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This book is dedicated to Absent Friends



ALEISTER CROWLEY IN ENGLAND

“Aleister Crowley has found the biographer he could have wished for. By staying close to the original sources, Tobias Churton has managed to dive deeply into the emotional life of an unparalleled religious thinker who celebrated life. Aleister Crowley in England is like the man himself—profound, witty, imaginative, and joyous.”

FRANK VAN LAMOEN, ASSISTANT CURATOR AND RESEARCHER, 
STEDELIJK MUSEUM, AMSTERDAM

“Tobias Churton’s masterful survey of the Beast’s declining years battling 
ill-health and poverty in England, records not only matters Magickal with the author’s usual scrupulous attention to accuracy and detail but also reveals other aspects of Crowley’s perverse personality, like the luxurious meals he prepared for guests even following bankruptcy, his priapic adventures, seemingly undiminished by chronic asthma, and more. All this is dished up with Churton’s customary eloquence and panache, a triumphant addition to the definitive multivolume biography.”

PATRICK ROBERTSON 
O.B.E., HISTORIAN

“Tobias Churton gives the deluxe treatment to Aleister Crowley’s often-overlooked final years: As a life of magick, 
romance, controversy, and intrigue draws to a close, the Beast crystallizes his incredible experiences into his most mature works, does his part for the war effort, reinvents the Tarot, and forges relationships that will carry his legacy well beyond his lifetime. Crowley beguiles and endures to the very end.”

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

“Resettled in the UK, neither financial problems nor failing health could stop the ‘Great Beast’ from creating The Book of Thoth and a multitude of occult classics. Churton’s masterful study of these final decades of Crowley’s life is as revealing as it is entertaining.”

CARL ABRAHAMSSON,
MAGICO-ANTHROPOLOGIST, FILMMAKER, AND AUTHOR OF OCCULTURE 
AND ANTON LAVEY
AND THE CHURCH OF SATAN

“Tobias Churton’s excellent series of books exploring the different phases of Aleister 
Crowley’s life and work continues here, revealing much of the deeper details often overlooked in the Beast’s later years. Churton has a true gift for finding and correlating the different connections Crowley made with people who were first drawn by his reputation, only to be bewitched by his personal magnetism into staying when they had every reason to shun him.”

TOBY CHAPPELL,
AUTHOR OF INFERNAL GEOMETRY 
AND THE LEFT-HAND PATH

“With delightful prose and his ever-present understanding of Aleister Crowley’s humor and humanity, Tobias Churton expertly separates the man, the myth, and the legend, revealing the clearest picture available of the world’s most famous occultist.”

TAMRA LUCID,
FOUNDING MEMBER OF THE EXPERIMENTAL ROCK BAND LUCID 
NATION AND AUTHOR OF MAKING THE ORDINARY 
EXTRAORDINARY

“Aleister Crowley in England, by scholar Tobias Churton, is a very precious and fascinating work, covering the last fifteen years of the Beast in his native England. It throws considerable light on his final period, not well known and as full of crazy events as his early days. A must-have.”

PHILIPPE PISSIER, FRENCH 
TRANSLATOR OF ALEISTER CROWLEY
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INTRODUCTION

He Never Sold Out

What is it about Crowley? I’ve just googled his name and find 5,370,000 immediate results. Despite great interest, tired myths persist, impervious to four decades of extensive scholarship shattering the old picture. Old picture? Popular rag John Bull printed the following on March 10, 1923:

It is over twelve years ago since John Bull first exposed the corrupting infamies of that arch-traitor, debauchee, and drug-fiend, Aleister Crowley, whose unspeakable malpractices are said to have driven his former wife and at least one other of his victims mad, while they have already ruined the lives of numerous cultured and refined women and young men, one of whom—a brilliant young writer and University man—has just died under mysterious circumstances at Crowley’s so-called “Abbey” of Thelema, in Cefalù, Sicily.

Old picture? Now look at an extract from an article in the UK’s popular Mail on Sunday (February 22, 2020—nearly a century later), about Rolling Stones muse Anita Pallenberg, who died aged seventy-five in June 2017. It centers on Anita’s interest in “British occultist Aleister Crowley, the self-styled ‘Great Beast 666.’”

Crowley, who died in 1947, reveled in his infamy as “the wickedest man in the world.” His worship involved sadomasochistic sex rituals with men and women, spells which he claimed could raise evil gods, and the use of drugs including opium, cocaine, and heroin.

At one stage he moved to Sicily and set up an “abbey” where he plumbed new depths with a sickening ceremony involving his latest mistress in ritual sex with a goat. Pilloried by most people as mad, Crowley still attracted hippy disciples, with canonization from the likes of The Beatles, who featured him on their Sgt. Pepper album cover.

What little difference a century makes—unenlightened by investigation! Innocence is bliss. Indeed, it was during my sunlit (or was it raindrenched?) days of varsity innocence that I first encountered The Confessions of Aleister Crowley, the Beast’s “autohagiography”—and yes, of course he was joking! Attraction to its author was fourfold: he was intelligent and funny, a romantic poet, a mountaineer and lover of adventure, and an outspoken religious philosopher who confronted existential questions head-on. Not always good, never dull, mostly honest, it was plain he’d suffered obloquy for convictions he couldn’t deny. Perceiving physical life in a fatal but not joyless world, he favored zestful life and a spiritual humanity. There was something great in all of this, a greatness greatly obscured—often by himself.

A decade later, opportunity arose to explore Crowley’s manuscript legacy. Studying papers entrusted by Gerald Yorke to the Warburg Institute, London, I was struck by the absence of pathology or sinister 
qualities, the kind one would logically associate with the figure portrayed in 
the myth. There was no vengeful ogre preying on others’ weaknesses, no wild 
proto-hippy out of his mind on drugs, no cannibalistic murderer permanently 
indifferent to others’ happiness. Nor could I, at any rate, detect psychotic 
tendencies or proximity to dark forces; weirdness; or repellent, pungent evil. 
Instead, I found a literate original with curious twists, a mind-broadening 
writer with a subtle, artistic, and incisive hand, who maintained many 
friendships with men and women over long years, inviting loyalty, accepting 
criticism, willing to enlighten all who desired it. He was attractive and entertaining to people not haunted by what he called “the demon Crowley.” It is probably also the case, as sometime secretary Israel Regardie proposed in his book The Eye in the Triangle, 
that Crowley’s deeper personality was shielded by an armory of neurotic 
character defenses few could penetrate, or had the pleasure of so doing. And yes, he could on occasion be a self-centered “son of a bitch,” as Ninette Fraux, mother of his last surviving child, maintained to her grandson.

His sins seemed primarily to stem from an almost exclusive preoccupation with his mission of personal freedom. He was often at a loss to understand in practice that not everyone shared his mental attitudes, knowledge, energy, or gifts; his impatience with weakness or fear; and his withering disdain for what failed to meet his standards. Exposure of people’s weaknesses seldom goes down well—unless one is paying a therapist to perform the service! Materially spoiled in youth, suppressed in early schooling, denied visible parental affection, his attitude to women depended much on what they wanted. He did not believe erotic love meant permanent ties because he saw it seldom did. As susceptible to love as the next romantic, he regarded sexual appetite as one both sexes had the right to indulge without additional responsibility (so long as it conformed to the “true will”), and he generally got tired quickly of people who imposed emotionally, though many women found him understanding and irresistible as lover and companion. When not confronting raw nature apart from mechanical civilization, he felt a need to shock and be noticed, while expecting satisfaction of a prodigious sexual hunger joined to a peculiarly intense, idiosyncratic spirituality.

What happens when someone of such characteristics offers himself as a tool of the gods and chafes at that pressure too?

By 1914 Crowley had spent his fortune. His remaining property was largely mortgaged and later alienated from him while absent in America during World War I. Borrowing money, paying it back when he could, he lived, as an acquaintance observed, “on the involuntary contributions of his friends” or from newspaper and magazine articles, dues paid to his magical Orders, a small trust fund, and sporadic book sales. He tried continually to launch schemes for raising significant sums, almost always with the end in mind of establishing his system “Thelema,” and himself with it. He confessed his upbringing made him pathetically incapable of financial discipline (he’d lived by checks on demand); he should have learned, but he could find nothing in him that cared for money, not even anxiety generated by his acute need of it. He underwent periods of privation, exposure, and apparent hopelessness that would scare the average person, and which did his health permanent harm, yet never entirely departed from his creed or faith in the “gods” who made what he called “Magick” possible. He never lost interest in art and letters and generated poetry, images, insight, and, on occasion, matchless prose throughout his life. The best from his pen was excellent; the worst, well, who cares?

His personality changed considerably over the years. He undoubtedly mellowed to accommodate more gracefully the limitations of those who entered his peculiar orbit. Curiously, he could also act out opposing characters and mental characteristics.

His religion was essentially a personalized kabbalah with science usurping theism: “God” is what man does not know himself to be. Crowley never in his life sold out, and he was not a charlatan. He believed in his mission, whether right, wrong, irksome, or insane. His mind was happiest in the infinite, with the far-out, but he found plentiful joys down to earth, too. He delighted in pulling the legs of influential people who might otherwise have helped him.

It transpired that Crowley’s beef against what he’d been taught was Christianity was not ignoble. He believed from observation that something monstrous had been made out of whatever had existed at the genesis of Christianity’s formation, and even in its formative period, superstitious beliefs (such as vicarious blood sacrifice) were transmitted that, turned into monolithic doctrine, created a hell for the spirit of man (“there is no health in us”). Given the effect of late nineteenth-century scholarship on what his parents taught him, he had reason to suspect Jesus’s historical existence, or if there was a historical original, to doubt whether what was believed of him subsequently was authentic. Mystical and gnostic interpretation interested, and sometimes inspired, him.

Crowley’s understanding was that if, as seems likely, there stood a real figure behind Christianity, he may have been a spiritual master, an inspired God-intoxicated magus or religious genius familiar with ultimate truth, but one whose followers misunderstood or twisted what their supposed avatar saw clearly, blind to the novelty of a historically premature spiritual freedom. 
Crowley consistently quoted from scripture with knowledge of its spiritual 
meaning. That his parents’ exclusive, literalist Protestant religion isolated him from mainstream society and culture hardly endeared him to England’s official religion, and when his father, Edward Crowley, died (Crowley was eleven), his stifled feelings of rebellion sought outlet. The feeling one gets from reading his many statements on the subject is that Crowley greatly respected his father—a freelance gentleman-preacher of Plymouth Brethren doctrine—but concluded that his father’s reasonable even-temperedness was stymied by Brethren influence. “Plymouthism” for Crowley was Christianity at its logical conclusion: intolerant, unforgiving, throbbing with damnation. Crowley the child wanted to destroy what he believed had removed his father, physically and psychologically. His ire fell on his mother and her brother Tom Bishop as agents of oppression. Significantly, he felt his mother was of a lower class than his father (she was a governess when she married). Crowley believed in aristocracy; that is, rule by “the best,” not, note, the “old school tie.” And the best were liberal (generous), chivalrous, commanding, and ruthless only when necessary.

Crowley bet on science. Knowledgeable in mathematics, biology, and chemistry, he enjoyed the company of scientists, conversing with them in their own terms. He desired to extend science’s frontiers by extending those of the mind.

Why then did he explore “Magick?” He believed magick was science-to-come; magick was for him the link between matter and spirit. Only Magick gave meaning to his life—a crucial point. He believed science should engage with the spiritual, beyond atomistic opacity, to expand mind and increase intelligence and freedom: there was more intelligence to the universe than met the eye. He regarded his life’s research as pioneering in this regard. He would be his own working laboratory. The movement in twentieth-century physics toward “sub-atomic” research, where traditional notions of “substance” or “stuff” breaks down into series of paradoxical relationships and relative “points,” encouraged his magical vision of a mind-matter continuum, for he saw traditional rationalism breaking down also, with increasing awareness of ulterior dimensions. Mind impacted on “matter,” matter on “mind”; which came first was a question as elusive at it was unimportant, since unanswerable. Thus he identified flesh with spirit, which, from the long-established religious dualist’s point of view, was “Satanic.” Crowley considered conventional understanding of a “Satan” a historic error, exacerbated by dogma and the logic of dualism. Rather, Man was the fallen angel and heavenly rebel, sunk into the unconsciousness of “matter.” Crowley’s viewpoint involved a fundamental paradigm shift that still seems counterintuitive, or at any rate discomfiting, to many otherwise modern minds, and mainstream pundits have reacted by dismissing it out of hand, citing Crowley’s unenviable, vulgar reputation as sufficient reason to ignore him.

Well, public reputation aside, if Crowley’s authentic commitment to science and philosophy had been the complete case, I daresay he would have been rehabilitated along with other Georgian, Victorian, and Edwardian agnostics, pagans, and atheists. He might even have found success in the diplomatic career to which Lord Salisbury’s commendation to Trinity College, Cambridge, in 1895, had pointed.

But something happened.

A little-known fact: commentators often remark on Crowley’s baroque taste for titles and pseudonyms, his theatrical delight in “playing parts.”

He did not like his name.

Late in life, he requested friend Gerald Yorke desist from addressing him “Dear Crowley.” Crowley, he’d always felt, had an unpoetic sound: it was not really him. Could Gerald at least write “Dear Aleister” to a friend who’d long since exchanged his given Christian names, Edward Alexander, for pen name Aleister, mistaking it for the Gaelic equivalent of “Alexander.” Alexander, Crowley insisted, meant “helper of men.”

Crowley . . . not really him.

Then what was really him? Having sought the “helper of men,” I wrote Aleister Crowley: The Biography (2011). As a drastically edited one-volume affair, it was all right, but finding my original inspiration in Martin Gilbert’s eight-volume Churchill biography, I had my doubts. However, it wasn’t until Australian gallery owner Robert Buratti asked me to contribute an essay to an exhibition catalogue of Crowley’s “Nightmare Paintings” in 2012 that a path forward appeared: not a multivolume set, but individual volumes—analogous to Tintin’s global adventures! My catalogue essay focused on Crowley’s period as a painter. From that seed grew Aleister Crowley: The Beast in Berlin, allowing us to join Crowley through a cavalcade of adventures in the streets of late Weimar Berlin. The book worked because the story was largely untold. Aficionados of that book can jump straight from there into this one.

Next, Aleister Crowley in America provided in-depth encounter with Crowley’s adventures in Mexico and the United States between 1900 and 1919 and subsequent American legacy. Again, new stories, unpublished writings, and previously unknown characters constituted for many readers a revelation. In 2019 came the biographical, literary, and spiritual adventure, Aleister Crowley in India, covering Crowley’s engagement with India and Indian thought from 1901 until his death. That, I thought, should be sufficient for anyone!

But no: another period nagged, calling for deeper treatment and greater comprehension—a difficult one, for sure.

Between 1932 and 1947, Crowley was confined to England: a very difficult time for the country, the world, and him. Often desperate to cross the Atlantic to guide his followers in the United States, he found it impossible for reasons (some dark) we shall discover, and the Beast who had “seen the world” was compelled to make a part-chaotic life, first in Depression-hit England in the 1930s, then under total war when the British Empire and United States of America stood against mad dog Adolf Hitler and unconfined fascist regimes in Japan and Italy, and Crowley did his patriotic best for a country he’d long been accused of betraying in World War I.

Readers unfamiliar with—or who would like to be reminded of—Crowley’s life before this story begins may hop to the end of this book, where a chronology summarizes outstanding features of the years 1875 to 1932. Those already familiar with these years may rush headlong into chapter one!
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ONE

Never Dull Where Crowley Is*1

June 22, 1932: “The sun has got his hat on, Hip hip hip Hooray!”—such was Britain’s tune as Crowley reentered a country scored by hunger marches and food riots. America had the song right: “Brother, can you spare a dime?”

Back in Berlin, still seething at the Beast’s affection for what he dubbed “street-walker” Bertha Busch, Karl Germer ranted on about Gerald Yorke. Why hadn’t Yorke repaid the money Germer’s wife Cora had lent to get Crowley’s books published? Yorke couldn’t; his landowning father, industrialist Vincent Yorke, had tied the money into a trust fund. Walled off from his cash source, Crowley sympathized with Germer:

Yorke goes from bad to worse. He will try to put the cash in trust, and get off to China in the first week in September.

Letters are quite useless; but if you come here and confronted him, and saw his father face to face, you might extract the money he owes your wife. Alternatively, send me a Vollmacht [Power of Attorney] good in England to act for you. It would be fraudulent of him to put the money away—and invalid up to two years. But prompt and resolute action is imperative.1

Blaming Yorke was disingenuous. Yorke did what he could, but it would never be enough. For Crowley, Yorke’s aspiration to the heights of magick meant never holding back on anything. When Crowley sent Bill (his nickname for Frau Busch) to London in advance, he complained that “the rat Yorke” had lodged her in a “slum.” The slum was, in fact, Charlotte Street’s fashionable Eiffel Tower restaurant.
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Fig. 1.1. Gerald Yorke as seen by Aleister Crowley.

(Courtesy: Ordo Templi Orientis)

Vacating Jermyn Street’s Cavendish Hotel on July 6 for a flat at 27 Albemarle Street, Mayfair, Crowley informed Louis Umfreville Wilkinson that he’d appreciate a call any morning before 10. Friendly with him since 1912, Crowley commiserated with Louis over second wife Annie’s death: “Dreadfully sorry to hear of your loss. My own first wife [Rose] died in February, but as I had not seen her for over 20 years, Time had spun gossamer over the wound.”2

A few weeks later, writer-performer Jean Ross (1911–1973) surprised Crowley in Hatchett’s coffee house, Mayfair—he’d last seen her in Berlin when her friend Christopher Isherwood joined Crowley on a jaunt round Kreuzberg’s gay bars. Isherwood would twist Jean into the very different “Sally Bowles” in Goodbye to Berlin, inspiration for Cabaret. Fervently anti-Nazi, Jean would soon join the Communist Party. Meeting another communist sympathizer on August 4, Crowley called on Mrs. Paul Robeson at 19 Buckingham Street, near Charing Cross station, to interest her husband in Mortadello, a play he’d sent to film directors G. W. Pabst and Max Reinhardt. Mrs. Robeson complimented Mortadello for its elegant verse but regretted that it was this very quality that limited its appeal to modern cinema audiences.
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Fig. 1.2. Louis Umfreville Wilkinson, aka novelist “Louis Marlow” (1881–1966).

Crowley painted his predicament brightly for Germer’s benefit on August 25:

I am speaking on “The Philosophy of Magick” at a lunch to 600 people on September 15: so hope to do big business. [Christina Foyle, of Foyle’s Bookshop, invited Crowley to address her famous literary lunch.]

Yorke is intractable so far. I may have to sue him. Can you send me copies of any letters from or to him showing negligence and mismanagement? E.g. his sending the whole of the pictures when we only wanted 75. 
. . . As soon as he finds he can’t sneak off with our £3000 he’ll propose a reasonable settlement, & take credit to himself for his noble conduct. Oh, very English!

His cowardice is revolting. If he had only stuck to his guns, we should all be in clover. Even as it is, things are looking up all round.

I do wish you’d write a really nice letter to Mrs. Busch. It is the only point at issue between us. 
. . . After all, you had nothing but great kindness from her.3

Crowley explored every avenue to survive in Britain’s capital, save that of closing ranks with the “white-collar wage slave,” a slight he unkindly applied to current O.T.O. “heir” Wilfrid T. Smith in Hollywood, clerk for the Southern California Gas Company.

On August 31, Crowley met Daily Express gossip columnist Tom Driberg for lunch at the Café Royal, Piccadilly Circus. Driberg (1905–1976) first wrote to Crowley in Tunisia in 1925, when still an undergraduate at Oxford, requesting advice on useful drugs to get him through examinations! Not surprisingly, Driberg left university without a degree, though not before cofounding the university’s Communist Party. Actively homosexual, Driberg became a regular lunch partner, noting the Beast’s eccentric schemes in his new gossip column, “These Names Make News.”*2

Crowley’s artistic interests brought him to composer Leonard Constant Lambert’s studio on September 3. Recently appointed Vic-Wells Ballet’s composer and music director, Lambert (1905–1951) introduced Crowley to illustrator Joan Hassall (1906–1988), who four days later showed Crowley his old friend Nina Hamnett’s autobiography Laughing Torso. “Abominable libels,” Crowley declared when Nina’s flippant Cefalù narrative mentioned that a baby was said to have disappeared there. Crowley and Leah Hirsig’s baby daughter Poupée died tragically at Cefalù in 1920. Having just served a writ on Gerald Yorke for a supposed £40,000 he would have made had Yorke not been his trustee (September 6), Crowley called on lawyer Isidore Kerman about Laughing Torso. Nina’s publishers Constable & Co. were notified: an offended Crowley intended to sue.

After a successful speech on September 15 at Foyle’s literary luncheon, Crowley spent the next night getting drunk with Laurence and Pam Felkin.†3

Crowley also renewed acquaintance with Euphemia Lamb (1887–1957). Formerly married to medical student Harry Lamb, Euphemia hung out in Bohemian style at the Café Royal before the war after studying at Chelsea’s School of Art. Traveling to Paris in 1907, she became Augustus John’s model, offering like service to Jacob Epstein and others. Crowley and Euphemia became lovers in 1908 in Montparnasse, playing an “educative” trick on naive Victor Neuburg. 
Having convinced him Euphemia was in love with him, Crowley took Neuburg to a bordello. Crowley and Euphemia enjoyed the spectacle of Neuburg’s suffering over his “infidelity.”

Now forty-four, Euphemia lived with Irish painter Edward Grove (they’d marry in 1934).

For a moment, Constable & Co. appeared to cave in over Laughing Torso, suggesting an out-of-court settlement, but on the twenty-first, crooked lawyer Edmund O’Connor cornered a habitually sauced Nina Hamnett in a Soho pub and dug up an angle to cripple Crowley’s case: a rare copy of Crowley’s decadent verses, White Stains (1898). Its author doubtless wished the book’s printed warning had been observed: “The Editor hopes that Mental Pathologists, for whose eyes alone this treatise is destined, will spare no precaution to prevent it falling into other hands.” These lines from the genially entitled “Ballad of Passive Paederasty” give the idea:

Free women cast a lustful eye

On my gigantic charms, and seek

By word and touch with me to lie,

And vainly proffer cunt and cheek;

Then, angry, they miscall me weak,

Till one, divining me aright,

Points to her buttocks, whispers “Greek!”

A strong man’s love is my delight!

To feel again his love grow grand

Touched by the langour of my kiss;

To suck the hot blood from my gland

Mingled with fierce spunk that doth hiss,

And boils in sudden spurted bliss;

Ah! God! the long-drawn lusty fight!

Grant me eternity of this!

A strong man’s love is my delight!

The case didn’t reach court until 1934, but advance tremors disturbed Crowley’s peace of mind for months before it.

On September 26, 1932, he moved into rooms at 20 Leicester Square, meeting philosopher C. E. M. Joad (1891–1953) at a party given by a “Mrs. Richards.” Joad would become famous in England during the 1940s for appearances on the BBC’s The Brains Trust, where clever people offered expertise or opinion on pressing questions. In 1932 Joad was distinguished only by interest in parapsychology and expulsion from the socialist Fabian Society in 1925 for sexual misdemeanors. Disenchanted by Labor government, Joad became propaganda director of Sir Oswald Moseley’s New Party, resigning on discerning Moseley’s fascism. Bitterly opposed to Nazism, Joad favored pacifist causes, something that would have interested Maxwell Knight at MI5.

A curious foretaste of a subject soon to become dear to Crowley’s heart came on October 1, 1932, in a letter from Mulk Raj Anand (1905–2004), author of The Hindu View of a Persian Painting (1930), living in Hendon. Art collector and publisher Desmond Harmsworth was publishing Anand’s new Indian cookbook Curries and Other Indian Dishes.*4 Anand asked Crowley’s permission to quote from Confessions (Mandrake, 1930): “I have been an admirer of your work for years.” Anand’s book pioneered the introduction to British housewives of Indian cooking, perhaps inspiring Aleister Crowley, too. Lawrence and Wishart published Anand’s social realist book Untouchable in 1935, and Anand found success in novels.
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Fig. 1.3. Mulk Raj Anand (1905–2004).

Placing Mortadello still preoccupied Crowley. His diary records meeting “Hitchcock” upstairs at the Café Royal on October 10, 1932—and again at Pagani’s with Driberg for dinner on October 22, then lunch on October 25. It’s likely “Hitchcock” was successful English film director Alfred Hitchcock. A report in the Times of April 4, 1932, indicated Hitch was devoting the next year to producing, rather than directing films for British International Pictures, and was on the lookout for suitable vehicles for appropriate directors. A link with Pabst or Reinhardt would have interested Hitchcock, especially as he’d experienced the Berlin production system. Thelema devotee Albin Grau had produced Murnau’s famous Nosferatu. That would have impressed Hitch. Crowley was convinced Mortadello chimed in with the German vogue for gaily spun films set in times past about dashing, braided hussars and the like, transporting people from the grime of the times.

Hitchcock only produced one film for B.I.P. (his contract ended in March 1933), Lord Camber’s Ladies, about an aristocrat who falls for a musical comedy star. It was previewed for the Charing Cross Hospital charity at the Prince Edward Theatre on November 4: a short stroll from the Café Royal.†5 Hitchcock would have welcomed publicity from Driberg. Is there not a Crowleyan influence on Hitchcock’s signature image, as it developed subsequently?
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Fig. 1.4. Regina Kahl (1891–1945) by Jessie Tarbox Beals (1870–1942).

(Courtesy of the Warburg Institute, London, and Ordo Templi Orientis)
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Since May 3, 1932, Wilfrid Smith (Frater 132) lived with singer and voice coach Regina Kahl (1891–1945) in a large house at 1746 Winona Boulevard, Hollywood, with five upstairs bedrooms and a useful attic. Magnetic Regina swiftly took to the role of hostess, attracting dozens to “Crowley Nights,” parties for the Equinoxes, Walt Whitman nights, and parties to celebrate the reception of The Book of the Law.

Martin Starr’s The Unknown God reveals that during the summer of 1932, Jane Wolfe entered the attic to work her own ritual based on Crowley’s invocation of the “Bornless One” (“Thou who art I before all I am”), soon followed by Regina (who had taken the A∴A∴ probationer oath on February 21, 1931) with her own ritual from Crowley’s magical writings, while over the winter, Smith made sterling efforts to fashion temple furniture so the attic could host the Catholic Gnostic Mass in 1933, public performances of which Crowley encouraged to generate interest. Smith’s enthusiastic response bore fruit with the first tryout on Sunday, March 19, 1933, when, with Regina as priestess and Oliver Jacobi as deacon, Smith served as priest to a congregation comprising Max, Leota, and son Roland (who’d moved in in February), Dr. Georg*6 and Mrs. Alice Liebling, Olita Draper, Jacobi’s girlfriend Viola Mae Morgan, John Bamber (a colleague of Smith’s at the gas company), Jane Wolfe, and sister Mary K. Wolfe. Theater organist Jack Ross played the organ and took communion.
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Fig. 1.5. Georg Liebling in his youth.

The attic temple complete, Smith found it just about accommodated thirty, not the hundreds Crowley imagined in his overcooked dreams, pressuring Smith to raise an impossible sum to carry him to Hollywood and celluloid glory. Crowley’s imagination was doubtless tickled by the amazing success of Los Angeles–based evangelist Aimee Semple McPherson (1890–1944), who’d attracted huge numbers to the glamour she shed over her “Foursquare Church” established a decade earlier. Smith astutely realized that legally, financially, and socially, the “profess house” activities would be more successful incorporated as a church, with the mass as its raison d’être, than trying to operate a secret society.
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TWO

Potted Sex Appeal

The new year 1933 opened with a little libel action. A flash on the cover of his 1929 novel Moonchild seized Crowley’s attention when passing Mr. Gray’s bookshop at 23 Praed Street, Paddington, on January 7. Its predecessor, The Diary of a Drug Fiend, had been “withdrawn,” teased the flash, suggesting Moonchild 
was salacious. A chat with lawyer Kerman netted fifty pounds damages on May 10, 
but ideas for a Berlin travel book and a magic book failed: “All publishers have 
now turned everything down. I start again Monday.” A little desperate, he lunched with “Donegall.” Former student of Christchurch, Oxford (like Driberg), Edward Chichester, 6th Marquess of Donegall (1903–1975), penned a column for the Sunday Dispatch (“Almost in Confidence”) and wrote for the Sunday Graphic and Sunday News while receiving a salary from the Daily Sketch. Donegall assessed Crowley’s cosmetic called “IT,” supposed to transform its user into a sexual magnet, though he didn’t share Driberg’s positive view, printed in the Daily Express’s “Talk of London” column on January 14:

I met Mr. Aleister Crowley, the magician.

He is now staying at a fashionable West End hotel; but told me that he is busy preparing a new supply of his unguentum sabbati—the ointment with which all good witches anoint themselves before their famous Sabbaths (so unlike the tranquil Sabbaths of Sutherland or Glasgow).

It is a powerful love-charm.
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After he spent the last week of January on a “purification” regime, Crowley’s weight was down to about thirteen and a half stone, but asthma and stomach pains plagued. Enjoying the Park Lane Hotel’s facilities (our present queen learned to skate there that year) Crowley met Marianne, “Baronne de Catona,” described generously in his diary on February 13 as “the most marvelous fuckstress alive.” A twelfth opus of sex magick with Marianne aimed at curing asthma and bronchitis brought sudden cure the next day, while a second dose of “Amrita” (his sexual elixir derived from the opus) “very actively restored” his sex life. The benefits of this did not go the way of Scarlet Woman Bill Busch, however. She had become “really insane,” he complained, threatening blackmail and murder of himself and Gerald Hamilton. Still, Crowley took her to Richmond on March 6 for her birthday, though his appeal that day was reserved for Marianne. “Opus 7” had as its aim “to be irresistible in Sex.” Well, Marianne returned to Budapest next day, stimulating Crowley to raise his attractiveness quotient while seeking a suitable marriage partner for Bill so she could stay in England far from Hitler—and him.

“Lord! What a thrill,” declared Crowley when he saw Maud Allan for the first time in years on March 11. He’d enjoyed an affair with bisexual Maud, who’d danced away the seven veils in Wilde’s Salome in a hit theatrical run from 1908 to 1910. She still arrested attention.

Crowley first noted the Notting Hill address of Swedish Count Erik Lewenhaupt (1886–1968) on October 6, 1932, after which he met Erik and second wife, Dora Florence (née Crockett; 1888–1953), regularly. Dora had a studio at Lansdowne House, Berkeley Square, where the nightingale sang. Along with Augustus and Gwen John, Stanley Spencer, Rex Whistler, and Paul Nash, Dora studied under Henry Tonks at the Slade School of Fine Art, specializing in still life and landscapes in vibrant art deco oils.*7

Another female artist captivated Crowley’s attention that spring. Outstanding poet, publisher, fashion icon, and political activist Nancy Cunard (1896–1965) crossed the Beast’s path again when he moved into the Astoria Hotel on April 7. They’d met on the Côte d’Azur in 1926, when Nancy’s left arm received the “Serpent’s Kiss”: Crowley’s trademark bite from beastly incisors. Many years later, she told Gerald Yorke it was “no trouble at all.” Nancy had been involved with black jazz pianist Henry Crowder since 1928. Falling in love during the Venice Ball season, they’d returned to London, to her mother’s disgust. Conservative Party doyen Lady Cunard—known to friends as “Emerald”—lamented Nancy’s refusal to observe social discretion.
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Fig. 2 1. Dora Crockett, Nude, Paris Salon, 1934.

Throughout April 1933 Nancy tirelessly campaigned for the notorious “Scottsboro Boys”: nine black youths falsely accused of raping two white girls in Alabama. Crowley signed Nancy’s petition: “This case is typical of the hysterical sadism of the American people—the result of Puritanism and the climate.” On April 9, the Beast joined a huge demonstration against the “Scottsboro Outrage” in Trafalgar Square. At 8 p.m. it turned, according to Crowley, into an “African Rally”: “It would have been a perfect party if the lads had brought their razors! I danced with many whores—all colours.” Twenty years later Miss Cunard recounted to Gerald Yorke 
her gratitude for Crowley’s supporting her mixed-race dance events and pro-“Negro” activism.

On April 18 Crowley saw I Am a Fugitive from a Chain Gang, with Paul Muni as a wrongly accused convict escaping to Chicago, a theme appealing to Crowley: “I would be one myself if I could get away.”

A few days later, Crowley expressed repulsion at events in Germany and Germer’s continued attitude toward Bill:

Still worrying about Frau Busch? I can’t waste time recalling the details; you are always a blackguard about women, and that’s all there is to that. There is only one duty at the moment for you or any other German: to destroy the Mad Dog that made me and all my old pro-German friends tell our old opponents: You were right; we were wrong: the Boche is a foul barbarian at heart; we can have no dealings but War with them.1

Appointed chancellor on January 30, Adolf Hitler greeted the Reichstag’s burning a month later as a divine sign. After he declared the Third Reich on March 15, Dachau concentration camp was opened near Munich five days later. On March 28 Hitler ordered a boycott of Jewish businesses, while marriages between so-called Aryans and Jews were banned on May 5 as a sterilization program began, officially applied to disabled people on July 25.

Germer sent Hitler’s horoscope to Crowley. He replied on May 1:

The horror [horoscope] is good. Saturn in M.C. [midheaven: medium coeli] will do the trick.2

Saturn in midheaven suggests being burdened by a fateful sense of responsibility, leading to disaster or, with effort, success. A dominant parent’s role can be determinative. Without enlightenment, Hitler was his own worst enemy. Crowley dreamed of enlightening him, writing to Germer again on July 2:

No one in England has any illusion about H[itler]. “Mad Dog” is a complete description. There must be any amount of secret discontent in every class, and this may lead to civil war. If not, if he succeeds in forging a one-pointed weapon, this can only lead to foreign war. There is no other policy in sight, even as a dream! And now he’s definitely antagonized the Pope—Quem Deus vult perdere [“Those whom God wishes to destroy, He first sends mad”].3

Crowley clarified his stance the following week. He detested “oppression.” He liked people who smoked and drank, but if they swore and shouted, Crowley barred them:

What we object to is the attempt to destroy the individual will, the imposition of uniform. 
. . . [For example,] I quite agree that marriage is a useful institution; but it becomes a vile offence if people are to be bullied into it. 
. . . But I base most of my objection on Hitler’s demoniac foaming-at-the-mouth expression.4

Crowley asserted primacy over Hitler in an article derived from discussion on April 24 with New Zealander Ian Coster of the Sunday Dispatch. A price of forty pounds for three “autobiographical” articles penned by Coster was agreed a month later. “‘The Worst Man in the World’ Tells the Astounding Story of his Life” duly appeared on June 18, 1933; “I make Myself Invisible” the following Sunday; and on July 2, “Black Magic Is Not a Myth.” Crowley hoped they’d smooth the way to rational understanding when the libel suit came to trial. The first installment got off to a jocular start, hitting the nail on the head:

If there is one subject I detest it is Aleister Crowley. On the other hand, there’s no mystery about it. So, if anyone is interested, here goes! . . .

Some well-known journalists have delighted in attacking me in print. James Douglas described me as “a monster of wickedness.” Horatio Bottomley branded me as a “dirty degenerate” cannibal—everything he could think of.

Some have been more precise.

In a book I picked up recently the author told a tale of how I murdered cats with terrible ritual in Sicily. . . .

The value of all this nonsense is somewhat discounted by the fact that I am back in England after wandering over most of the world, and go my way without interference. . . .

Legend says that my dossier at Scotland Yard fills a whole room.

There is a story that Lord Byng, when he took over, saw a wing of the building particularly vast and quite unusually guarded.

“What’s that?”

“The files about Aleister Crowley.” “Goodness gracious me!”

“Of course, we haven’t got the last month’s stuff in yet. A bit congested.”

“Here, this has got to stop! We can’t put up new buildings every few weeks. Close the record!”

Nobody stops to look at me in the street. My appearance is, I suppose, that of a simple country gentleman up in town for a weekend.

All my notoriety arises from the fact that I am a magician.

They say that Satan is my master and that I am his faithful agent. But I am a white magician, not a black one. I belong to a secret order which has representatives all over the world; we are all working for the good of humanity, not for its downfall. . . .

MAGIC TODAY—SCIENCE 
TOMORROW

What is magic today is science tomorrow. The Hindus “worship idols.” Yes? But what exactly do they mean by that? As I myself have observed: they get very interesting results from their “worship.”

We magicians are men of science who, by the practice of our craft, keep just ahead of popular understanding. The result is that we are misunderstood and blackguarded all our lives.

After we are dead—sometimes centuries after—the world catches up, and discovers that we were benefactors and not villains.

After a mini-bio, Crowley made an interesting swipe at Hitler:

At birth I had three of the distinguishing marks of a Buddah. I was tongue-tied, I had a characteristic membrane, which necessitated an operation, and over the centre of my heart I had four hairs curling from left to right in the exact form of a Swastika.

Before Hitler was, I am.

Having translated Hitler into the past tense and himself into eternity, Crowley explained how at Cambridge his career switched to a sphere beyond time:

I had wanted to be a poet and to attain to the greatest success in the Diplomatic Service, for which the late Lord Salisbury had intended me.

Suddenly all the ordinary ambitions of life seemed empty and worthless. Time crumbles all; I must find durable material for building. I sought desperately for help, for light. I raided every library and bookshop in the University.

One book told me of a secret community of saints in possession of every spiritual grace, of the keys of the treasure of Nature. The members of this church lived their secret life of sanctuary in the world, radiating light and love on all those that came within their scope.

The sublimity of the idea enthralled me; it satisfied my craving for romance and poetry. I determined with my whole heart to make myself worthy to attract the notice of this mysterious brotherhood.

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

Having described initiation into the Golden Dawn after his “call” was answered, Crowley delineated the consequences:

I was then a neophyte—a new being born into a new world. I have never gone back to the old world of the gross deceptions and illusions of matter as the senses describe it.

Those who become magicians can travel in the astral plane, visiting distant places while the body still stays at home. They have prepared and proved an elixir of life; they are often seen surrounded with an aura of light.

I have myself tested all these claims and found them true. There is no limit to the possibilities of an attainment.

The day Crowley met Coster he also met an old acquaintance, journalist William Hayter Preston (1891–1964). Intrigued by occultism since adolescence, Preston had pursued his interest alongside freelance journalism, poetry, “freethought,” and socialism. According to Jean Overton Fuller—who interviewed Preston for her biography The Magical Dilemma of Victor Neuburg—a member of the Secular Society encouraged Preston to find an interesting “modern poet” in the form of Crowley’s (then) acolyte Victor B. Neuburg at his dark, book-filled, second-floor rooms in the York Buildings, between the Strand and the Embankment in London’s West End. Lunching at Simpson’s on the Strand, Neuburg invited Preston to meet Crowley. Some time in 1906, Preston met Crowley, Victor, and Crowley’s mother, at Simpson’s. Preston recalled Crowley’s taking the menu, saying: “You can have boiled toads, Mother, or fried Jesu.” Seeing the effect of her son’s jibe, Preston was, he informed Jean Fuller many years later, repelled by Crowley’s “puerile” rudeness. Further acquaintance led Preston to consider Crowley—at least by the time he met Ms. Fuller in the early Sixties—“vulgar, coarse, overwhelmingly conceited and fake.”*8 Preston took an interest in the O.T.O. but a final bust-up with Crowley in May 1914 ended relations. On that occasion, Crowley was present when Preston, who’d been approached by Neuburg’s family, relayed to Neuburg their great anxiety about his relations with Crowley and the latter’s obtaining family money through Victor (Magical Dilemma, 244). In 1933, as the Sunday Referee’s literary editor, Preston made Neuburg the magazine’s poetry editor, a position Neuburg generously used to give Dylan Thomas, among numerous talented, aspiring poets, a break in reaching a large audience.

June air stirred Crowley’s libido. Anointed with “IT”: “all women [come] after me!” he noted. One of them—May Lewis—was removed to Middlesex County Asylum, Hanwell, on July 2 for trying to desecrate a Roman Catholic altar. Next day, Crowley encountered naval officer’s widow thirty-four-year-old Pearl Brooksmith, née Pearl Evelyn Driver, beginning a long, bumpy ride as Scarlet Woman while Bill faded from view.

Reports from Hollywood lifted Crowley’s spirits. He wrote to Karl Germer on July 2:

The news from California is good. If I were only there to handle it! They get about 100 people every week to the Gnostic Mass. They ought to strike oil any day.5

Crowley’s expectation of transport thither was based on numbers attending Regina’s events, not the mass, as he imagined. Smith couldn’t afford travel money and pay Crowley a $25 monthly donation.

Crowley also presumed Oliver Jacobi undertook fee collection. Appointing Jacobi Grand Treasurer General on July 31 incensed Regina, who found Crowley’s approach to finances reminiscent of the tub-thumping fund-appeals characteristic of evangelist Aimee Semple McPherson. Regina insisted she’d seen enough in her country of wildly exaggerated oversell and truth-evaporating hype to wish to associate herself with such hollow propaganda. Imagining Crowley favored candor, or perhaps masochism, she stepped over the mark, playfully threatening to thrash him with a riding crop when he turned up.6 Affecting disdain, Crowley told Smith that Regina’s vulgarities were beneath his notice.7 Crowley’s own overripe facility of language didn’t help when embroiled in what were really domestic matters endemic to any household—and this one was experimental.

Crowley entered a pattern of writing to regularly unemployed jeweler Max Schneider about Smith’s perceived shortcomings, believing Schneider’s largely empty assurances of Hollywood connections. Max might feel important, but his actual contribution to the “profess house” frustrated Smith and Regina, tired of his sulking around the house. Smith was self-conscious dealing with Crowley, drafting letters several times lest grammar and spelling rile the O.H.O. Crowley interpreted Smith’s reticence as unwillingness to inform and, suspecting Smith, used Max as informant.

By summer 1933, Max’s beautiful wife Leota was enjoying a magical role devoted to sexual operations with Smith called “Unto thee, Nuit,” despite her anger at Smith’s complaints against Max.

While tempers frayed on Winona Boulevard, Crowley visited Pearl Brooksmith at 40 Cumberland Terrace by Regent’s Park on July 9. Staggered to learn his name, Pearl gave herself to magical sex six days later, with Crowley penning this touching “epitaph” on July 18:

Here lies a Pearl of a woman, 

Who lived in open sin.

One end guzzled semen,

The other guzzled gin.

He moved in with Pearl and son John next day, launching a summer devoted to 
eliciting Pearl’s mystic gifts amid pink visions, glowing faces, and astral traveling. On September 3 the Beast noted Pearl’s “perfect magical phrase: ‘I feel the flame of fornication creeping up my body,’” before consecration as Scarlet Woman on the nineteenth.

Crowley still expected imminent manifestation on the West Coast, informing Germer on September 6:

I am trying to get to California, where the Gnostic Mass is going strong. But they seem unable to get any money, so I ought to go and agitate. Alas, the journey is a snag!—in other ways things are looking up. The real crux is the lawsuit which comes off in October.8

The Empire News aided Crowley’s reputation clearance, printing two of his articles for Sunday reading on the third and tenth of September: “Black ‘Masters’ Menace” about devil worship in London and “I Have Killed Them!” about vampirism. A few days after the second article, Crowley lunched with Empire News crime specialist Bernard O’Donnell; three more articles followed: “The Magician of Loch Ness” (November 12); “They Called Me a Renegade” (December 17, about his World War I disinformation campaign); and “A Ridiculous Accusation” (December 31, 1933, about the sick mentality of black magic).

On October 10, Crowley lodged a huge collection of manuscripts, diaries, and much else with solicitor Isidore Kerman of Forsyte, Kerman & Phillips as a way of settling costs.*9

Some years ago, Weiser Antiquarian sold three letters and a rare first edition of White Stains: the very copy Kerman read after hearing Hamnett’s defense had one.

A letter from Crowley to Kerman dated October 22, 1933, concerned Betty May, whose evidence threatened complications; it was suggested they meet her. Second, a typed letter to Crowley dated November 20, 1933: “I have read this weekend White Stains, which you left with me [Kerman] the other day, and I have no hesitation in saying that if the defendants are in possession of the book your chances of winning this action are negligible. I can see no satisfactory explanation for it, and I shall be glad to see you with regard to the matter.” Crowley wrote in his diary that day: “Kerman—up in air over W[hite] S[tains]. I insist he call Frank Lewis. We 3 meet at 9.00.”*10
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Fig. 2.2. Letter from Isidore Kerman about White Stains. (Courtesy: Weiser Antiquarian)
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Fig. 2.3. White Stains—Aleister Crowley’s reply. (Courtesy: Weiser Antiquarian)

Third, Crowley’s letter to solicitor Constantine Gallop, written about a year later, signed “Edw[ar]d Alex[ande]r Crowley,” where Crowley writes that he “must protest against the view of ‘White Stains’ which you expressed,” referring Gallop to a “statement”:

In 1897 I was an undergraduate at Trinity College Cambridge; also a medical student registered at London University, King’s College Hospital. At the instigation of, and with the assistance of, and under the supervision of, my professors, I prepared a medico-legal document designed to confute the thesis of Professor von Krafft-Ebbing (in his book Psychopathia Sexualis) that sexual perverts were irresponsible, and should so be held by the law. I made this book in artistic form because that was the only adequate mode of presentation of my thesis. I caused 100 copies only to be printed in Amsterdam. They were distributed from Zermatt, Switzerland, in August 1898 by a Professor of Psychiatry to whom I entrusted the edition. Each copy bears the printed monition that the mental pathologists for whom alone its perusal was intended should use all precautions to prevent any copy falling into other hands. In fact no copy appeared until I was informed by a woman named April Day on March 31, 1933, that Edmund O’Connor had a copy in his safe. This copy (No. 9)—presumably stolen was produced in the High Court in April 1934. 
. . . Mr. Justice Bennett said from the bench in Crowley versus Gray [the Praed Street libel case] that it had never been suggested that I had ever written anything indecent or improper.

White Stains, described by Constable’s lawyer as “a 
book of indescribable filth,” damaged Crowley’s action.

Meanwhile, frustrated at being cold-shouldered by young women frequenting Winona Boulevard, Max Schneider quit with son Roland. Smith wrote to Crowley on December 2:

Enclose draft for 25 dollars. . . . Max, Roland, and Leonard being no longer with us, the house is a little empty and money matters a little more strained. 
. . . In the meantime I will do my best to send the 25 dollars a month.10

Attempting to avoid legal problems by incorporating a Church of Thelema with himself as sole proprietor, Smith complained to Germer of Crowley’s apparent indifference. Germer replied on December 10 that “he [the Master Therion] is at the present too much tied up with his lawsuits.”11 Crowley had informed Germer on November 2 he was “too broke & busy” to attend to letters, adding: “Pearl sends love. All well here so far; but am a bit worried over case.”12

Moving into the Cumberland Hotel on December 20, Crowley doubted chances for vindication in a British court in 1934—with White Stains on his character.
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THREE

Justice Swift

As London’s Big Ben chimed in the New Year 1934, everyone at 1746 Winona Boulevard rose to drink to Crowley’s health. Radio communicated a year of reckonings: terror in Russia with Stalin’s ruthless purges; Japan’s unprovoked invasion of Chinese Manchuria, capped on March 1 when Chinese emperor Puyi became Japan’s puppet ruler—the same Puyi Aleister Crowley had shared a ship’s dining room with in 1901 sailing to Ceylon from China.

Between severe bouts of asthma and bronchitis, he wiled away spare hours of wintry months with Pearl Brooksmith, leaving smoggy London in late March for the south coast and a breath of sea air. He wrote to Frater 132 on the twenty-first:

93

I am now very much better in health. The lawsuit should come off at last about April 10–17. Victory will mean very ample funds; in this case I shall try to come over and visit you for a month or so. 
. . . I have a long letter from Max Schneider about your troubles. Much of what he says seems reasonable. There seems to have been needless suspicion and mistrust on both sides. Be men of the world.

Love to you all.

P.S. Your remittance has duly arrived every month so far; and very thankful I’ve been for it.

93     93/93     F∴ly [Fraternally] 6661

Crowley co-opted veteran Thelemite Jane Wolfe to bring Schneider and Smith to amity:

Lord! You were passed to Neophyte God knows how many years ago. In any case Do things! 
. . . You had better reconcile Smith and Schneider. “Mutual suspicion and mistrust” are needless and most harmful. I think Smith and Vagina [Regina] need social tact and dignity: you could help them in this. Pray for success in Constable lawsuit—April 10–17. 
. . . Love! &c 6662

Crowley versus Constable & Co., publishers of Nina Hamnett’s Laughing Torso, was heard before a drab King’s Bench Division of the Royal Courts of Justice on the Strand between Tuesday, April 10, and Friday the thirteenth (!). Days of cross-examination before a special jury excited the world’s press as Therion defended himself against what quickly became a prosecution. Supposedly his side highlighting alleged libel, the issue switched to whether Crowley had a reputation libel could damage.
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Fig. 3.1. Crowley in top hat arrives at the Royal Courts of Justice, April 1934. (Courtesy: Ordo Templi Orientis)


THE TRIAL

Mr. Justice Swift heard the case, with J. P. Eddy and Constantine Gallop appearing for Crowley; Martin O’Connor for Nina Hamnett; and Malcolm Hilbery, K.C. [King’s Counsel] and Mr. Lilley representing defendants Constable & Co. and printers Charles Whittingham & Griggs Ltd. The solicitors involved were Messrs. Forsyte, Kerman and Phillips; Messrs. Waterhouse and Co.; Messrs. Edmund O’Connor and Co.; Messrs. Osborn-Jenkyn and Son.

This passage from Laughing Torso was quoted as ground for the action:

Crowley had a temple in Cefalù in Sicily. He was supposed to practice Black Magic there, and one day a baby was said to have disappeared mysteriously. There was also a goat there. This all pointed to black magic, so people said, and the inhabitants of the village were frightened of him.

Defense pleaded justification, and Malcolm Hilbery pleaded very effectively. In legal hierarchical terms King’s Counselor Hilbery outranked Crowley’s counsel J. P. Eddy, funded to Pearl’s best ability.

Eddy’s first mistake was to use Hamnett’s suggestive anecdotes of Cefalù as a basis for defending Crowley, as if Crowley’s peccadilloes had to be understood by jurors. He should have torn Hamnett’s account apart, forcing the defendants to defend it. Instead, Eddy set up Crowley’s defense, fundamentally misconceiving the case dynamics. Despite Crowley’s reasonable, often witty answers, the trial resembled a man being pelted by snowballs—some of the snow was sure to stick even were the victim an acrobat. For example, Eddy accounted for Crowley’s unconventionality on the grounds he was raised within the Plymouth Brethren (defensive). Crowley studied magic, but he wasn’t a black magician (defensive). Eddy then asked Crowley in the witness stand to describe the Cefalù abbey, quickly leading to an admission the abbey had a “chamber of nightmares”—highlighted by Eddy! In fact, the whole trial was based around Cefalù, Crowley’s most vilified period. Eddy then asked Crowley to talk about black magic! Eddy referred to Crowley’s shaving his head but for a phallic forelock and asked for descriptions of rituals. Did Crowley sacrifice animals and ask “ inmates” to drink their blood? “No.” Obviously, Eddy thought he was preempting Hilbery’s attack-to-come, rendering otherwise striking details harmless; but the tactic stimulated doubt in jurors’ minds. Crowley denied locals were afraid of him but did not assert their petition to keep him there.

Hilbery rose and asked if Crowley considered his reputation harmed by accusations of coarse, vulgar conversation. Crowley said it was irrelevant; the issue was whether he practiced black magic. Addressing ordinary people, Hilbery had no trouble firing questions about the titles “Beast 666,” and “Master Therion,” chosen by Crowley for himself, adding that Crowley was expelled from Italy—and from France. Once, by the fascisti 
. . . but twice? Crowley defended himself. The first hearing was adjourned, but the stage was set: Crowley was on trial.

Reconvened, Hilbery now laid into Crowley’s reputation, which in normal circumstances a libel can harm—but can you harm a bad reputation? Hilbery: “For many years you have been publicly denounced as the worst man in the world?”—“Only by the lowest kind of newspaper,” replied Crowley (jurors may have read such newspapers).

Hilbery trashed Crowley as a serious writer, beginning with White Stains. “Is that a book of indescribable filth?”—“This book is a serious study of the progress of a man to the abyss of madness, disease, and murder.” Some defense!

Hilbery quoted selectively from Crowley’s poetry: “Have you not built a reputation on books which are indecent?”—“It has long been laid down that art has nothing to do with morals.” Some defense! “Decency and indecency have nothing to do with it?”—“I do not think they have. You can find indecency in Shakespeare, Stern, Swift, and every other English writer you try.” Ignoring Crowley’s protest that all quotes were out of context, Hilbery read from Clouds without Water (1909); “Is it filth?”—“As you read it, it was magnificent. I congratulate you.”

Hilbery: “Did you say ‘Horatio Bottomley branded me as a dirty degenerate cannibal’?”—“Yes.” Hearing laughter, Swift warned that further mirth would compel him to clear the court.

Hilbery turned to wartime activities in America, of which Crowley had said he was proud. Hilbery: “Was it part of the German propaganda in America?”—“Yes.” “And written as such?”—“I endeavoured to have it accepted as such. What I wanted to do was to overbalance the sanity of German propaganda, which was being very well done, by turning it into absolute nonsense. How I got Mr. Carus [of the
Open Court magazine] to publish that rubbish I cannot think. He must have been in his dotage.”

“That is your explanation, given after the Allied cause is safe and no longer in danger?”—“Lots of people knew it at the time.”

Hilbery returned to Cefalù, picking out anything suggestive: a dagger, an altar, ritual circumambulation, a magic circle, drawings on the walls . . . Crowley defended himself. Then Mr. Justice Swift raised the issue: why, if his reputation for wickedness, treachery, notoriety, depravity, bestiality, et cetera was not as newspapers described it, and as Crowley himself had repeated, why did he not take any steps to defend his character? “I was 1,500 miles away. I was ill. I was penniless. I wrote to my solicitors and found it was impossible.” Justice Swift: “I didn’t ask you about the state of your health. Did you take any steps to clear your character?”—“I wrote to my solicitors, and then it was impossible.” Swift: “The answer is that you took no steps to clear your character?”—“Yes.” This naturally posed the question of why, compared to the scope of previous attacks, was he now taking issue with some “gossipy” unmalicious words of Nina Hamnett’s? And if, as Crowley maintained, he’d been told he’d have needed £10,000 to defend himself against newspapers, why had he come to court this time? Swift: “I imagine you have not found £10,000 have you?”—“No.”

Next step was to make Crowley look stupid, a task snidely undertaken by Martin O’Connor (for Nina Hamnett) who picked on Crowley’s claim to have made himself invisible: “Try your magic now on my learned friend [pointing to Mr. Hilbery], I am sure he will not object.” Crowley would not, of course.

Then came the clincher. The defendants’ legal team secured testimony about Cefalù from former model Betty May—now Mrs. Betty Sedgwick. Despite her having apologized to Crowley after the press in 1923 blew up her account of her husband’s death there, she received money to repeat damning stories. The most damning to an English jury particularly sensitive about cruelty to animals was the story of Crowley’s cutting a cat’s throat and getting Betty’s late husband to drink its blood.

Betty’s account of abbey life was negative: “improper” paintings, oppressive discipline, a “pentagram ceremony,” a “Scarlet Woman” in a robe with a jeweled snake. “Did you see any sacrifice at all?”—“I saw a very big sacrifice, a terrible sacrifice, the sacrifice of a cat in the Temple inside the circle and on the altar.”

And continued: “Everybody was excited because they were going to have the big sacrifice. Mr. Crowley had a knife with a long handle. It was not very sharp.

“The cat was crying piteously in its bag. It was taken out of the bag and my husband had to kill the cat. The knife was blunt and the cat got out of the circle. That was bad for magical work.

“They had to start all over again. Finally, they killed the cat, and my young husband had to drink a cup of the cat’s blood.”

Eddy now turned in his best contribution. Cross-examining Betty, he undermined her truthfulness: “I suggest you have given evidence which is untrue, and which you know to be untrue?”—“No.”

“How many times have you been married?”—“I think four times.”

“How many times have you been divorced?”—“Three.”

“Before you went to Cefalù, were you a decent citizen or not?”—“I was, I think. Yes, of course I was.”

“You have written a book called Tiger Woman?”—“Yes.”

“Does it purport to be an autobiography of yourself?”—“Yes.”

“Is it true?”—“My whole early life and my latter life is very true, but there is one little thing that is untrue.”

“Are you here because you wanted to make money out of this case and to sell your evidence?”—“Certainly not to sell my evidence. But I have been subpoenaed to come here.”

Betty agreed she’d written a book called Tiger Woman: My Story but said the book’s story of her joining a Parisian Apache gang was untrue, as was a statement that she’d herself branded with a red-hot dagger a young English undergraduate suspected of betraying the gang to the police.

The hearing was adjourned, reconvening Friday, April 13. Under Eddy’s cross-examination, Betty admitted she’d been paid for stories about Crowley on returning from Sicily, and that somebody else wrote Tiger Woman. Eddy: “I am suggesting that this statement of yours about the sacrifice of a cat and your husband, who, you agree, was a man of refinement, drinking the blood of the cat, is pure fiction?”—“No, every word of it is true.” Eddy asked if the children at the abbey suffered, as she implied. “No. I do not think they were well brought up 
and well looked after. They had to fend for themselves, as it were. They were 
with the peasants most of the time.” Eddy read from Tiger Woman: “They were delightful children, healthy and well fed, and with no appearance of being oppressed by their unconventional surroundings,” asking, “Is that true?”—“I didn’t say they were underfed. I didn’t approve their upbringing.”

Had the cat story not struck such a chord with the jury, Eddy’s demolition of Betty Sedgwick’s trustworthiness might have been effective, but it was a Friday; there was haste. Eddy knew Betty was a “bought witness,” referring to “expenses” advanced her to come to London revealed in letters from Messrs. Waterhouse and Company (solicitors for the printers and publishers).

Hilbery pounced on the letters’ provenance: “Did you ever authorize anyone to extract those letters from your case and give them to Mr. Crowley?”—“No.” 
Mr. Justice Swift: “He [Eddy] clearly has no right to have it. Whoever has 
possession of those letters is in possession, according to this lady’s evidence, of stolen property.” Swift and Hilbery agreed that the letters stay in Court’s custody, implying Crowley obtained them illegally. Swift said witnesses often got expenses; Eddy replied the money at issue was money Mrs. Sedgwick demanded and received.

At this, the hearing went flat. O’Connor brought no further evidence but told the jury all magic was humbug and beyond serious interest, stating: “I hope this action will end for all time the activities of this hypocritical rascal.” O’Connor then suggested the jury stop the case. They’d heard enough of Crowley and should return a verdict for the defendants.

Eddy asserted the opposite: “no reasonable jury could do other than find a verdict in favour of Mr. Crowley.” Ignoring this, Swift told the jury: “I have been over forty years engaged in the administration of the law in one capacity or another. I thought I knew of every conceivable form of wickedness. I thought everything which was vicious and bad had been produced at some time or another before me. I have learnt in this case that one can always learn something more if one lives long enough. I have never heard such dreadful, horrible, blasphemous, and abominable stuff as that which has been produced by the man who describes himself to you as the greatest living poet.”

The jury found for the defendants.
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Fig. 3.2. Crowley defiant, outside the courts.

(Courtesy: Ordo Templi Orientis)

Eddy pleaded stay of execution as he’d been “desirous to point out, before the jury gave their decision, exactly what had to be done before a verdict could be returned at all.” Justice Swift replied: “You shall do that at another place when it seems convenient to you to do it Someday another jury will reinvestigate the matter.”

Edward Noel Fitzgerald first contacted Crowley for magical advice the day after Swift’s judgment, initiating a lifelong friendship. Seven years later, Crowley opined to Fitzgerald that Swift’s abrupt termination of the hearing resulted from what eventually killed him:

The Late Mr. Justice Swift (who died of drink*11—he was habitually drunk on the Bench after lunch—anyone who knows the Law courts, down to the constables on guard, can confirm this) did foam at the mouth about me. But you can say that he referred to me as “the greatest English living poet.” He was a bit excited and wanted to get off to golf—it was a Friday p.m. Now, per contra. Mr. Justice Bennet, summing up in Crowley v. Grey [Praed St. case], said that no one had ever doubted my high standing, or attacked my literary righteousness. I forget the exact words; but the case, which was fought bitterly, was reported at some length in the Daily Telegraph. (I was away, very ill.) Date? 1934, I think; for the life of me I can’t place it nearer. It is well worth while to have this looked up, and a cutting or cuttings obtained. “Wickedest man in the World” is only James Douglas and Horatio Bottomley—both had failed to blackmail me. This is a smashing retort; don’t forget it! A.C.3

While 666 recuperated, 1746 Winona Boulevard prepared for “Crowley Night.” Over 150 people heard Crowley’s poetry and magical writings while Regina sang to Jack Ross and several voice students’ accompaniment. Movie star John Carradine (1906–1988) read Crowley’s “O Madonna of the Golden Eyes” and signed the visitor’s book with 136 others.

Despite the fun, Crowley was unimpressed when Smith’s copy of Church of Thelema incorporation papers omitted the O.T.O., with Smith typifying Max Schneider as anything but “reasonable,” though clearly possessed of sufficient erudition to give that impression. While Crowley night was a great success and twenty-seven attended mass the previous Sunday, Schneider denigrated the mass as “amateur theatricals,” declaring the expression Crowley’s: ruinous publicity, bewailed Smith. Max only paid full dues once, and that was just before leaving, after avoiding chores, depressing everyone by sulking, and claiming people connected to magical powers needed never to worry about money; it always came! Sure, wrote Smith—from younger members! Meanwhile, Smith suffered a $40 pay cut.4

On June 22, 1934, the Nottingham Journal announced:

Mr. Aleister Crowley, the author, who appeared in a recent High Court action was arrested on warrant yesterday and charged with receiving five letters the property of Mrs. Sedgwick. Mr. Crowley will appear at Marylebone Police-court today. He was released on bail.

Crowley stood at the Old Bailey on June 22. Bound over on the twenty-fifth with fifty pounds costs to the prosecution (paid by Kerman), Crowley’s defense was, he maintained, hampered by a violent attack of asthma entering the witness box. He dropped his appeal in October.

Disoriented throughout the summer, he woke at 5:30 a.m. on August 1 for a walk, “determined to beat it for Morocco—or any place where the frame-up is unknown! Till the hour strikes!!”—the “hour” being that of the country’s need. Heading for Chester he heard “Canon Simpson preaching Karl Marx!”—likely an error, for Chester’s Canon Hewlett Johnson, “Christian Marxist,” had just returned from Russia convinced liberty and welfare were safe under Stalin!

Pearl Brooksmith wrote from 21 Upper Montagu Street on August 12 to thank Smith for a draft—just in time, as costs denuded her savings; and no publisher would touch Crowley for fear of the courts. Therion dearly hoped to be in California, but scarcity and strain prevented it—and added: “What he has done for me I can never repay—and may add that I admire you people on the other side of the water for doing the same and sticking up for him when most of the world are against him.”5 She signed the letter “S[carlet] W[oman].”

On September 17 en route for Southampton, Crowley visited family hometown Alton. Did he ponder his paternal forebears’ wealth, enjoyed when Crowley Ales dominated a town whose very name “AL-ton” presaged the New Aeon? From Northlands House nursing home, Westrow Road, Southampton (still functioning), a “feeble” Crowley thanked Smith for five pounds; regular sums were vital. However, Smith should not have used Crowley’s title “Rex S.S.,” (“Supreme Most Holy King”) in his church registration—O.T.O. would do.6 Despite Pearl’s postscript indicating 666 had phlebitis “pretty bad,” Smith, frustrated, fulminated: “You really are the limit.”7 Hadn’t he already sent Crowley three unanswered letters about the incorporation? He’d simply followed Crowley’s instruction: concentrate on the mass, not the degrees.

Short of shirt and shoes, Smith had his problems. John Bamber (in love with Leota) quit noisily on September 20, followed by Leota. “Deacon” Jacobi found driving 120 miles from San Bernardino a strain. New lodgers might help, and Crowley would probably get his five pounds if they stayed. On December 15, Crowley made light of the “Rex S.S.,” issue, thanking Smith for the five pounds that arrived just at the point of utter desperation. Smith shouldn’t ever imagine he was neglectful of “you folk,” but every time he had a position to communicate, something—good or bad—happened to change the picture.
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Fig. 3.3. The Mapleton Hotel, Coventry Street. A postcard from the 1950s.

When Crowley was ejected from the Washington Hotel, Curzon Street, on November 9, the Mapleton—a Victorian corner hotel at 39 Coventry Street near Piccadilly Circus—found room. It was nearly Christmas, but where were the wise bearing gifts?
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