Beatles’ Sergeant Pepper LP include Aleister Crowley, Jung, Poe and Aldous Huxley. Poe one can understand—the outsider who died of neglect in a society interested only in money. And Aldous Huxley, who was the real founder of the psychedelic cult with his 1953 book on mescalin. But Jung, with his obscure German syntax, and Crowley, that Dionysian Kabbalist who was mistakenly labelled a Satanist—how on earth did they manage to seep into the consciousnesses of the pop enthusiasts? I would as soon have expected to find pictures of Einstein or Musil on the LP jacket.

By the late sixties, it was very clear that the Jung-Crowley combination represented a new current of interest. There had always been a small, specialist market for books on occultism. In the early fifties, Rider and Co. of London republished the magical works of Eliphaz Levi, Muldoon on astral projection, and biographies of Hindu mystics; but the market was always sluggish. Ten years later, in America, University Books re-published the books of A. E. Waite, Yeats’s associate in the Golden Dawn society, and Montague Summers’ treatises on vampires and witchcraft. My old friend August Derleth had kept the works of H. P. Lovecraft in print since his death in 1937, but his customers almost amounted to a Lovecraft Book Club; you couldn’t walk into a bookshop and buy them off the shelves. I suspect that the audience for all these books remained about as large as the audience for LP records of train noises. Then, suddenly, it began to grow. Works like Regardie’s four-volume Golden Dawn, which could have been purchased for five quid in 1950, was so much in demand that it became worth eighty pounds a set. Early in 1970, a publisher of part-magazines (i.e., magazines intended to be collected and eventually bound into volumes) embarked on an apparently rash project, the publication of an alphabetical encyclopaedia of magic and occultism in 112 weekly parts; Man, Myth and Magic amazed the publishing trade by becoming the magazine equivalent of a best-seller—so successful that it has now been reprinted in twenty-five volumes.

But even the publishers of these books and magazines found it difficult to explain the precise nature of this enthusiasm. On the surface, it seemed to be the shallow, fashionable, completely unaccountable interest that creates best-sellers. All you can say is that it often seems to be bound with escapism—the Kon Tiki expedition, Jacques Cousteau’s undersea adventures, and so on. This certainly seemed to be the case in 1960, when Gallimard brought out in Paris a curious work called Le Matin des Magiciens by Louis Pauwels and Jacques Bergier. The book sold and sold, yet its success was difficult to explain. For this was no closely reasoned work on the paranormal, but a kind of resembling Ripley’s Believe it Or Not. The book swoops from quantum theory to the mythology of Lovecraft, from buried cities in the Brazilian jungle to the suggestion that the Nazis were an occult society. A fascinating book, certainly; but the kind of thing that would enrage any logical positivist because its authors seem to have an attitude of blissful indifference towards questions of proof and verification. The English and American editions, published three years later, had nothing like the same success; but they may have been responsible for starting the occult craze that snowballed during the next seven years.

Readers of Sunday newspapers were inclined to believe that all the talk about witch cults was an invention of journalists. Not that anyone doubted the existence of such cults; everyone knew that the works of the late Gerald Gardner—which purported to describe witch cults already in existence—had led to the formation of dozens of such covens. But the general opinion was that these were either harmless religious organisations, practising pagan nature worship by the light of the moon, or excuses for voyeurism and sexual orgies. (Gardner was himself a voyeur.) The new interest in Crowley seemed to be merely another expression of the anti-authoritarianism of the young. For Crowley, as he emerges in John Symonds’ biography The Great Beast, seems to be a martyr to the romantic-artistic principle of shocking the bourgeoisie. His life was apparently spent cocking a snook at respectability, and respectability reacted by treating him as the outcast he seemed determined to become.

In fact, this whole notion was mistaken. And this brings me, belatedly, to the subject of the present book, and its two young authors. For what readers of The Great Beast could be forgiven for failing to understand was that, exhibitionist or not, Crowley was as dedicated and serious a magician as Einstein was a physicist. He belonged to a tradition that believed wholly in the objective efficacy of magic.

I must emphasise this, for readers of this introduction will miss the whole point if they fail to grasp it. We are not talking about Rhine’s experiments in extra-sensory perception, or about naked girls copulating with a high priest on an altar. We are talking about a belief that has been discredited for the past three centuries, but which has never ceased to be accepted by a small number of men and women, that certain magical operations can produce a result in nature—as when the North Berwick witches confessed to causing the storm that almost wrecked the fleet of James VI of Scotland when he was returning from Denmark with his newly married bride. We dismiss this as pure delusion. And no practising magician would deny that it could have been pure delusion. But, he would insist, there are forces in nature, and in the human mind, which can be called upon through certain magical disciplines, which could cause such a storm. In fact, the more I study the case of the North Berwick witches, the more I am inclined to doubt my original opinion that they were persecuted innocents. There are now plenty of highly convincing accounts of Africans who can call up a storm through tribal ceremonies, and it strikes me as a real possibility that the North Berwick witches may have discovered how to work the same trick.

There are, nowadays, hundreds of serious students of magic who believe that the magicians of the past were really ‘on to something’: that is a half-forgotten tradition, as alien to our modes of thinking as Balinese music is to ears accustomed to western music. Their belief rests on two premises, one more-or-less acceptable to the western mind, the other totally unacceptable. The acceptable premise is that the human mind is bigger and stranger than any psychologist has ever guessed—although Jung came close to it—and that it possesses unexplored powers. They also believe that there is a purely objective component in magic; that there are ‘powers and dominions’ in nature, godlike or demonic forces, that can be utilised by the human mind when it has learned to draw upon its hidden powers. This notion is, of course, offensive to the western intellect, although most regions accept something of the sort. (As I write this, the Bishop of Exeter has just created something of a sensation by recommending that all parishes should possess an exorcist for casting out spirits and demons.)

A whole school of young practising magicians has sprung up. They are not sensation-seekers or hippies. They pursue their subject with the same seriousness that they might study electronic engineering or radio astronomy. They attempt to control the mind and discipline the imagination, assuming that such discipline may bring into being higher levels of consciousness that in turn may focus and control powers that are inaccessible to ordinary consciousness. You could say that the basic principle is the feeling that ‘everyday consciousness’ is like a cloud of gnats, all flying aimlessly, changing direction yet maintaining a general shape and position. Magic begins by assuming that these aimless energies could be channelised and ordered, and that the result might be totally unlike anything you could anticipate from studying the behaviour of a cloud of gnats. No one could judge an orchestra from the sounds it makes while tuning up; yet we commit an analogous mistake about the human mind. Or again, we know that ordinary light consists of a mass of tangled energies like a ball of cotton wool; but when these energies have been untangled and brought into step through a ruby laser, the resulting light has the power to cut through metal.

W. B. Yeats has written in his autobiographies of his membership of the magical society called the Order of the Golden Dawn; and ever since Yeats was acknowledged as the greatest of modern Irish poets, commentators have discussed his ‘magical’ affiliations as if they were a sign of charming eccentricity, the poet’s ability to believe a dozen untrue things before breakfast. What had become clear in the past few years is that this view was mistaken; the Golden Dawn was a genuine magical society, bringing to its own experiments the same seriousness that Lord Rutherford brought to the investigation of crystal structures. Moreover, these younger students of magic have taken up where Mathers and Waite left off. Francis King’s Ritual Magic in England discusses some of these recent groups and records their claim that they have actually produced ‘results’.

The young authors of this present book regard themselves as serious students of the magical tradition. Both live in Australia. Stephen Skinner, born in 1948 in Sydney, is a graduate from Sydney University who is at present a lecturer in a technical College. Nevill Drury, born in 1947, was born in Hastings, Sussex, and has spent half his life in Australia; he is a graduate of Sydney University, and majored in anthropology and modern history. They seem to have approached ‘occultism’ from opposite positions. Nevill Drury thinks of himself as basically an artist (hence his interest in Austin Spare). His father is an art lecturer at Perth, and Nevill’s coloured ink drawings have been on exhibition in Sydney. He became interested in magic through Le Matin des Magiciens and the works of Arthur Machen; he also edited the Australian UFO Review from 1966 to 1969. A grandmother was an ardent Steinerite, and his father came under the influence of Buddhist thought while serving as an officer in the Second World War.

Stephen Skinner began as a student of psychology; in a letter to me, he commented that he found MacDougall’s Abnormal Psychology and Sinclair’s studies in philosophy inadequate to explain the observed phenomena of the mind. The behaviourist psychology he encountered at university also left him thoroughly dissatisfied, since it ‘seemed to lose sight of the psyche in a maze of stats and Skinner boxes’. The psychological need for more ‘nutritious’ objects of study led him to works on occultism, and on the Qabalah in particular. This highly complex and precise system of mysticism satisfied the need for logical exactitude, and he came to concentrate on Qabalism. The Qabalah prescribes various practical disciplines for exploring ‘astral’ realms; it might be described as a form of occult behaviourism.

It was at this point that Skinner and Drury met—at university—and Drury was impressed by Skinner’s Qabalistic erudition (although, as an artist, he finds the theoretical side of Qabalism less interesting than its symbolic and ‘intangible’ aspects). Drury’s belief that the artist is a vehicle for, not a creator of, his artistic productions, produced a desire to explore methods of charting the hidden sources of inspiration.


“The levels of inspiration achieved by different artists seems to me to parallel the stages of consciousness outlined in the Qabalah, and for this reason, one of my main aspirations is to achieve greater rapport with the higher levels of my unconscious.”



And so Skinner’s need for scientific exactitude and Drury’s desire to tap hidden levels of subconscious vitality combine in a common purpose. The first result of their cooperation appears in this far-ranging and highly readable book.

To the casual reader, the result will probably seem as vertiginous—if as absorbing—as Le Matin des Magiciens. The discussion moves swiftly from Ballou’s OAHSPE, a book supposedly written at the dictation of an angel, through sketches of gnosticism and Qabalistic philosophy, to a number of studies of the borderland between art and occultism—especially in the art of Austin Spare, who fascinates both writers.

What the authors have attempted to do, in the briefest possible space, is to present the basis of their studies, the core of their obsessions. They might have attempted a more massive structure, discussing the Qabalah in detail, and attempting to relate the work of various artists to its ‘levels of consciousness’. But at the present stage, such a labour would probably be premature. Instead, they have chosen the intuitive method of presentation, to discuss what deeply interests them, leaving the reader to divine all the connections. In some cases, these connections are clear enough. For example, the description of the experiences of Carlos Castaneda as the pupil of a Yaqui Indian ‘witch doctor’ make clear the connection between the Qabalah, the witch cults of the Middle Ages, and the use of hallucinogenic drugs. Sceptics will argue that such experiences—as soaring through the air—could only be produced by drugs, and prove nothing whatever about the reality of ‘other’ states of consciousness. Drury and Skinner argue that such experiences allow us to glimpse the active powers of the imagination, and that the realms of consciousness glimpsed by Castaneda are an objective reality that can also be explored by Qabalistic disciplines.

The authors of this book represent a new phenomenon: the serious study of the practice of magic. (Another young writer, David Conway, has presented a more systematic exploration of the methods in Magic, An Occult Primer, which again lays central emphasis upon the training and control of imagination.)* It is true that ‘occult revivals’ seem to have occurred in the last decades of the past three centuries, as a reaction against the current of rationalism. What is so interesting about this latest wave of occultism is it is more sober and rational than any of its predecessors. These practising magicians have decided that there is something in magic, something as objective as radio waves. They have set out to investigate it in a spirit in which Yeats’s romanticism combines with scientific empiricism. They seem determined to get to the bottom of it, or at least, to go further in understanding it than any of their predecessors have attempted, using the discoveries of anthropology, as epitomised in the work of Eliade and Levi-Strauss, and the insights of Jungian psychology. And this seems to me logical, even predictable. In Religion and the Rebel, I pointed out that science began as the study of distant phenomena, the stars and planets. Then it moved down to earth, with physics and chemistry. Later came geology, then biology, then psychology, then the social sciences. At each stage there has been a time-lag before these subjects were regarded as respectable enough to teach in universities; man found it hard to believe that anything so close to him as psychology or sociology could be a real science. With each new science, the focus moves further from the outside universe, in towards man himself. A century ago, it would have been as impossible to take a scientific attitude towards magic as it was for the Victorians to take a scientific attitude towards sexual perversion. It was a bit too near the bone.

Now, at last, we have some of the necessary tools for analysing ‘the facts’. The problem now is to find out precisely what the facts are. What Stephen Skinner and Nevill Drury have done in this book is not to make an anthology of the weird and wonderful, but to state, with a kind of modesty and quiet precision, what they consider the relevant ‘facts’ to be. It is their manifesto, and the manifesto of a new generation. What will spring from it remains to be seen.


Notes:

* For Colin Wilson’s introduction to this book: see Chapter 7. Ed.
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Introduction: The Magicians: Occult Stories (D11)

edited by Peter Haining

London: Peter Owen, 1972

The last great ‘magical revival’ took place in France towards the end of the nineteenth century and spread from there to Germany and England. When it petered out, round about 1900, it seemed a fair assumption that the western world had finally seen the last of magic. When I became interested in the subject—in 1950—I would certainly have taken a bet on it. And now, as we enter the seventies, we suddenly find ourselves in the midst of another ‘occult revival’, as unexpected and as unexplainable as the ones that preceded it.

For this is the odd thing about these revivals—that they seem to be so weirdly unpredictable. The great age of witchcraft came to an end in the late 1600s, and the age of Newton and Leibniz and Priestley began. In 1750, any historian who predicted a magical revival would have been regarded as mad; but by 1770, Cagliostro and St Germain and Mesmer were on the scene, and astrologers and alchemists were as popular as two centuries earlier. With the death of Cagliostro in the papal prison in 1795, the ‘revival’ stopped as abruptly as it had begun. A new age of science and industry dawned; the ‘Dark Satanic Mills’ roared day and night. (And Blake’s ‘Satanic Mills’ are not those of the industrial revolution, but of logic and science.) Surely the age of magic was at an end? Then the Fox sisters began their spirit rapping; Daniel Dunglas Home made tables float in the air; Eliphas Levi conjured up the spirit of Apollonius of Tyana; the sinister Abbé Boullan performed sexual rites with the aid of a nun; Mathers, Woodman and Westcott founded the Order of the Golden Dawn; Madame Blavatsky and Colonel Olcott founded the Theosophical Society. Occultism swept from America to Russia in the biggest revival so far.

It is true that interest in the occult is usually a romantic reaction against ‘civilisation’; most of the great figures of occultism are poètes manqués. In a few cases—Crowley and A.E., for example—the poetry was by no means bad; and this increases our suspicion that magic is basically a form of fantasy, of escape from the boredom of everyday living. But although there is some truth in this, it misses the real point. ‘Magic’ springs from man’s recognition that he possesses powers that are inaccessible to everyday awareness. Man has spent thousands of years learning to master this physical world in which he lives; but in learning to deal with everyday reality, he has also become its slave. It is all very well for Milton to talk about “thoughts that wander through eternity”, but most people’s thoughts never go much further than next year’s Cup Tie or World Series. Like a deep-sea diver, man has put heavy weights on his spirit to hold him on the bottom, and he doesn’t know how to take them off.

And yet all intelligent people know that the spirit can soar like a bird. “Every man has an innate inclination to fly,” remarked Hoffmann, “and I have known serious, respectable people who in the late evening fill themselves with champagne so as to rise like a balloon.” Flying’ is obviously a part of human destiny, and this applies to businessmen as well as poets. You only have to set out on a holiday to experience something that can only be described as ‘expansion of the senses’: your faculties seem to stretch out, as if your nerves had been extended like strands of a spider’s web; everything strikes you as fresh and exciting and full of possibilities. And occasionally, these moods of ‘expansion’ become so intense that they might be described as ‘cosmic consciousness’. One of the classic descriptions of such an experience occurs in The Brothers Karamazov, where Alyosha walks about into a starry night, and suddenly feels as if there are threads linking his soul with all the stars; he flings himself down, weeping and kissing the earth.

Now the rationalist would dismiss this by saying it is ‘just a feeling’. There aren’t really threads between Alyosha’s soul and the stars. According to this view, mystical experiences have no more objective reality than the pink elephants of an alcoholic. And this is the very root of the argument. For an ‘occultist’ would reply that there are thousands of authenticated cases of telepathy, second sight, thaumaturgic cures (‘miracles’), premonitions of danger or disaster….

Take this example, which can be found in Doubtful Schoolmaster, the autobiography of an ex-headmaster, Hugh Heckstall Smith. He was standing by a piano, looking through some music. An Irish girl, sitting nearby, said: ‘No, it isn’t there’. ‘What isn’t?’ ‘What you’re looking for—Beethoven’s Appassionata.’ She was right. I mention this case because Hugh is an old friend; he is a Quaker, not in the least interested in the occult—his real enthusiasm being for mathematical physics. In the same book, he tells a story of his schooldays. His father arrived at his school one day having bought him a cycling cape. His father started to say: “You won’t guess where I bought this….” “Don’t tell me,” said Hugh, “I’ll tell you.” And he proceeded to describe the small second-hand shop, many miles away. I asked him how he could be so certain. “I don’t know. As he spoke, I suddenly got a clear picture of the second-hand shop.”

You will observe the jump in my argument—from Alyosha’s moment of ‘cosmic consciousness’ to a case of ordinary telepathy. But this is the basic assumption of magic and occultism: that if we could ‘free’ our senses, at a moment’s notice, and allow them to float and stretch out to the stars, we would become ‘aware’ of all kinds of things that we do not usually know. All animals possess a certain degree of ‘psychic powers’—‘second sight’, the homing instinct, sense of danger. Human beings do not need these powers—at least, not very often. In the long course of evolution we have ‘retracted our occult faculties, like a snail drawing in its horns’. We had to: we had to remain alert and concentrated on the present; we had to learn to do boring things like building houses and digging sewers. But we have now reached a point in evolution where this no longer applies, Western man has too much leisure. Most of his psychological problems today are due to boredom. He needs to ‘expand’ again, to re-activate the latent faculties.

This is not as difficult as it sounds. To begin with, it requires mainly a kind of relaxation. Here is an example. A couple of years ago, I took my family to Disneyland, near Los Angeles; it is basically a vast amusement park covering many acres. I left them there for the morning, while I went off to lecture at a nearby college. I arrived back around midday, and then remembered I had forgotten to arrange exactly where to meet them. In theory, I could have spent the afternoon wandering through the crowds. Instead, I deliberately relaxed and ‘opened’ myself, then strolled wherever my feet wanted to take me. Within five minutes, I had found them. If I had remained ‘tense’, or tried searching systematically, it would probably have taken hours.

This makes another central point. There are other ways of ‘opening up’: psychedelic drugs will do it; so, to a lesser extent, will alcohol. I suspect that if I had taken LSD, I might have found my family just as effectively. (The only time I have taken a psychedelic—mescalin—I had a strong sense of acquiring powers of second sight and telepathy.) But it would have lasted for the rest of the day, and I shouldn’t have been a very good guardian of my children in that state. We need to learn to ‘expand’ our faculties at a moment’s notice, but also to contract them again. Cows and dogs do not possess our power of ‘contraction’; it has taken us millions of years to acquire it. It would be stupid to throw it away. This is why I have always felt so strongly that drugs are not the answer to the problem of how to expand the senses.

I must try to be more precise about these ‘inner powers’. In order to exercise them, it is necessary to use the imagination. A few months ago, I approached an occultist named Robert Leftwich, to ask for information on psychokinesis—the power to move physical objects by the mind alone. He obligingly sent me a kind of paper dart, made by folding a small square of paper across the middle, and also from corner to corner (so the folds look like the crosses on a Union Jack). When the folds are pinched inwards, this makes a paper dart with four fins. Leftwich told me to stick a needle in a cork, and to balance this dart on top of it—so the whole thing looks like a little roundabout. I should then tie a handkerchief across my nose and mouth—so as not to breathe on it—and try to will the roundabout to move. Well, I tried it until I was black in the face, and I couldn’t make it budge. But I kept it beside my typewriter, and the next day, had another try. This time, to my surprise, it moved. I kept it there for several days, trying whenever I thought of it. Once I had got the knack, it seemed fairly easy to make it move. I would cup my hands around it, stare at one side, and will it to move. After a moment or so, it would start off slowly. Then I would try concentrating on the other side; the thing would come to a stop, then revolve the other way. Being a natural sceptic, I was inclined to suspect that the heat of my hands might have influenced it—like those lampshades in restaurants that turn in the heat of the bulb. Not long afterwards, I mentioned the phenomenon to another student of the occult, Alan Hull Walton, who pointed out that the ‘knack’ involves using the imagination as well as the will. I immediately saw that this seemed to fit my own experience; after the first day, I imagined it turning as well as willing it to turn.
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