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“Richard Stanley takes us on a fascinating hike through past and present, with rich scenery that is equal parts personal journey and fascinating occult history. From the Cathar castles to following the quest of occult-minded Nazis, Stanley quenches our thirst with a drink from the Grail in a literary journey you will want to take.”

CHRIS BENNETT, HISTORIAN OF SPIRITUAL ENTHEOGEN USE,
AUTHOR OF LIBER 420: CANNABIS, MAGICKAL HERBS AND THE
OCCULT, AND COAUTHOR OF GREEN GOLD THE TREE OF LIFE 
AND SEX, DRUGS, VIOLENCE AND THE BIBLE

“At once a carefully researched, multi-layered historical analysis that includes important interviews with surviving witnesses as well as a deeply personal engagement with the material, this will be the definitive text on what we know and what we can know about the enigmatic and ultimately tragic figure of Otto Rahn—seeker of the Holy Grail and SS officer on Himmler’s personal staff whose career spanned archaeological investigations at the Cathar fortress of Montségur and a stint as a prison guard at Dachau. This is the story not only of Rahn’s struggle to unravel the Cathar secret, but also of what would become Richard Stanley’s own quest to understand this tortured, lonely German scholar and to follow in his footsteps into a startling, luminous reality. Well written, engrossing, and indispensable for seekers of Grail history and its mysteries”

PETER LEVENDA, AUTHOR OF THE SECRET TEMPLE 
AND UNHOLY ALLIANCE

“Otto Rahn, Grail Hunter is the story of one flawed man’s quest for the ultimate and redeeming treasure. Based on decades of firsthand research, this book sheds much-needed light on a shadowy, fateful figure but also relates to a perennial theme of the European spiritual tradition: the perilous quest for the greatest of all non-earthly treasures, the ever-elusive and transcendent Grail. Richard Stanley is a natural-born storyteller who draws the reader into his intriguing, strange, and darkly humorous tale of wonder and tragedy, where the threads of his own life and those of his subject become irrevocably interwoven. Those who who follow in the footsteps of the Grail hunters may soon find themselves transformed from skeptics into seekers, sharing in the triumphs and trials of the quest.”

AKI CEDERBERG, AUTHOR OF HOLY EUROPE 
AND JOURNEYS IN THE KALI YUGA

“Richard Stanley’s research on Otto Rahn is unique. He has immersed himself in Rahn’s life for many years and is a leading authority on the subject. He is also a wonderful storyteller, and I highly recommend his book.”

JOY MILLAR, COFOUNDER OF THE SAUNIÈRE SOCIETY
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For Madame Aimeé Couquet
(?–2021)
Keeper of Maison Couquet and 
the Auberge d’Montségur. 
Happy trails til we meet again.
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Ach, Mutter, was ist Gott?

[Oh, Mother, what is God?]

WOLFRAM VON ESCHENBACH





While sat among the ruins of a twelfth-century Templar castle, I received the sad news that Madame Aimeé Couquet had departed this mortal coil, a sprightly old lady whom I met a couple of times and the very last surviving link to the intriguing character of the so-called Nazi Grail hunter, Otto Rahn.

For a moment I paused to contemplate my own mortality and reflect on the last few years since I happened, quite by accident, onto a large cache of Knights Templar relics, missing since the order fell from grace. This discovery had taken me across Europe, through the old Byzantine Empire, to Temple Mount in Jerusalem, and down to Occitania where so many paths seemed to merge: Templars, Cathars, crusaders, esoterics, Rahn, the Nazis, and now Richard Stanley, a Hollywood director! We have all walked the same pathways over the last 800 years or so. It is curious how so many disparate elements blend all our journeys together in the madness that is the “Zone,” an area in the French Pyrenees of approximately 150 square kilometers renowned for its many present-day mysteries and aberrant belief systems, a region that was once the mountainous cradle of the Cathar faith.

I have walked with Richard up the ancient track to Montségur. We stood where Esclarmonde stood, looked down over the field where the unrepentant Cathars burned, sat on the stones Rahn sat upon when he contemplated the Grail and its meaning. What thoughts were going through his mind as he explored the initiatory mountain—the rock formation known as “the pog,” as it is called in Occitan, upon which the Chateau de Montségur sits—and its environs? It is known that he was well versed in the works of Crétiené de Troyes and Wolfram von Eschenbach, two of the earliest writers on Grail mythology—stories made popular by the traveling band of troubadours that frequented Europe in the early Middle Ages.

Was Rahn seeking a physical object—a cup or platter as described in these epics? Could he have been on a different pathway, to locate the mythical Cathar Grail, a magical stone sent down from the heavens? Maybe he believed that the Grail was more of a spiritual concept—something within each and every one of us that leads to enlightenment?


[image: Fig. F.1. Montségur castle sitting atop the pog rock formation. In old Occitan the word pog indicated something larger than a hill, yet smaller than a mountain (puig). It is not hard to believe the cliffs and forests of Montségur hide a secret, a mystery that lingers until the present day. Photo by Richard Stanley.]
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With Richard, I followed the Rahn trail over the Pyrenees to Montserrat and gazed at the same Black Madonna he cast his eyes over nine decades ago.

What is the enduring fascination with Rahn? Of Jewish heritage, he answered directly to Reichsführer Heinrich Himmler; his first book Crusade against the Grail becoming mandatory reading for those joining the SS. How did this lead to his eventual demise alone on a Tyrollean mountain in 1939?

Richard’s own quest over the last thirty years has been his attempt to answer all these questions. Brilliantly researched, Richard contacted every surviving associate of Rahn from those pre-World War II days. The result is undoubtedly the definitive work on the short life of a gentle, fascinating, and much misunderstood man who strolled through the Occitan Valleys chasing his dreams all those years ago.

HAMILTON WHITE, PORTUGAL

HAMILTON WHITE is an author, collector, and dealer in antiquities, with a particular interest in weapons and artifacts of the crusader period. He is custodian of the Tomar Hoard, a unique collection of Knights Templar relics first discovered in Portugal in 1960. He spent many years exploring the islands of the Caribbean and has loaned his large collection of items relating to slavery, piracy, and the colonial era to what is now The Heritage Museum of the Bahamas in Nassau. He is the author of several history books.
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Fig. I.1. Otto Wilhelm Rahn, 1904–1939.





It is not by chance I have come to be the caretaker of SS Obersturmführer Otto Wilhelm Rahn’s memory, for if his story was ultimately an initiatory journey, then so is my own.

In the two decades I spent searching for Otto Rahn, I found something I can scarcely contain in words, a privileged glimpse beyond the mirror into a shadowland that exists one step from the world we think we know. Otto’s work opened my eyes to that otherworld and despite his many shortcomings as a human being, I owe him much. He blazed the pathless trail for me and all those who will surely come after us. In the twilight years before World War II, Otto Rahn may have come closer than anyone in our modern era to comprehending the secret of the most sacred relic in Christendom, the high Holy Grail. Some believe he paid for that knowledge with his life. For Otto Rahn the initiatory journey ended in a precipice, yet he was prepared to make that final leap of faith.
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Fig. I.2. The pog of Montségur—a map of the quest.
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Fig. I.3. The author pictured with ballista ammunition found on the east face of the pog, circa 1998. 
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What follows is not a work of fantasy or speculative fiction. It is a faithful account drawn from firsthand testimony, letters, and journal entries. Whenever possible I have left the original texts unaltered, other than changing a few names to protect my informants.

As for the merits of Otto Rahn’s case, I humbly lay my field notes before you so you may be the judge.


[image: A Note on the Terminology Used in This Book]

Throughout the text I have used the word Cathar to describe the dualist “heretics” who lived and died in southern Europe between the twelfth and fourteenth centuries and in some instances refer to their all but vanished faith as Catharism. It has become fashionable for modern historians, snippy archaeologists, and internet pedants to insist the Cathars never existed, given the accused heretics never identified as such, at least not in any of the documents that have come down to us. These humble, self-effacing souls referred to each other simply as good folk, good men, and good women—sometimes as the old, good beards, or good Christians, although this too can be deceptive given their nameless belief system incorporates elements of Buddhism and pagan animism.

It was largely the crusaders and Inquisitors who followed in their steps who used this term to define their enemy and the epithet has been adopted by subsequent researchers, given the tendency of history to be written by the victors. In truth the term Cathar was a loose definition, covering a broad tranche of individuals who expressed views or practiced rites and beliefs that existed outside or directly at odds with the straight and narrow of Holy Roman dogma. I will leave it to other better-informed scholars to split hairs over the differences between a deaconess, a perfecta, a priestess, an enchantress, a wise woman, and a witch—all faced the stake just the same.

The word Cathar is widely believed to be derived from the Greek katharoi, literally the “pure ones,” although historically the term seems to have largely been used as a pejorative. In a subliterate premedieval world it is impossible to ignore the phonetic resemblance to other calumnies commonly used by the crusaders to belittle their victims, the Arabic term kafir, or unbeliever, generally applied to pagans and Black Africans, or the Teutonic ketzer or ketter, literally “black cat,” used to decry witches.

In the latter part of the twentieth century, the term Pays Cathar, quite literally the “land of the Cathars” or “Cathar country” was widely promoted by French tourism as a rebranding exercise in the former departments of Languedoc-Roussillon and the Midi-Pyrénées, an initiative central Parisian authority later came to regret when fears grew that the promotional gimmick had inadvertently encouraged regionalism and Occitan separatism. These tensions came to a head in 2016 when inhabitants of the region voted overwhelmingly to revert to their former boundaries, bringing the geographic entity of Occitania back onto the map after an absence of more than seven centuries.

In the far-off days before the crusade, the north and the south of France spoke two completely different languages. Those in the north spoke Lenga d’Or while in the south, the language of the troubadours, Lenga d’Oc was the native tongue, named after the positive particle Oc—the Occitan word for “yes,” derived from the Latin hoch. There was never a single standard spoken or written version of this language. The oldest surviving example dates from the tenth century, a manuscript transcribed in a mixture of Latin and d’Oc. The belief system known to modern historians as Catharism emerged in the Languedoc region in the eleventh century. Adherents to this essentially gnostic dualist tradition were commonly referred to as Albigensians, after the city of Albi where the faith took hold—from the Roman Civitas Albigensium—literally the “white city” or the “white people.”

The faithful of this nameless religion were known as credentes and initiates as perfecti—parfait in French or perfectus in Latin. The central rite of their faith was a sacrament known as the consolamentum—a mysterious ceremony involving the laying on of hands that most credentes received on their deathbeds as an extreme unction, a form of anamnesis otherwise available only to adepts who had passed through all the stages of initiation.

It is said those who received the consolamentum were liberated from the cycles of time and material incarnation and came to remember their true nature as spiritual beings whose lives extended beyond their apparent births and deaths. Should any of these pure souls exist, may they give my thoughts consideration and lend strength to my words.
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In a distant land, unreachable by your strides, a castle by the name of Mont Salvat exists.

WOLFRAM VON ESCHENBACH





I first came to the remote Pyrenean settlement of Montségur and scaled the mountain overlooking the village in the dog days of the summer of ’92. Britain’s Channel Four television had recently broadcast a hit show entitled The Real Jurassic Park, concerning efforts to extract dinosaur DNA from amber and were looking at a potential follow-up, provisionally entitled The Real Raiders of the Lost Ark, for a similar child-friendly, early evening slot. They say the devil makes work for idle hands and when the religion department offered me a healthy advance to research the story I jumped at the chance, being shy of a few pence at the time.

My initial companions on this ill-advised venture were a young researcher and occasional contributor to Britain’s leading paranormal journal The Fortean Times, Mike Dee, and my then partner, artist, and designer Cat Knightly.


[image: Fig. 1.1. The castle of Montségur. Photo by Richard Stanley.]


Fig. 1.1. The castle of Montségur. 
Photo by Richard Stanley.





Given the European war had been over for forty-seven years and I had no great faith in the stories that Adolf Hitler was secretly alive and living in Argentina or Antarctica, I had no reason to believe I might be putting Cat in danger by bringing her with me. None of us had the slightest inkling of the rabbit hole we were about to fall into or just how deep that hole would be, a black hole in consensus reality lined with jagged, inconvenient data that would tear apart everything I thought I knew about modern Europe and give me an unwanted insight into the dark forces that brood over our fragile civilization. Certainly the meridional sun shone brightly enough and the day was warm as we steered our rental car up the winding road, threading its way ever deeper into the mountainous heart of the Ariège, a region described by the Guardian newspaper as “western Europe’s last great wilderness area” but they do say that about the Pyrenees, “warm in the sunshine and cold in the shadows.”

The Hitler survival myth and the so-called Nazi mysteries began to take root in the popular psyche shortly after the last round of the war was spent and the National Socialist German Workers’ Party officially ceased to exist as a political entity, setting in motion a determined effort to define an esoteric aspect to National Socialism and reposition Mein Kampf as a mystical or quasi-religious text. Thousands of SS men and ordinary Wehrmacht confined to detention camps or facing ruin in postwar Germany sought an ideal they could cling to that was beyond the reach of the conquering Allies and unsullied by the criminal actions of their vanquished leadership. Some retreated into denial, while others found reassurance in viewing defeat as an inevitable phase in a millennial struggle that would eventually see their errant beliefs exonerated and the greater Aryan race triumph over its imaginary oppressors.

The earliest accounts of these Nazi mysteries surface in Pauwels and Bergier’s rambling occult exegesis The Dawn of Magic, also published as The Morning of the Magicians (1960), and Hitler et la Tradition Cathare, also published as The Occult and the Third Reich (U.S. paperback edition, 1971), by Jean-Michel Angebert, a joint pseudonym for Michel Bertrand and Jean Angelini. These two books raised the specter of nebulous occult forces lurking behind the banal facade of the Third Reich. This largely mendacious mythology was codified and compounded in Trevor Ravenscroft’s The Spear of Destiny (1972), a book the author later admitted was based on channeled information achieved through his alleged astral communion with the spirit of late theosophist Walter Johannes Stein, erroneously positioning this mild mannered literary historian as Hitler’s occult initiator.

Despite the wildly contentious nature of his material, Ravenscroft’s popular bestseller successfully promulgated the unsubstantiated notion that the Reich had deliberately sought to gain control over a series of talismanic power objects including the Ark of the Covenant, the Holy Grail, and the Spear of Longinus, a spear literally believed to have pierced Christ’s side on the cross, a shopping list of lost relics that got longer as the tales grew taller. Ravenscroft’s opus doubtless served to fuel Lawrence Kasdan’s screenplay for Raiders of the Lost Ark (1981), leaving us with the sticky problem of trying to determine whether there was any truth to the murky backstory behind Spielberg’s beloved classic.

I don’t know why Channel Four television picked me for the job. Perhaps it was just the hat. My field of study had been anthropology, and I had no real background as a military or medieval historian, despite considering myself widely read.

During the early phases of our research, Mike Dee had drawn my attention to a curious, pseudo-autobiographical memoir written by a retired Texan army officer and chili cook-off champion, Colonel Howard Buechner, a self-published book entitled Emerald Cup, Ark of Gold (1991). Buechner’s main claim to fame, that he was the “first Allied doctor to enter Dachau,” has gone largely unchallenged, but these events take up less than a chapter of his very strange autobiographic account. Instead the former U.S. army surgeon unpacks an unlikely yarn concerning an obscure sect of heretical Christians, commonly known as the Cathars, who flourished in the south of France in the twelfth century and were said to have counted among their treasures the most high Holy Grail, a relic believed by Buechner to have been the literal emerald cup of Abraham.

According to Buechner’s claims, based on unsubstantiated oral testimony allegedly drawn from captured Nazis after the war, the Reich had dispatched their very own Grail hunter, a mysterious occult scholar and medievalist named Otto Rahn who succeeded in locating the sacred treasure in the French Pyrenees but died before it could be secured. Buechner was crucially unclear about quite how or when Rahn was supposed to have died, hinting that he had turned against his Nazi masters and either committed suicide or perished in the camps, suggesting he was held in Dachau until the latter stages of the war, only to be executed shortly before the arrival of the U.S. first army. The Holy Grail, Buechner insisted, was retrieved from the castle of Montségur in a daring commando raid, led by none other than elite paratrooper Otto Skorzeny.
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Fig. 1.2. Colonel Howard Buechner.





At this stage, I was pretty much ready to throw Buechner’s book at the wall, given Skorzeny’s name tends to crop up in connection with every Nazi conspiracy theory, from dinosaur survivals to the Hollow Earth. It was true Skorzeny had rescued Benito Mussolini from the Allies in an extraordinary glider assault on the mountaintop fortress that held the fascist dictator in the fall of 1943, but virtually everything else written about the colorful commando leader usually turned out to be an exaggeration, if not outright fabrication. I suspected this tale would prove to be little more than another wild fiction. It certainly had all the elements of a pulp fantasy. It was all but impossible to believe in the existence of the Holy Grail as a physical relic and if this suggestion was not already far-fetched enough, Buechner went on to claim the “emerald cup” had been spirited to Antarctica in a secret U-boat convoy at the end of the war, apparently along with the “real Adolf Hitler.”

In a psychotic variant on the myth of the eternal return, embroidered over the years by countless pseudohistorians and right-wing mythomaniacs, the führer was rumored to have survived the fall of Berlin, safe in the protective womb of a secret Nazi base hidden deep within the permafrost, presiding over the continuing esoteric struggle against the war’s exoteric victors from his lair within the Hollow Earth, apparently waiting for the stars to come round before rising like Cthulhu to conjure a victorious Fourth Reich from the frozen embers, a second coming symbolized by the black sun, the twelve-armed Merovingian rune wheel inlaid on the floor of the Hall of the Supreme Leadership in the SS order castle, the Schloss Wewelsburg, whose twelve radiant lightning bolts are believed by some to literally represent the dark light of the world within.


[image: Fig. 1.3. Otto Skorzeny (1908–1975). German Bundesarchiv, Bild 183-R81453.]
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While entertaining enough in a Boys Own Adventure kind of way, I was only too aware that Buechner’s fantasy had a potentially dangerous downside. Since the assassination of their leader George Lincoln Rockwell in the sixties, the American Nazi Party had taken a subtle and insidious approach to the media, adopting the neo-Trotskyite policy of entryism, infiltrating pop cultural movements such as the UFO community or the New Age movement (via intermediaries such as David Icke and Nexus magazine) to sow the seeds of militant pan-Aryanism without drawing attention to their racist agenda. The so-called Nazi mysteries (i.e., Ravencroft’s spear, Kasdan’s ark, and Buechner’s emerald cup) had been adopted into the canon of these toxic beliefs and there is no doubt modern white supremacists have reaped some small benefit from old Indiana Jones in the process, something Steven Spielberg definitely wouldn’t like to consciously consider. All publicity is good publicity, after all. It was possible these seemingly harmless fantasies could inadvertently prick the curiosity of young minds, while simultaneously distracting from the cruel memory of the Reich itself by erroneously suggesting the Nazis were an interesting, potentially spiritual people with something to say rather than just a bunch of murderous common thugs.

Accordingly, I approached Buechner’s yarn with trepidation, setting aside just twenty-four hours in our itinerary to familiarize ourselves with the ruins of the Cathar citadel of Montségur, identified in his poorly copyedited text as the mythical “castle of the Grail.” We arrived in the village at the base of the castle crag late in the day and were immediately impressed by the age of its narrow streets and the dilapidated stone-walled houses that seemed preserved from an earlier epoch. The densely forested mountains surrounding the settlement had isolated the village of Montségur from the tidal flow of European history until the first tar road, the D9, was cut into the valley in the mid 1960s. The very names of the surrounding topography clearly indicated the superstitious terror the conquering Roman Catholic crusaders must have felt for this remote, sparsely populated region, a district repeatedly anathematized by successive papacies. On three sides of the tiny hamlet rose the somber cliffs of the Rock of Shadows (Roc de la Mousse), the Rock of the Witches, and the Mountain of Fear (Montagne de la Frau)—and it was impossible not to notice that the local river rose from a topographic feature known as the Lac du Diable, or Lake of the Devil, just as Montségur itself had been referred to in times gone by as the Serpent’s Head or the Synagogue of Satan.


[image: Fig. 1.4. The village of Montségur. Photo by James “JB” Bourne.]
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On the day I first set foot in the village, the settlement was almost a ghost town, the original population having largely drained away with the coming of the road. Certainly you’d have to be crazy to live in a place like this, I told myself, utterly remote from the world and haunted by such a dire history. The ruins on the summit of the oddly shaped mountain overshadowing the village fired my imagination and we resolved to hike up to the abandoned castle to watch the sun go down. We were due to make an early start, so this would be our one and only chance to take in the remains of the twelfth-century citadel that had inspired Buechner’s fanciful tale.

The white-walled fortress of Montségur clings to a spur of rock, 1,207 meters (3,960 feet) above the hills of Plantaurel on the northern face of a great massif known as the Tabor, or Throne of the Gods. Thanks largely to its inaccessible location, Montségur was among the very last of the so-called Cathar castles to fall to the Holy Roman crusaders. During a ten-month siege, the castle’s defenders, a core group of little more than 300 knights and men-at-arms, took advantage of this all but unassailable position to hold at bay an army of up to 10,000 battle-hardened dogs of war. Despite the individual heroism (some might say fanaticism) of the defenders, the siege’s outcome was inevitable.

The beleaguered garrison capitulated in the spring of 1244, and the survivors were granted surprisingly lenient terms. All who recanted and chose to return to the bosom of the mother church were spared while those who insisted on clinging to their heretical beliefs went to the stake. Such was their faith that, rather than recant, a great many of those who fought alongside the “heretics” chose to convert to their nameless religion at the final hour and go with them to their doom. After a brief ceasefire to allow the castle’s occupants to celebrate the spring equinox, a date synonymous with the Manichaean feast day of Bema, some 225 martyrs allegedly perished in the flames on the Camp de Cremat, or the field of the stake, at the base of the mountain. This action marked the end of any real political resistance to the patriarchal rule of the Holy Roman Church and rang the death knell for the mysterious dualist faith of old Occitania.


[image: Fig. 1.5. The author on the battlement of Montségur. Photo by James “JB” Bourne.]
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The trees arched above our heads, crowding in around the narrow path, and as we climbed higher Mike grew visibly apprehensive. Perhaps it was simply his fear of the coming dark, which was already creeping up from the ravines below but, for whatever reason, by the time we came in sight of the walls of the keep, Mike was feeling too uncomfortable to take another step. When he realized I had no intention of turning back he rounded on Cat.

“Are you coming with me or staying with him?”

Cat cast me an uneasy sidelong glance, confused by the change that had come over our companion.

“Staying with him, I guess . . .”

“Then give me the car keys.”

Mike thrust out his hand and with the slightest of frowns. Cat did as he asked. Then, turning wordlessly, Mike hurried away down the mountain. We watched him go, confused and slightly unnerved, wondering what it was about this place that could have alarmed him. Shrugging it off we found our way to the highest point in the castle, the broad white battlement overlooking the gorge far below.

Even then it occurred to me there was something a little strange about the castle’s architecture, but there was so little left of it other than its battered outer walls, that it offered scant clues as to the true purpose of its creation. While immediately impressed by the fact anyone could have built such a beautiful and complex construction at this altitude, I nonetheless suffered from the typically smug twenty-first-century assumption that the inhabitants of twelfth-century Occitania had been our scientific and intellectual inferiors, rustic, unlettered, superstitious, essentially medieval with all the mud-spattered, gurning, Pythonesque barbarity the word implies.

For good or bad, I was about to have those misconceptions shattered.

As the sun settled behind the Throne of the Gods, a golden spume of cloud boiled up out of the west, moving so fast it was as if we were watching real-time animation. In fact, this being the nineties and UFOs being all the rage, we half expected the mother ship from Close Encounters to show up at any moment. We stared at the whirling mass of cloud, slack-jawed, taking a beat to realize it wasn’t a bunch of benevolent aliens. It was a sudden, violent, late-summer storm and it was coming right at us. Forked lightning flickered within the thunderhead and seeing as we were perched on the very highest point in the land, we decided to make ourselves scarce.

As we started hastily down the timeworn steps we realized we were no longer alone in the castle. A stranger was standing silently in the courtyard below, seemingly unperturbed by the gathering tempest. He wore a black, hooded cloak or jellaba fashioned from coarse homespun—and judging by his long hair and beard, I took him to be one of the locals, some kind of far-out hermit or survivor of the hippie wars grown so used to the mountain’s ways that the prospect of all that incoming voltage didn’t seem to faze him one bit. Something about the man’s pale face and the stillness of his gaze unsettled us and we made no attempt to address him.

We tried to take shelter at the base of the castle’s eastern wall as the storm closed upon us. The cloud swirled about the peak as bolts began to strike into the keep as if its stones were somehow drawing the lightning. Cat clung to me in panic, four or five streamers of writhing white-hot plasma intertwining at a time, reaching down from the vortex like a vast inhuman hand.

“What’s happening!?”

I saw a blinding incandescence streaming from the curiously angled embrasures in the castle walls and the east-facing gateway, known as the Porte des Dieux, or Gate of the Gods—a light so bright I thought I might never see anything again.

Incandescent plasma licked horizontally across the flanks of the mountain below, close enough to make our hair stand on end. Warm rain squalled over us as night descended in a rush and we huddled closer to each other, whimpering like trapped animals, trying to make ourselves as small as possible.

“Just make it go away. Whatever it is make it go away . . .”

Let’s face it, we know very little about lightning, and if the supernatural is merely the natural to the power of ten, then this was the genuine article. A bolt of lightning can kill you without even touching you. The electromagnetic pulse given off by the strike alone is enough to stop the human heart, even at a distance, and there were literally hundreds of thousands of volts earthing themselves only a few feet away from us. The sheer existential terror of it came upon us as suddenly as if we had been caught in a riptide, the belittling sensation of being trapped in the jaws of something far bigger and more powerful than oneself.

I sniffed the air, catching a strange, half-familiar smell that I took at first to be the scent of the wet mountainside, a sweet smell vaguely reminiscent of rosebay or the burned icing on the bottom of a wedding cake—a hint of almonds.

“God . . .”

Cat had been making frightened, panicked sounds, but when that sweet smell began to grow stronger, she curled more tightly against me and fell silent as if she was too scared to even breathe, let alone open her eyes. It was as if the storm were a living animal trying to sniff us out, feeling about the mountaintop with fiery tendrils. There were sounds that seemed to come from within the storm. Ridiculous as it may seem, there were sounds like voices, like the cries of human souls burning in hell. Later I tried to justify this absurdity by telling myself it must have been the bellowing of cattle in the fields far below, their lowing amplified and distorted by the weird Alpine acoustics, but at the time I was reduced to a state of cowering, medieval terror, which is what I deserved for having been fool enough to take the Holy Grail as a joke to begin with.

I remember recalling a sign we had seen on the fence at Stonehenge—WARNING: Ancient Monuments Can Be Dangerous! We had joked about it then.

“What did they do here? What did they do in this place?!” Cat whispered. Those were the last coherent words I can recall from her, repeated in my mind through the long years to come, but at the time I had no answer.

The only way out was the way we had come, crawling on hands and knees toward the swirling maw of the keep and the source of that strobing, flickering incandescence. For a moment I cowered on the threshold, trying in vain to make sense of what I saw.

The hooded man was standing in a vortex of light but there seemed to be other figures moving around him, shadowy outlines that were harder to get a fix on. I rubbed my eyes, realizing there were whole sections of the courtyard that I couldn’t quite bring into focus, the details of the architecture obscured by an odd, shifting gloom that I rationalized as the shadows of dense, fast-moving clouds, projected by random flashes of lightning against the stonework.

Then Cat began to scream.

Later I would learn the walls of the castle form a Faraday cage and the voltage coursing through them that night would surely have altered the electromagnetic field within the keep. All I knew at the time was that as Cat stepped through the arch, she began to quiver and thrash, eyes rolling up in their sockets, wet hair fluttering and twitching in the static as her body shuddered with such violence that I truly believed she was being attacked by some unseen presence from out of the dark. My eyesight is normally 20:20, but the lightning was playing hell with my night vision and between bursts the gloom was impenetrable.

Grabbing her flailing figure, I tried to put myself between Cat and her invisible attacker. The other figures in the courtyard utterly ignored us, so caught up in their strange rapture they seemed unaware of our presence. I remember envying them their calm and wishing I could understand who they were or what they were doing. Some part of me wanted to stick around to see what would happen next, but instead I helped Cat as best I could across the rain-swept courtyard toward the west-facing gate, the Porte des hommes, or Gate of Man, and started back down the mountain.

At a lower altitude Cat’s breathing stabilized as the pain that afflicted her, psychosomatic or otherwise, sharply diminished.

Strange motes of emerald light filled the night and when we reached the tree line, we realized the woods were alive with glow worms, presumably roused by the sudden late summer rain.

Cat’s breathing grew tortured as we approached the base of the slope and she began to tremble again, unable to move any farther on her own. Then another fusillade of lightning struck into the mountaintop and she collapsed into what I would have taken to be a fully blown grand mal had she any previous history of epilepsy.

Legend has it that after the fall of the castle in 1244, the last of the faithful of Montségur had been burned in the first level place where the crusaders could build a stockade and gather the necessary brushwood. Cat didn’t know about that terrible history and I had no intention of telling her or allowing her to remain where she was. Hauling her to her feet, I led us, inch by inch, down the winding road toward the village.

Whatever we had encountered on the mountaintop seemed to follow us as we struggled back to the tiny auberge where we had taken lodging. I knew we were in over our heads and my first instinct was to get the hell out of there. I remember banging frantically on the door of Mike’s room in an attempt to regain custody of the car keys. Although I sensed movement within and knew he couldn’t possibly be asleep Mike refused, for whatever reason, to acknowledge my presence.

“Rich . . . ard . . .”

I heard Cat utter my name and as I turned the clasps holding the window’s steel shutters were abruptly torn free by the storm. Cat’s voice tailed off in a moan as the shutters slammed against the quivering frame, lashing crazily backward and forward in the grip of the tempest, white light blazing in at us as if whatever we had encountered in the keep was right there outside the window or perhaps already in the room. Cat’s flailing hand caught hold of my right arm, gripping me so tightly the bruise took more than a week to fade, her body shuddering as if something were being forced out of her. Or into 
her. . . .

“Cat . . .”

Her eyes bulged, veins rising to the surface of her purpling skin. Her grip was so strong that for a moment I was almost afraid of her.

“Nuhhhhh . . .”

“You’ve gotta”—in that strange, flickering, shifting light Cat’s face seemed as livid as a week-old corpse—“fight it!”

Digging her nails from my flesh, I lunged toward the window. Narrowing my eyes I reached blindly into the roaring void, catching hold of the swinging shutters. Then, drawing them closed I wedged them sensibly in place with a steel bar. At that very moment Cat caught her breath and folded to the floor, losing consciousness as if the plug had been pulled on whatever force had been at work. Crouching beside her I checked her pulse, relieved to find normal color returning to her cheeks. Lifting her onto the bed and getting her into the recovery position, I drew up a threadbare armchair, holding vigil. I was too shaken to sleep and while the storm howled outside, I began to read everything I could find on the castle’s history.

I had vaguely heard of the medieval Christian heretics commonly known as the Cathars, but up to that point my understanding of their strange faith and the genocidal war that mainstream Christianity had waged against them was limited.

Those of you who already know this story should feel free to skip ahead. For the rest of you, what I learned was this . . .
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Take my hand and we shall attain together that abode where fire has no heat, water no fluidity, matter no substance and where is enjoyed the blessedness of loving endlessly.

MAURICE MAGRE (1877–1944)





Once upon a time, more than seven centuries ago, there existed between France and Spain a land known as Occitania that occupied the same place on the map as the ancient Septimania of the Gauls and Visigoths. It was not a nation-state as we currently understand a democracy to be, but a patchwork of feudal demesnes and warrior dukedoms much like modern Afghanistan, with every river valley under the sway of its own warlord and the whole bound together by complex ties of blood, marriage, and a common tongue. It seems to have been an oddly enlightened culture for its time, perhaps too enlightened, and the high concentration of Jews and Muslims among the population bears testimony to its tolerance and the overlapping disciplines that gave rise to old Occitania’s artistic and scientific achievements.

Jews and Muslims had the same rights as any other citizen to trade, settle, and worship freely. They could seek employment from gentiles, teach in universities, and were entitled to protection from the local lord. The Trencavel family who ruled the mighty city-state of Carcassonne had Jewish ministers of finance. As the fame of the Occitanian universities spread, rabbis could be found teaching at Vauvert and Narbonne, the principal city for Jewish emigrees. By the dawn of the thirteenth century, the world was lit only by fire, yet there was a school of Jewish medicine in Toulouse and a school of magic in Salamanca. Several of the cornerstone works of the Kabbalah were written during that period in northern Spain and the area saw the first flowering of gothic art and architecture.
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There had been a Jewish influx to the region a millennia before. Surviving examples of Hebrew and Aramaic text found on the altar of the church of Robichaud and elsewhere indicate Jewish merchants were operating in the Pyrenees from the earliest days of Roman colonization. There can be little doubt proto-Christian baptismal cults, fanning out from the Holy Land along the Roman trade routes, established an early toehold in this far corner of the empire, possibly giving rise to the enduring myth that Mary Magdalene herself found sanctuary in Septimania after the crucifixion, landing at Sainte Marie de la Mer and living out her remaining days at Sainte Baume.

Surely if Mary of Magdala had set foot on Occitan soil she would have found fertile and receptive ground for her teachings, the way prepared by untold generations. The tradition of the feminine divine has deep roots in the Pyrenees for where proto-Christian priestesses practiced their mysterious baptismal rites, the doves of Aphrodite had once fed from vestal hands and on the mountaintops the Gauls had lit their bonfires to Belisama or Belisenna, the “bright” or “shining one.”

While not actively matriarchal, as some have claimed, Occitania embraced equal rights. Children often took their mother’s surnames and women were allowed to inherit land, officiate as priests, and even command armies. A democracy of sorts existed in the form of elected magistrates, or capitouls, who acted as a check on the power of the church and the aristocracy. The cities of Toulouse, Carcassonne, Bézier, and Nimes were governed as independent city-states, almost mini republics. Every city had a council of elected capitouls with its presidency taken by the local lord. Decision-making was by vote of the council and the main responsibility was to protect residents in times of strife. The system worked well, and agriculture flourished as did the production of wine and olive oil. Cities established commercial trading agreements with coastal towns and favorable conditions were made available to foreign merchants. Ships from all nations came to anchor at Occitan ports with notable traders including the Genoese, Pisans, Greeks, and Normans. Moorish fabrics and silk from the Orient could be found in markets alongside spices with names not heard before in western Europe.

Above all, the citizens of Occitania embraced the code of chivalry, which allowed for a certain amount of movement between the classes. A burgher or serf could become a knight if he was valiant and loyal or knew how to compose music or poetry. Elsewhere in Europe, knighthood was inconceivable without nobility, but the attributes of Occitan knighthood—accessible to anyone regardless of race, country, or class—were nothing less than the sword, the word, and the lyre.

A troubadour could swear fidelity to his lady as if she were a feudal lord and from then on she would receive him according to the statutes of chivalry determined by the Courts of Love. This tradition, allegedly founded by Eleanor of Aquitaine, called on the noble ladies of the land to assemble once a year, usually in the spring, to adjudicate the social ecology of their world. From what scant documentation survives, these courts would seem to have been akin to quasi-Masonic lodges presided over by an elected high priestess or chatelaine who conferred with her peers to determine whether or not a knight or vassal had acted honorably, a sort of weaponized kaffeeklatsch of the highest order. Montségur’s sister castle Puivert (literally the “green well”) was one of the principal locations where these extraordinary gatherings held session, an ancient white-walled fortress overlooking a lake and a natural limestone maze known to this day as the green labyrinth. These courts recorded their proceedings, issued statutes, and referred to past rulings to determine fair judgment was passed. There were degrees of chivalry, like any secret society or initiatory process, for there was in those days a service of love just as there was a service of vassalage. There were four trials, four stations in that journey, four phases to a knight’s devotion to his lady—first that of humble aspirant or fegnedor, then supplicant or precador, before they could be openly acknowledged as entendedor, or raised at last to the exalted realm of drut, or accepted love.

While honor and loyalty were cherished, truth remained the essential quality of knighthood, for it was believed in those far-off times that a knight who was true in heart could never fail in single combat.

It was the tolerance of the south that proved its undoing. The old pagan ways still lingered and the mountainous cradle of the Pyrenees became a haven for freethinkers and the nurturing ground of a variant form of Christianity that admitted no intermediaries between humankind and God. The nameless faith that flourished in these hills and vales in the late twelfth century eschewed material wealth and entertained Eastern concepts such as reincarnation and vegetarianism, perceiving animals to have souls similar to our own. Fish were commonly deemed fair game for the pot, thanks to a poor premedieval grasp of biology. The soul was commonly believed to reside in the breath and fish were thought to appear naturally like fruit or flowers. Modern neo-Cathars would doubtless be aware fish spawn through eggs and hence possess a similar motive essence to every other living being. At the point the so-called Cathar faith was driven underground, initiates were still debating whether dolphins and whales were fish or mammals, an issue that would not be resolved until generations later.

Some believe the Cathar faith was a surviving proto-Christianity, similar to the belief system of John the Baptist and the Essenes, while others maintain it was a Manichaean mutation derived from the Gnostic doctrines of Valentinus, Marcus of Memphis, and Priscillian of Avila. Priscillian has the dubious distinction of being considered the first heretic, the first Christian recorded to have been killed by other Christians over a variant interpretation of the scriptures. Priscillian was put to death by the sword in 380 CE after being accused of practicing magic (maleficium), holding nocturnal meetings with women, and praying in the nude. Certainly Priscillian of Avila’s emphasis on asceticism, the distinction between darkness and light and flesh and Spirit echoes the later Cathar credentes. His persistence in studying the forbidden gospels of the apocrypha coupled with a heartfelt conviction that all living souls must strive toward perfection, an initiatory process Priscillian codified into three degrees, marks this freethinking, fourth-century martyr as being cut from the same spiritual cloth as the later adepts of Albi.

The Cathars believed infinite goodness was incapable of creating evil, hence as the world was filled with suffering it could not be the creation of the one God espoused by the three principal monotheisms. They suggested the flawed material world is an illusory veil woven by a lesser god, sometimes referred to as the demiurge or Rex Mundi, the “king of the earth.” This demiurge is not necessarily a force of evil but imperfect and quite possibly unaware of its own imperfections. The Cathar adepts identified all clerical and secular rulers, principally the Holy Roman Church, as the manifestation of this demiurge and believed that either through multiple involuntary reincarnations or a form of direct initiation known as the consolamentum one might escape the cycles of time and the deterministic prison of the material world.

The consolamentum was a form of extreme unction given at the approach of death that involved the laying on of hands in a rite said to date back to the time of the apostles. After receiving the consolamentum the Cathar credentes would enter a state of endura, fasting themselves to death or deliberately exposing themselves to the elements in the hope of abandoning their physical bodies and returning to the stars, the domain of the true good God.

While the essential elements, the core beliefs of Catharism may have already been present in the syncretic petrie dish of the south, the heretical faith of Occitania did not gain a cohesive identity until the arrival of the legendary Bogomil missionary Nicetas in the late twelfth century. Papa Nicetas, as he is described in period sources, belonged to the ordo of Drugunthia/Dragovitia—an ordo being the sequence of consolamenta that allegedly linked them to the Apostles. Nicetas received his consolamentum from bishop Simon of Dragovitia, a controversial figure in his own right who was later denounced and excommunicated from the Bogomil church, effectively invalidating his lineage. Nicetas is said to have walked all the way to Toulouse from Lombardy and the Caucasus, bearing with him a mythical grand grimoire known as the Book of Love or the Book of the Seven Seals—a book that would supposedly only be opened at judgment day. The true identity of this long-lost text, the foundation document of the formal Cathar Church, has never been established although it is widely assumed to have been some sort of gnostic gospel. Prewar occultists commonly identified this tome with the lost Gospel of Saint John, a text that has subsequently been located among the Dead Sea scrolls at Kumran and is now available online, whereas modern pseudohistorians suggest it may have been either the lost Gospel of Mary Magdalene or even the “real-life Necronomicon” (see Kathleen McGowan, Michel Lamy, et al.).

The Bogomil saint and former archbishop of Constantinople, “Papa” Nicetas, certainly existed, even if his movements carry the stuff of myth about them. He laid the foundations of the new church at Saint-Felix de Caraman and arranged its bishoprics and dioceses, entrusting his precious book to his followers before departing for Sicily where he founded a parallel order—the Fedeli d’Amore, or Brotherhood of the Faithful in Love.

This metaphysical enlightenment spread through the south like a psychoactive virus as the common people turned en masse from the outmoded and restrictive practices of the Holy Roman Church, refusing to pay tithe and seeking a new way that promised the Earth could indeed become a paradise. The perfecti held services in fields and forests rather than churches and espoused birth control, believing indiscriminate coupling served only the devil by trapping more souls into “tunics of flesh.” In Carcassonne, rich merchants who heard the word gave away their goods and belongings. In Montauban a man named Querigut scandalized the community by giving his wife to another man who loved her more deeply. Abandoning his home, he took to living in the forest and subsisting on roots and berries. Worse still, others followed his example. The heresy spread with uncanny speed and virulence, but ultimately it was the growing power wielded by the daughters of Occitania that really shook the patriarchal church to its foundations and kept the Roman pope awake at night.

At that time, being the early thirteenth century, the greatest of the Cathar high priestesses was the noble Esclarmonde de Foix, whose name can be translated as the “light of the world,” etymologically linked to the French eclair, or lightning strike, just as foix literally means “faith.” It is as if fate decreed that Esclarmonde would come to embody the guardian spirit of her land, incarnated at a time when her land needed her most.
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There are few deeper mysteries than the mysteries of blood. Esclarmonde de Foix was the daughter of an ancient Ibero-Celtic aristocracy with deep roots in in the Comminges that through marriage and good fortune would eventually flow into the royal bloodline of France. Many fancifully believe the so-called Grail family to be carriers of dragon, faery, or elf blood. It is scarcely surprising that popular folklore would subsequently blur the otherwordly figure of the great Esclarmonde with both the Guardian of the Grail and the Dame Blanche, the so-called “white lady” or Queen of the Elves. The term elf derives from albi, literally “white” or “shining one.” From this same root, albi, comes the name commonly given to the Cathars, Albigensian (Albi + Gens), potentially meaning “of the elven blood.”

Marked by a childhood encounter with the Bogomil mystic Nicetas in her father’s hall, na Esclarmonda (as she would have been correctly addressed in the day) only took the cloth after living a full life as a wife and mother and devoted much of her energy to founding schools for women and shelters akin to heretical convents. They say she resembled divine wisdom made flesh and in her the Holy Roman Church found its most formidable opponent.

By the end of the twelfth century, the rise and exponential growth of the Cathar faith represented a genuine challenge to the faltering hegemony of the Roman church and a weakened papacy struggling to maintain its hold over mainland Europe after the fiasco of the third crusade.

In 1204 Pope Innocent III formulated a new authority to address the problem of the heretics, headed by Arnaud de Citeaux, whose Cistercian monks were given the task of restoring Occitania to the bosom of the mother church. Joining forces with the Spanish mendicant Domingo de Guzman, Citeaux criss-crossed the south with little success, finding his sermons greeted with apathy and opposition. Catharism had grown too strong to be dislodged by words alone.
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In 1206 Domingo de Guzman and his fellow monks saw a fireball fall from the sky over the hilltop town of Fanjeaux, a bastion of heresy where na Esclarmonda had been initiated. Believing the unidentified atmospheric phenomena to be a blazing sign from God, Domingo vowed to found a new order that would wipe Catharism from the face of the Earth. Planting a fig tree to symbolize his newfound resolve, Domingo set about his life work, the creation of the Domini canes, or dogs of God, the black-garbed Dominican order destined to oversee the bureaucracy of the Inquisition, the system of terror, interrogation, and persecution that would serve as a template for the modern police state. Thanks to the “miracle of Fanjeaux,” Domingo would subsequently be canonized as St. Dominic, patron saint of astronomers.

In 1207 the Count of Toulouse was excommunicated for allowing heretics to live on his lands, marking the start of a new phase of attacks on the population of Occitania. Conversion would now be by force rather than persuasion. An order was issued that all bishops must preach a crusade against the heretics “who are worse than the Saracens.”

Emboldened by a sense of manifest destiny, Domingo confronted the arch-heretic Esclarmonde de Foix at the conference of Pamiers—a last attempt at peaceful debate between the Cathars and the Holy Roman Church. Domingo arranged a public ordeal by fire, placing a page from the Bible and a Cathar text side-by-side on the coals. The parchment burned to ashes while the page from the Bible flew up to the rafters, which Domingo took as a sure sign of the Roman church’s God-given supremacy. When na Esclarmonda attempted to address the assembly, she was ordered to return to her spinning by the patriarchal Roman prelates, “Go back to your distaff, woman.” The words still echo across the centuries. The southerners were known for their skills in spinning fabrics of a quality hitherto unknown to the northerners, indeed the heretics were often refered to as the weavers, their craft deeply connected to the magical lore of their ancestors. In southern churches the blessed virgin was often depicted holding a distaff in one hand and na Esclarmonda may well have felt she held the destiny of her kingdom in her supple fingers.

Convinced a cataclysm was descending upon Occitania, the high priestess made pilgrimage to the place where she felt strongest communion with the realm of Spirit, to the sacred mountain of Montségur high in the Ariège. Even then there was an old ruin on top of the mountain, possibly a Celtic or Roman temple aligned to the seasonal positions of the sun, moon, and stars.

Guided by her presentiment of doom, na Esclarmonda charged the young lord of Montségur, seventeen-year-old Raimond de Pereilha, to refortify the mountaintop. Drawing on the treasury of Foix to endow the work, the aging priestess personally oversaw the construction of granaries and cisterns dug deep into the rock, preparing the citadel to receive the refugees from the coming apocalypse. The work was supervised by Raymond de Mirepoix and Raymond Blasco, with the walls of the keep rising a good 400 feet above the surrounding territory and a barbican constructed on a lower plateau to the west.
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In 1208 Pope Innocent III dispatched several apostolic legates to Toulouse in the hope of setting an example strong enough to scare the people of the south back into the arms of the mother church. They chose as their first victim the venerable capitoul, Pierre Maurand, who had been the host of Nicetas during the Bulgarian mystic’s visit to the south. The legates summoned Maurand, interrogated him, convicted him of heresy, and condemned him to death. Shocked by the severity of their judgment the elderly Maurand immediately recanted. He was stripped naked and forced to walk barefoot from the prison to the church of Saint Sernin between the bishop of Toulouse and one of the legates who beat him unmercifully with rods in what has come to be known as the walk of shame. Maurand’s property and possessions were confiscated, and the old man was made to scourge himself and wander the streets naked for forty days before being exiled to the Holy Land to effectively serve as slave labor. The public was outraged by these high-handed actions and the threatening words of the legates who warned the Toulousians that their city would be destroyed unless they complied with the pope’s demands. On the way back to Rome one of the legates, Pierre de Castelnau, was dragged from his horse and murdered while crossing the river Garonne near Fourques. Castelnau was allegedly run through with a spear by a knight who had ridden after them to avenge the honor of his master, Raymond IV, lord of Toulouse. This unfortunate event would provide the pretext for a military campaign against Occitania.

In 1209, Pope Innocent III authorized a punitive military campaign against the so-called heretics that would become a war of extermination, a last crusade fought on the soil of mainland Europe. To persuade men to join, the pope offered incentives in the form of papal indulgencies, the same offer made to those joining the crusades to the Holy Land—“Any person, as great a sinner as any, can escape the torments of hell if he fights against the heretics.” In simple terms this was an offer from God’s earthly representative for the forgiveness of all sins committed before or during the crusade.

I suspect the dogs of war were motivated by greed more than anything else, by the desire to possess the fertile lands and the notoriously beautiful daughters of the south, and the Holy See needed to find a way of scaring folk back into believing in the infallibility of the mother church after the shock of losing Jerusalem to the Moors, just as the United States saw fit to wage war on Iraq to make up for the trauma of 9/11.

A huge force rallied to the cause, an army like none assembled before in France converged on Lyon. The prelates assured the war hounds that in no more than forty days all would return home enriched with captured wealth and the promise of salvation.

The brilliant strategist Simon de Montfort was placed in overall command of the punitive force, a figure who was very much the Dick Cheney of his day, having honed his talents during his time in the Holy Land where he showed an extraordinary aptitude for reorganizing the administration and methodically asset stripping conquered cities and nations.
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Besides Simon de Montfort, other aristocrats who rode with the last crusade included the duc de Borgogne, the counts of Nevers and St. Pol, and the seneschal of Anjou. The host (numbering between 10,000 and 20,000—some accounts estimate over 100,000) marched south, along the river Rhone, toward Provence. They were joined by Arnaud-Amaury, a papal legate who was granted titular leadership as spiritual advisor to the “holy” campaign.

Realizing the crusaders were heading toward his lands, the young prince of Carcassonne, Raimond Roger de Trencavel, who had been conducting frantic shuttle diplomacy between Foix and Toulouse, met the host in Montpellier, demanding an audience with their religious leader in order to “surrender to the church.” Arnaud-Amaury stubbornly refused to receive the young prince, closing the door on further negotiation and the possibility of a peaceful resolution to the crisis. Knowing his people were about to be brutally attacked, Trencavel quickly returned to Carcassonne to organize his defenses, taking with him most of the Jewish population of Béziers to whom he promised safe passage.

On July 21, 1209, the crusaders reached Béziers and demanded the Cathars in the population be handed over. This hideous request was refused even by the Roman Catholics of the town. The next morning, on the feast day of Mary Magdalene, the defenders launched an ill-advised sortie that, when forced back through the gate, was closely pursued by a band of crusaders. Once inside the walls, the crusaders seized Béziers within an hour, beginning a mass slaughter of Catholics and Cathars alike, a massacre whose consequences will continue to reverberate through the narrows of time until its causes are understood. When asked by one of his warriors how to tell the difference between a good Christian and a heretic, Arnaud-Amaury delivered the notorious verdict, “Kill them all! God will recognize His own!”

Terrified women and children sought refuge in the cathedral of Marie Madeleine where they were duly cut down and burned by the dogs of war who spared no one in the city. Between 10,000 and 20,000 civilians are believed to have perished in the sack of Béziers with just over 200 estimated to have been heretics.

The massacre terrified other towns into surrendering without resistance and on August 1 the crusaders arrived before the walls of Carcassonne, a fortified city of twenty-six towers overlooking the Aude River. The town’s population was swollen with fleeing Jews and heretics who looked to their beleaguered prince, Raimond Roger de Trencavel, for protection.

The Trencavel family were vassals to King Pedro II of Aragón, who came in person to the besieged city in an attempt to mediate. Once again Arnaud-Amaury refused to give quarter, and the Aragonese regent departed in anger, leaving the young prince to stand alone against the crusader army. A fierce siege ensued with both sides employing trebuchet and mangonel rotating-beam artillery. The crusaders succeeded in cutting off the defenders’ access to the river, with thirst and spreading disease doing the rest, forcing Trencavel to seek terms for surrender. After being promised safe conduct, the young prince rode alone into the crusader camp to negotiate with de Montfort and Amaury, only to be taken prisoner—an act pinpointed by some historians as the death of the age of chivalry. Spirit broken by the loss of their heroic leader, Carcassonne capitulated, opening their gates to the crusaders. Rather than conduct another massacre, Amaury and de Montfort forced the residents to depart the walled city naked, “wearing nothing but their sins,” their property and personal effects confiscated as spoils of war. The betrayed prince Raimond Roger de Trencavel would perish two months later in the dungeons of occupied Carcassonne. He was twenty-five years old.

The towns of Castelnaudary, Fanjeaux, Montréal, Limoux, Castres, Albi, and Lombers all surrendered to the crusaders without resistance and de Montfort was granted suzerainty over the stricken nation. The dogs of war fell upon the south in an ecstasy of rage. In Bram they cut off the faces and gouged out the eyes of everyone in the village, over a hundred citizens all told, leaving only one unfortunate with one eyeball to guide the walking wounded to the next settlement so that they could see what was coming and know to obey. Having dispensed with the codes of chivalry, the hounds of God opened the gates of hell, embracing nihilism and a new era of total war in the full knowledge their every crime would be forgiven.


[image: Fig. 2.7. Survivors of the siege of Carcassonne (August 1209) are unceremoniously herded out of the fallen city wearing “nothing but their sins.”]
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When the crusaders seized Lavaur, the castle of Aimery de Montréal, de Montfort consigned the lord and his knights to the gallows. So many were hung the gibbet snapped, forcing the executioners to cut the throats of those remaining, which they did until the ground became wet and slippery with blood. De Montfort reserved special enmity for Lord Aimery’s sister, Giralda de Laurac, who was a hugely respected figure in the community, a high priestess and chatelaine of the Courts of Love. They say her judgment was always fair and no one ever left her table with an empty stomach. Determined to set an example and send a message to the noblewomen of the land, Simon de Montfort turned dame Giralda over to his fighting men for their sexual amusement before ordering her still-living body to be flung into a well. This wasn’t enough to kill Giralda so her followers were made to sit around the well and watch while stones were dropped on their chatelaine until she shut up. Then they butchered her followers.

In the English lands, the de Montfort family are celebrated as the founders of Britain’s bicameral parliamentary system but in the mountains of Occitania their legacy is a bitter one with Simon’s actions leaving wounds that have yet to heal. Despite being so shortsighted he was allegedly scarcely able to see the battlements of the castles he besieged or the despair in the eyes of those he condemned, Simon de Montfort was possessed by a genius for warfare, designing and building weapons unlike anything the world had seen. He frequently made use of “cats,” armored platforms pushed up against castle walls to protect the sappers who tunneled beneath the buttresses. After a few days of digging, the wooden props in the “land mines” would be set afire and the walls would come tumbling down, allowing de Montfort’s dogs of war to stream through. When the defenders learned to set the cats aflame with their arrows, de Montfort ordered horses and livestock to be slaughtered, fireproofing his siege engines by covering them in wet hides and offal. At Minerve he oversaw the creation of the largest and most powerful catapult in military history, a siege engine nicknamed Malvoisine, or bad neighbor, that swiftly pounded the castle into submission.
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