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Foreword

has attempted a definition of what such a society is: yet

no satisfactory description of the phenomenon has yet
been attained. This is because there are so many variants surround-
ing the central fact of the existence of the society that what will
identify one society will not fit another.

Notallsecret societies are entirely secret: many of their members
may be known (as in the case of the Freemasons); their objectives
(as with the Rosicrucians) may be stated publicly; their teachings
(as those of the Assassins) may be available to all. The
secrecy of the society is not always confined to the few. In most
primitive tribal initiations (which exactly resemble many civilized
secret societies) all the adults are members. This latter fact means
that the society is working not against established authority, but
for it, removing the validity of the argument that all secret
associations are dedicated to the “destruction of properly con-
stituted authority”.

It is interesting to note how students of this strange branch of
human activity have tended to miss the fact that the secret society
is an amalgam of many elements which are found in ordinary
life. There is the exclusivity of membership, the importance
attaching to being a member. This is found in clubs and associa-
tions which are not in any way secret: found among thousands
of coteries of individuals everywhere and in all eras. Then there
is the use of signs, passwords and similar materials. These, too,
perform a function in human organization everywhere. Thirdly, -
there is the objective of the society. This may be almost anything,
and is found in al! manner of pressure-groups wherever humanity
congregates.

There is the shared experience of the rituals and the belief (the
‘myth’) of the society. Every clan, nation, even family has such

9
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SECRET S5OCIETIES

myths and rituals, which come to have a special meaning for the
participants.

These are some of the materials for the secret society. The
uniqueness of the true secret society is that certain aspects of
human thought which are particularly compelling are combined
to train and maintain the efforts of a group of people to operate
in a certain direction.

It is the undesirable activities of some secret societies and their
very air of mystery which has given them the reputation of being
strange, abnormal associations. When, however, their beliefs
become those of the majority, they cease to be considered anti-
social. It is as simple as that.

The secret organizations dealt with in this book have been
chosen in such a way as to illustrate the widest variety of their
forms, rituals and beliefs. Much of the material has been obtained
at first-hand and is published for the first time.

Secret societies are generally considered to be anti-social: to
contain elements which are distasteful or harmful to the com-
munity at large. Such is undoubtedly the case—sometimes. Com-
munism and Fascism function as secret societies in countries where
they are prohibited by law. Christianity was a secret society in
Rome, and was considered by the authorities from the start to be
a dangerous innovation. The same was true of Islam. It can be
said that at least some of the believers in these creeds, working in
secret, were genuinely devout believers that what they practised
was for the eventual good of society. The Arabs today consider
that the Jews constitute a dangerous secret society which is
dedicated to the overwhelming of the world. The Druses and
Yezidis in Syria and Iraq think the same of the Arabs. Freemasons
and Catholics hold almost precisely similar ideas about each
other. It is impossible, incidentally, to divorce the study of secret
societies from religion, because even avowedly criminal societies
so often have religious origins or pretensions. If one takes the
position that social right and wrong should be the mentor in
estimating the value of the secret society, a stumbling-block of
similar magnitude appears. In Borneo, initiates of the hunting

10



FOREWORD

societies considered it meritorious and necessary to hunt heads.
In Polynesia, infanticide and debauch were considered essential
for initiation into societies where the tribal code needed members
who indulged in these things, as pillars of society. In Africa,
North America, Melanesia and elsewhere, initiation into the
highest degrees of clan life (and consequent status as a man and a
just man at that) involved undergoing trials which not infre-
quently resulted in the death or madness of the candidate.

Since the earliest recorded times, the official administration of
any given country has been concerned with maintaining the
status quo and defending society as constituted against minority
groups which sought to function as ‘states within states’, or to
overthrow the authority of the time. Few of such efforts have
been permanently successful, and it seems unlikely from the
sociological point of view that they ever will be. The human
desire to be one of the elect is something which no power has
yet been able to reduce, let alone overcome. Whether this is a
good or a bad thing depends entirely upon one’s point of view
and one’s commitments at the time of judging the question. This
book does not pretend to be an exhaustive account of secret
societies: none such has ever been nor ever will be written. But in
these pages will be found some of the characteristic forms which
secret societies and cults have taken—successfully and otherwise.
None of them can be regarded as good from every point of view.
But all of them can be considered evil, from one standpoint or
another: democracy by autocrats, banditry by the law-abiding,
mysticism by the materialist.

11



Ciriginal from

Digitized by (_-.-nugh: INDIANA UNIVERSITY



The Old Man of the Mountains

medieval castle—the Eagle’s Nest—perched high upon

the crags of the Persian mountains: the personal repre-
sentative of the Emperor and the veiled figure who claimed to be
the incarnation of God on earth. Hasan, son of Sabah, Sheikh of
the Mountains and leader of the Assassins, spoke. “You see that
devotee standing guard on yonder turret-top? Watch!”

He made a signal. Instantly the white-robed figure threw up
his hands in salutation, and cast himself two thousand feet into
the foaming torrent which surrounded the fortress.

“lI have seventy thousand men—and women—throughout
Asia, each one of them ready to do my bidding. Can your master,
Malik Shah, say the same? And he asks me to surrender to his
sovereignty! This is your answer. Go!”

Such a scene may be worthy of the most exaggerated of horror
films. And yet it took place in historical fact. The only quibble
made by the chronicler of the time was that Hasan’s devotees
numbered “only about forty thousand.” How this man Sabah
came by his uncanny power, and how his devotees struck terror
into the hearts of men from the Caspian to Egypt, is one of the
most extraordinary of all tales of secret societies. Today, the sect
of the Hashishin (druggers) still exists in the form of the Ismailis
(shmaelites), whose undisputed chief, endowed by them with
divine attributes, is the Aga Khan.

Like many another secret cult, the Assassin organization was
based upon an earlier association. In order to understand how

13
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SECRET SOCIETIES

they worked and what their objectives were, we must begin with
these roots.

It must be remembered that the followers of Islam in the
seventh century A.D. split into two divisions: the orthodox, who
regard Mohammed as the bringer of divine inspiration; and the
Shiahs, who consider that Ali, his successor, the Fourth Imam
(leader), was more important. It is with the Shiahs that we are
concerned here.

From the beginning of the split in the early days of Islam, the
Shiahs relied for survival upon secrecy, organization and initia-
tion. Although the minority party in Islam, they believed that
they could overcome the majority (and eventually the whole
wortld) by superior organization and power. To this end they
started a number of societies which practised secret rites in which
the personality of Ali was worshipped, and whose rank and file
were trained to struggle above all for the accomplishment of
world dominion.

One of the most successful secret societies which the Shiahs
founded was centred around the Abode of Learning in Cairo,
which was the training-ground for fanatics who were conditioned
by the most cunning methods to believe in a special divine
mission. In order to do this, the original democratic Islamic ideas
had to be overcome by skilled teachers, acting under the orders
of the Caliph of the Fatimites, who ruled Egypt at that time.

Members were enrolled, on the understanding that they
were to receive hidden power and timeless wisdom which would
enable them to become as important in life as some of the
teachers. And the Caliph saw to it that the instructors were no
ordinary men. The supreme judge was one of them; another was
the commander-in—chief of the army; a third the minister of the
Court. There was no lack of applicants. In any country where the
highest officials of the realm formed a body of teachers, one
would find the same thing.

Classes were divided into study groups, some composed of
men, others of women, collectively termed Assemblies of
Wisdom. All lessons were carefully prepared, written down and

14



THE OLD MAN OF THE MOUNTAINS

submitted to the Caliph for his seal. At the end of the lecture all
present kissed the seal: for did the Caliph not claim direct descent
from Mohammed, through his son-in-law Ali and thence from
Ismail, the Seventh Imam? He was the embodiment of divinity,
far more than any Tibetan Jama ever was.

The university, lavishly endowed and possessing the best manu-
scripts and scientific instruments available, received a grant of a
quarter of a million gold pieces annually from the Caliph. Its
external form was similar to the pattern of the ancient Arab uni-
versities, not much different from Oxford. But its real purpose
was the complete transformation of the mind of the student.

Students had to pass through nine degrees of initiation. In the
first, the teachers threw their pupils into a state of doubt about all
conventional ideas, religious and political. They used false
analogy and every other device of argument to make the aspirant
believe that what he had been taught by his previous mentors
was prejudiced and capable of being challenged. The effect of
this, according to the Arab historian, Makrizi, was to cause him to
lean upon the personality of the teachers, as the only possible
source of the proper interpretation of facts. At the same time, the
teachers hinted continually that formal knowledge was merely
the cloak for hidden, inner and powerful truth, whose secret
would be imparted when the youth was ready to receive it. This
‘confusion technique’ was carried out until the student reached the

stage where he was prepared to swear a vow of blind allegiance

to one or other of his teachers.

This oath, together with certain secret signs, was administered
in due course, and the candidate awarded the first degree of
mitiation.

The second degree took the form of initiation into the fact that
the Imams (successors of Mohammed) were the true and only
sources of secret knowledge and power. Imams inspired the
teachers. Therefore the student was to acknowledge every saying
and act of his appointed guides as blessed and divinely inspired.
In the third degree, the esoteric names of the Seven Imams were
revealed, and the secret words by which they could be conjured

15



SECRET SOCIETIES

and by which the powers inherent in the very repetition of their
names could be liberated and used for the individual especially in
the service of the sect.

In the fourth degree, the succession of the Seven Mystical
Law-givers and magical personalities was given to the learner.
These were characterized as Adam, Noah, Abraham, Moses, Jesus,
Mohammed and Ismail. There were seven mystical ‘helpers’:
Seth, Shem, Ishmael, Aaron, Simon, Ali, and Mohammed,
the son of Ismail. This last was dead, but he had a mysterious
deputy, who was the Lord of the Time: authorized to give his
instructions to the People of Truth, as the Ismailis called them-
selves. This hidden figure gave the Caliph the power to pretend
that he was acting under even higher instructions.

The fifth degree named twelve apostles under the seven pro-
phets, whose names and functions and magical powers were de-
scribed. In this degree the power to influence others by means of
personal concentration was supposed to be taught. One writer
claims that this was done merely by the repetition, for a period
of three years to train the mind, of the magical word AK-zABT-1.

To obtain the sixth degree involved instruction in the methods
of analytical and destructive argument, in which the postulant
had to pass a stiff examination. The seventh degree brought reve-
lation of the Great Secret: that all humanity and all creation were
one and every single thing was a part of the whole, which in-
cluded the creative and destructive power. But, as an Ismaili, the
individual could make use of the power which was ready to be
awakened within him, and overcome those who knew nothing
of the immense potential of the rest of humanity. This power came
through the aid of the mysterious power called the Lord of the
Time.

To qualify for the eighth degree, the aspirant had to believe
that all religion, philosophy and the like were fraudulent. All that
mattered was the individual, who could attain fulfilment only
through servitude to the greatest developed power—the Imam.
The ninth and last degree brought the revelation of the secret that
there was no such thing as belief: all that mattered was action.

16



THE OLD MAN OF THE MOUNTAINS

And the only possessor of the reasons for carrying out any action
was the chief of the sect.

As a secret society, the organization of the Ismailis as outlined
above was undoubtedly powerful and seemed likely to produce
a large number of devotees who would blindly obey the orders of
whomever was in control of the edifice. But, as with other
bodies of this kind, there were severe limitations from the point
of view of effectiveness.

Perhaps the phase of revolt or subversion planned by the society
did not in the end get under way; perhaps it was not intended to
work by any other means than training the individual. Be that
as it may, its real success extended abroad only (in 1058) to
Baghdad, where a member gained temporary control of Baghdad
and coined money in the Egyptian Caliph’s name. This sultan
was slain by the Turks, who now entered the picture, and the
Cairo headquarters was also threatened. By 1123, the society was
closed down by the Vizier Afdal. The rise of Turkish power
seemed to have discouraged the expansionist Cairo sect so
strongly that they almost faded out, and little is heard of them
after that date.

It wasleft to Hasan, son of Sabah, the Old Man of the Mountains,
to perfect the system of the ailing secret society, and found an
organization which has endured for nearly another thousand
YE'E[S.

Who was Hasan? He was the son of a Shiah (Ali-worshipper)
in Khorasan, a most bigoted man, who claimed that his ancestors
were Arabs, from Kufa. This assumption was probably due to the
fact that such a lincage bolstered up claims to religious importance,
then as now, among Moslems. The people of the neighbourhood,
many of them also Shiahs, stated very decisively that this Ali was a
Persian, and so were his forebears. It is generally thought that this
is the truer version. As the Governor of the Province was an
orthodox Moslem, Ali spared no efforts to assume the same guise,
This is considered to be completely permissible—the Doctrine of
Intelligent Dissimulation. As there was some doubt as to his
reliability in the religious sense, he retired into a monastic retreat,

17
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THE OLD MAN OF THE MOUNTAINS

and sent his son Hasan to an orthodox school. This school was no
ordinary one. It was the circle of disciples presided over by the
redoubtable Imam Muwafiq, about whom it was said that every
individual who enrolled under him eventually rose to great
power.

It was here that Hasan met Omar Kha}r'yim, the tentmaker—pnet
and astronomer, later to be the poet laureate of Persia. Another
of his schoolmates was Nizam-ul-Mulk, who rose from peasant-
hood to become prime minister. These three made a pact, accord-
ing to Nizam’s autobiography, whereby whichever rose to high
office first would help the others.

Nizam, the courtier, became Vizier to Alp-Arslan the Turkish
sultan of Persia, in a relatively short time. He helped Omar, in
accordance with his vow, and secured him a pension, which gave
him a life of ease and indulgence in his beloved Nishapur, where
many of his Rubd‘iydt poems were written. Meanwhile Hasan
remained in obscurity, wandering through the Middle East,
waiting for his chance to attain the power of which he had
dreamed. Arslan the Lion died, and was succeeded by Malik Shah.
Suddenly, Hasan presented himself to Nizam, demanding to be
given a place at court. Delighted to fulfil his childhood vow, the
vizier obtained for him a favoured place, and relates what tran-
spired thus in his autobiography:

“I had him made a minister by my strong and extravagant
recommendations. Like his father, however, he proved to be a
fraud, hypocrite and a self-seeking villain. He was so clever at
dissimulation that he appeared to be pious when he was not, and
before long he had somehow completely captured the mind of the
Shah.”

Malik Shah was young, and Hasan was trained in the Shiah art
of winning people over by apparent honesty. But Nizam was still
the most important man in the realm, with an impressive record of
honest dealing and achievements. Hasan decided to eliminate him.

The king had asked in that year, 1078, for a complete account-

ing of the revenue and expenditure of the empire, and Nizam told
him that this would take over a year. Hasan, on the other hand,
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claimed that the whole work could be done in forty days, and
offered to prove it. The task was assigned to him. And the accounts
were prepared in the specified time. Something went wrong at
this point. The balance of historical opinion holds that Nizam
struck back at the last moment, saying “By Allah, this man will
destroy us all unless he is rendered harmless, though I cannot kill
my playmate.” Whatever the truth may be, it seems that Nizam
managed to have such disparities introduced into the final calli-
graphic version of the accounts that when Hasan started to read
them they appeared so absurd that the Shah, in fury, ordered him
to be exiled. As he had claimed to have written the accounts in
his own hand, Hasan could not justify their incredible deficiencies.

Hasan had friends in Isfahan, where he immediately fled. There
survives a record of what he said there, which sheds interesting
light upon what was in his mind. One of these friends, Abu-al-
Fazal, notes that Hasan, after reciting the bitter tale of his down-
fall, shouted these words, in a state of uncontrollable rage: “If
I had two, just two, devotees who would stand by me, then I
would cause the downfall of that Turk and that peasant.”

Fazal concluded that Hasan had taken leave of his senses, and
tried to get him out of this ugly mood. Hasan took umbrage, and
insisted that he was working on a plan, and that he would have his
revenge. He set off for Egypt, there to mature his plans.

Fazal was himself later to become a devotee of the Assassin
chief, and Hasan, two decades later, reminded him of that day in
Isfahan: “Here I am at Alamut, Master of all I survey: and more.
The Sultan and the peasant Vizier are dead. Have I not kept my
vow? Was I the madman you thought me to be? I found my two
devotees, who were necessary to my plans.”

Hasan himself takes up the story of how his fortunes fared after
the flight from Persia. He had been brought up in the secret doc-
trines of Ismailism, and recognized the possibilities of power
inherent in such a system. He knew that in Cairo there was a
powerful nucleus of the society. And, if we are to believe the
words of Fazal, he already had a plan whereby he could turn their
followers into disciplined, devoted fanatics, willing to die for a
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THE OLD MAN OF THE MOUNTAINS

leader. What was this plan? He had decided that it was not enough
to promise paradise, fulfilment, eternal joy to people. He would
actually show it to them; show it in the form of an artificial
paradise, where houris played and fountains gushed sweet-
scented waters, where every sensual wish was granted amid beauti-
ful flowers and gilded pavilions. And this is what he eventually
did.

Hasan chose a hidden valley for the site of his paradise,
described by Marco Polo, who passed this way in 1271:

“In a beautiful valley, enclosed between two lofty mountains,
he had formed a luxurious garden stored with every delicious
fruit and every fragrant shrub that could be procured. Palaces of
various sizes and forms were erected in different parts of the
grounds, ornamented with works of gold, with paintings and
with furniture of rich silks. By means of small conduits contained
in these buildings, streams of wine, milk, honey and some of pure
water were seen to flow in every direction. The inhabitants of
these places were elegant and beautiful damsels, accomplished in
the arts of singing, playing upon all sorts of musical instruments,
dancing, and especially those of dalliance and amorous allurement.
Clothed in rich dresses, they were seen continually sporting and
amusing themselves in the garden and pavilions, their female
guardians being confined within doors and never allowed to
appear. The object which the chief had in view in forming a
garden of this fascinating kind was this: that Mahomet having
promised to those who should obey his will the enjoyments of
Paradise, where every species of sensual gratification should be
found, in the society of beautiful nymphs, he was desirous of it
being understood by his followers that he also was a prophet and
a compeer of Mahomet, and had the power of admitting to
Paradise such as he should choose to favour. In order that none
without his licence should find their way into this delicious valley,
he caused a strong and inexpungable castle to be erected at the
opening to it, through which the entry was by a secret passage.”

Hasan began to attract young men from the surrounding
countryside, between the ages of twelve and twenty: particularly
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those whom he marked out as possible material for the production
of killers. Every day he held court, a reception at which he spoke
of the delights of Paradise . . . “and at certain times he caused
draughts of a soporific nature to be administered to ten or a dozen
youths, and when half dead with sleep he had them conveyed to
the several palaces and apartments of the garden. Upon awakening
from this state of lethargy their senses were struck by all the de-
lightful objects, and each perceiving himself surrounded by
lovely damsels, singing, playing, and attracting his regards by the
most fascinating caresses, serving him also with delicious viands
and exquisite wines, until, intoxicated with excess and enjoyment,
amidst actual rivers of milk and wine, he believed himself
assuredly in Paradise, and felt an unwillingness to relinquish its
delights. When four or five days had thus been passed, they were
thrown once more into a state of somnolency, and carried out of
the garden. Upon being carried to his presence, and questioned
by him as to where they had been, their answer was ‘in Paradise,
through the favour of your highness’; and then, before the whole
court who listened to them with eager astonishment and curiosity,
they gave a circumstantial account of the scenes to which they
had been witnesses. The chief thereupon addressing them said:
“We have the assurance of our Prophet that he who defends his
Lord shall inherit Paradise, and if you show yourselves to be
devoted to the obedience of my orders, that happy lot awaits

¥ ¥

you.

Suicide was at first attempted by some; but the survivors were
early told that only death in the obedience of Hasan’s orders could
give the key to Paradise. In the eleventh century it was not only
credulous Persian peasants who would have believed such things
were true. Even among more sophisticated people the reality of
the gardens and houris of paradise were completely accepted.
True, a good many Sufis preached that the garden was allegorical
—but that still left more than a few people who believed that they
could trust the evidence of their senses.

The ancient Art of Imposture, by Abdel-Rahman of Damascus,
gives away another trick of Hasan’s. He had a deep, narrow pit
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sunk into the floor of his audience-chamber. One of his disciples
stood in this, in such a way that his head and neck alone were
visible above the floor. Around the neck was placed a circular
dish in two pieces which fitted together, with a hole in the middle.
This gave the impression that there was a severed head on a metal
plate standing on the floor. In order to make the scene more plausible
(if that is the word) Hasan had some fresh blood poured around
the head, on the plate.

Now certain recruits were brought in. “Tell them,” com-
manded the chief, “what thou hast seen.” The disciple then
described the delights of Paradise. “You have seen the head of
a man who died, whom you all knew. I have reanimated him to
speak with his own tongue.”

Later, the head was treacherously severed in real earnest, and
stuck for some time somewhere that the faithful would see it.
The effect of this conjuring trick plus murder increased the
enthusiasm for martyrdom to the required degree.

There are many documented instances of the recklessness of
the fidayeen (devotees) of the Ismailis, one witness being a
Westerner who was treated a century later to a similar spectacle
to that which had appalled the envoy of Malik Shah. Henry,
Count of Champagne, reports that he was travelling in 1104
through Ismaili territory. “The chief sent some persons to salute
him and beg that, on his return he would stop at and partake of
the hospitality of the castle. The Count accepted the invitation.
As he returned, the Dai-el-Kebir (Great Missionary) advanced
to meet him, showed him every mark of honour, and let him
view his castle ar:d fortresses. Having passed through several,
they came at length to one of the towers which rose to an exceed-
ing height. On each tower stood two sentinels clad in white.
“These,’ said the Chief, pointing to them, ‘obey me far better
than the subjects of your Christians obey their lords;’ and at a
given signal two of them flung themselves down, and were
dashed to pieces. ‘If you wish,’ said he to the astonished Count,
‘all my white ones shall do the came.” The benevolent Count
shrank from the proposal, and candidly avowed that no Christian
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prince could presume to look for such obedience from his subjects.
When he was departing, with many valuable presents, the Chief
said to him meaningly, ‘By means of these trusty servants I get
rid of the enemies of our society.’

Further details of the mentality of Hasan are given in what is
supposed to be an autobiographical account of his early days: and
it probably is in fact such, because the method of his conversion
does seem to follow the pattern which has been observed in
fanatics, of whatever religious or political persuasion.

He was, he says, reared in the belief of the divine right of the
Imams, by his father. He early met an Ismaili missionary (Emir
Dhareb) with whom he argued strenuously against the Emir’s
particular form of the creed. Then, some time later, he went
through a bout of severe illness, in which he feared to die, and
began to think that the Ismaili doctrine might really be the road
to redemption and Paradise. If he died unconverted, he might be
damned. Thus it was that as soon as he recovered he sought out
another Ismaili propagandist, Abu Najam, and then others.
Eventually he went to Egypt, tostudy the creed at its headquarters.

He was received with honour by the Caliph, due to his former
position at the Court of Malik Shah. In order to increase their
own importance, the high officials of the Court made a good deal
of public play of the significance of the new convert; but this
fact secmed in the end to help Hasan more than it did them. He
entered into political intrigue and was arrested, then confined in a
fortress. No sooner had he entered the prison than a minaret col-
lapsed, and in some unexplained way this was interpreted as an
omen that Hasan was in reality a divinely protected person. The
Caliph, hurriedly making Hasan a number of valuable gifts, had
him put aboard a ship sailing for north-west Africa. This gave him
the funds which he was to use for setting up his ‘paradise’—and
also, through some quirk of fate, the disciples whom he sought.

A tremendous storm blew up, terrifying the captain, crew and
passengers alike. Prayers were held, and Hasan was asked to
join. He refused. “The storm is my doing; how can I pray
that it abate?”” he asked. “I have indicated the displeasure of the
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Almighty. If we sink, I shall not die, for I am immortal. If you
want to be saved, believe in me, and I shall subdue the winds.’

At first the offer was not accepted. Presently, however, when
the ship seemed on the point of capsizing, the desperate passengers
came to him and swore eternal allegiance. Hasan was still calm;
and continued so untl the storm abated. The ship was then
driven on to the sea-coast of Syria, where Hasan disembarked,
together with two of the merchant passengers, who became his
first real disciples.

Hasan was not yet ready for the fulfilment of his destiny as he
saw it. For the time being, he was travelling under the guise of
a missionary of the Caliph in Cairo. From Aleppo he went to
Baghdad, seeking a headquarters where he should be safe from
interference and where he yet could become powerful enough to
expand. Into Persia the road led him, travelling through the
country, making converts to his ideas, which were still apparently
strongly based upon the secret doctrines of the Egyptian Ismailis.
Everywhere he created a really devoted disciple (fidayi) he bade
him stay and try to enlarge the circle of his followers. These
circles became hatching-grounds for the production of ‘self-
sacrificers’, the initiates who were drawn from the ranks of the
most promising ordinary converts. Thus it was that miniature
training centres, modelled upon the Abode of Learning, were in
being within a very few months of his return to his homeland.

During his travels, a trusted lieutenant—one Hussein Kahini—
reported that the Iraki district where the fortress of Alamut was
situated seemed to be an ideal place for proselytism. Most of
the ordinary people of that place, in fact, had been persuaded into
the Ismaili way of thinking. The only obstacle was the Governor
—Ali Mahdi—who looked upon the Caliph of Baghdad as his
spiritual and temporal lord. The first converts were expelled from
the country. Before many months, however, there were so many
Ismailis among the populace that the Governor was compelled
to allow them to return. Hasan, though, he would not brook.
The prospective owner of Alamut decided to try a trick. He
offered the Governor three thousand pieces of gold for “the
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amount of land which could be encompassed by the hide of an
ox’'. When Mahdi agreed to such a sale, Hasan produced a skin,
cut it into the thinnest possible thongs, and joined them together
to form a string which encompassed the castle of Alamut. Al-
though the Governor refused to honour any such bargain, Hasan
produced an order from a very highly placed official of the Seljuk
rulers, ordering that the fortress be handed over to Hasan for
three thousand gold pieces. It turned out that this official was
himself a secret follower of the Sheikh of the Mountain.

The year was A.D. 1090. Hasan was now ready for the next part
of his plan. He attacked and routed the troops of the Emir who
had been placed in the governorship of the Province, and welded
the people of the surrounding districts into a firm band of diligent
and trustworthy workers and soldiers, answerable to him alone.
Within two years the Vizier Nizam-ul-Mulk had been stabbed to
the heart by an assassin sent by Hasan, and the Emperor Malik
Shah, who dared to send troops against him, died in grave sus-
picion of poison. Hasan’s revenge upon his class-fellow was to
make him the very first target of his reign of terror. With the
king’s death, the whole realm was split up into warring factions.
For long the Assassins alone retained their cohesion. In under a
decade they had made themselves masters of all Persian Irak, and of
many forts throughout the empire. This they did by forays, direct
attack, the poisoned dagger, and in any other manner which
scemed expedient. The orthodox religious leaders pronounced
one interdict after another against their doctrines; all to no effect.

By now the entire loyalty of the Ismailis under him had been
transferred from the Caliph to the personality of the Sheikh of
the Mountain, who became the terror of every prince in that
part of Asia, the Crusader chiefs included. “Despite and despising
fatigues, dangers and tortures the Assassins joyfully gave their
lives whenever it pleased the great master, who required them
either to protect himself or to carry out his mandates of death.
The victim having been pointed out, the faithful, clothed in a
white tunic with a red sash, the colours of innocence and blood,
went on their mission without being deterred by distance or
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danger. Having found the person they sought, they awaited the
favourable moment for slaying him, and their daggers seldom
missed their aim.”

Richard the Lionheart was at one time accused of having asked
the ‘Lord of the Mountain’ to have Conrad of Montferrat killed;
a plot which was carried out thus: “Two assassins allowed them-
selves to be baptized and placing themselves beside him, seemed
intent only on praying. But the favourable opportunity presented
itself; they stabbed him and one took refuge in the church. But
hearing that the prince had been carried off still alive, he again
forced himself into Montferrat’s presence, and stabbed him a
second time; and then expired, without a complaint,
amidst refined tortures.” The Order of the Assassins (i) Z/
had perfected their method of securing the loyalty of
human beings to an extent and on a scale which has (ii) ﬁ'
seldom been paralleled.

The Assassins carried on the battle on two fronts. i

They fought whichever side in the Crusades served i) - QD
their purposes. At the same time they continued the
struggle against the Persians. The son and successorof (iv)
Nizam-ul-Mulk was laid low by an Assassin dagger.
The Sultan, who had succeeded his father Malik Shah Fig. A
and gained power over most of his territories was marching against
them. One morning, however, he awoke with an Assassin weapon
stuck neatly into the ground near his head. Within it was a note,
warning him to call off the proposed siege of Alamut. He came to
terms with the Assassins, powerful ruler though he undoubtedly
was. They had what amounted to a free hand, in exchange for a
pact by which they promised to reduce their military power.

Hasan lived for thirty-four years after his acquisition of Alamut.
On only two occasions since then had he even left his room: yet
he ruled an invisible empire as great and as fearsome as any man
before—or since. He seemed to realize that death was almost
upon him, and calmly began to make plans for the perpetual
continuance of the Order of the Assassins.
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The Latter Days of the Assassins

HE ruler of one of the most terrifying organizations the

world has ever known was without a lineal successor.

He had had both of his sons killed: one for carrying out
an unauthorized murder, the other for drinking wine; certainly a
case of “do as I say, not as I do”. He called his two most trusted
lieutenants from the strongholds which they maintained on his
behalf: Kia Buzurg-Umid (Kia of Great Promise) and Abu-Ali of
Qaswin. Kia was to inherit the spiritual and mystical aspect, while
Abu-Ali attended to the military and administrative affairs of the
Order. It is said that Hasan bin Sabah died almost immediately
afterwards, in 1124, at ninety years of age; having given the
world a new word; assassin. ‘Assasseen’ in Arabic signifies
‘guardians’, and some commentators have considered this to be
the true origin of the word: ‘guardians of the secrets”.

The Organization of the Order, under Hasan, called for
Missionaries (Dayes), Friends (Rafiq) who were disciples, and
Fidavis, devotees. The last group had been added by Hasan to the
Ismaili original, and these were the trained killers. Fidavis wore
white, with a girdle, cap or boots of red. In addition to careful
coaching in where and when to place the dagger in the victim’s
bosom, they were trained in such things as languages, the dress and
manners of monks, merchants and soldiers, any of whom they
were ready to impersonate in carrying out their missions. The
chief was known as Sayedna (Our Prince, Leader), and, popularly
(because of the mountain stronghold of Alamut), as the Sheikh
of the Mountain. This is the figure referred to in Crusaders’
writings as ‘Sydney’, or ‘Senex de Monte’, the first word being
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a literal translation of the word “Pir’: Persian for Ancient, or Sage.
There were three Great Missionaries, who ruled three territories.
After the Friends and Fidavis came the Laziks, aspirants who were
being trained for membership of the society, but were as yet
uninitiated.

Hasan reduced the original number of degrees of initiation
from nine to the mystical number of seven. A similar number of
regulations formed the Rules of the Order. This, in fact, comprised
the working plan of the spreading of the Faith. The First Rule
was that the Missionary must know human psychology in such a
way as to be able to select suitable people for admission to the
cult; and was summed up in the mnemonic: Cast no seeds upon
rocks. The second rule of procedure was the application of flattery
and gaining the confidence of the prospective member. Third
came the casting of doubt into the mind, by superior knowledge.
Fourthly, the teacher must apply an oath to the student never to
betray any of the ‘truths’ which were to be revealed to him. Now
he was told, as the fifth stage, that Ismailism was a powerful
secret organization, supported by some of the most important
figures of the time. After this, the aspirant was questioned and
studied, to discover whether he had absorbed the opinions of the
teacher and attached himself sufficiently into a position of depen-
dence upon his ideas. At this stage he was asked to meditate upon
the meaning of the reported saying of the prophet that “Paradise
lies in the shadow of swords”. In the final degree, many difficult
passages of the Koran were explained in terms of allegory.

How is it that the rules of this extraordinarily successful Order
are known in such detail? It so happened that when the Mongols
eventually overthrew Alamut by force of arms, their chief,
Halaku (‘Destruction’) Khan, asked his chief minister to examine
their library. This most learned man, ‘Father of Kings’ Jawani,
later wrote a careful book in which he detailed the organization
of the Assassins, whose name he attributed to the use of the drug
Hashish, which they were said to use in stupefying candidates for
the ephemeral visit to ‘paradise’.

It is possible that recruits were made in another way than by
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selecting gullible, fully grown youths. Legend has it that Hasan,

once master of Alamut, used to buy unwanted children from
their parents, and train them in implicit obedience and with the
sole desire to die in his service.

Buzurg-Umid (‘Great Promise’), the second Grand Master,
maintained the power of the Assassins on much the same pattern:
building new forts, gaining fresh converts, terrorizing those
whom he did not want to have killed and using them to further
his designs of world conquest. Sultan Sanjar of Persia, in spite of
several expeditions against the Viper’s Nest, as Alamut was now
being called, could do little about him. Ambassadors on each side
were slain; a notable religious leader was captured by the Assassins,
given a mock trial and flung into a furnace. The Grand Master at
this time seldom put on the field more than two thousand men
at a time: but it must be remembered that they were killers acting
under an iron discipline, and more than a match for any organized
army that they might ever have to face. Now the Order began
to spread in Syria, where the continued contact with the Crusaders
was established.

The warriors of the Cross were in fairly effective control of an
area extending from the Egyptian border to Armenia in the
north. Bahram, a Persian leader of the Assassin cult from
Astrabad, gained control of a mighty fortress in Syria, in the
region known as the Valley of Demons (Wadi-el-Jan), and from
there spread out from one fort to another. The Grand Prior
Bahram now moved to an even more substantial fortified place,
Massyat. Bahram’s successor, Ismail the Lash-Bearer, planted a
trained devotee on the saintly Vizier of Baghdad, into whose
confidence he worked his way to such an extent that this Assassin,
now called the ‘Father of Trust’, was actually made Grand Judge
of Baghdad.

The Crusaders had by now been about thirty years in the Holy
Land, and the Assassins decided that they could usefully form an
alliance with them aimed against Baghdad. A secret treaty was
therefore made between the Grand Master and Baldwin II, King
of Jerusalem, whereby the Ismaili Grand Judge would have
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opened the gates of Baghdad treacherously to the Crusaders, if the
fortified city of Tyre were handed over to the Assassins for their
part in the transaction.

Something went wrong. The judge had ordered an underling
to open the city’s gates. This servant had told the military com-
mander of Damascus, who lost no time in killing the man, the
Vizier and six thousand people believed to be secret Assassins
within the city. The Damascus garrison fell upon the Crusaders
and beat them back in a thunderstorm which the Christian
warriors attributed to divine anger at their unworthy pact, and
the Assassins as an attempt by the powers of Nature to allow the
Crusaders into the city under its cover.

Meanwhile the Grand Master was indulging in an orgy of
destruction of individual rulers who opposed his creed; the list is
interminable, but this is a fair example: “The celebrated Aksun-
kur, Prince of Mosul, was a warrior equally dreaded by the
Christians and the Assassins. As this Prince, on his return from
Ma'’ara Masrin, where the Moslem and Christian hosts had parted
without venturing to engage, entered the Mosque at Mosul to
perform his devotions, he was attacked at the moment when he
was about to take his usual seat by eight Assassins, disguised as
dervishes. Three of them fell below the blows of the valiant Emir:
but ere his people could come to his aid, he had received his
death-wound and expired.”

The fanaticism which inspired the killers was shared, it seems,
by other members of their families, who had been thoroughly
trained in the bloody creed: for the historian Kamal-ed-Din
relates, “On this occasion when the mother of one of the youths
who attempted Aksunkur’s life heard that he had been slain, she
painted her face and donned the gayest raiment and ornaments,
rejoicing that her son had been found worthy to die the glorious
death of a martyr in the cause of the Imam. But when she saw
him return alive and unscathed, she cut off her hair and blackened
her countenance, and would not be comforted.”

Things thus continued for the fourteen years and a quarter of
the Second Grand Master’s rule. When he died he nominated his
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son Kia Mohammed as his successor. Under Mohammed the
killings continued, a part of the sca-coast of Palestine came into
Assassin hands, and the cult leaders reaffirmed their overt belief
in orthodox Islam. In public, Ismailis were ordinary Moslems;
the secret doctrine of the divinely guided leader was not to be
discussed with the uninitiated.

But this most successful of secret societies soon showed that its
strength ultimately depended upon a powerful leader: and Kia
Mohammed was no such. Little by little it became obvious that his
own son, Hasan the Hated, was the stronger personality. Now
Hasan, through some magnetic power, was able to capture the
imagination of the Assassins, soon having it believed that he
himself was none other than the Power of All Powers, the Hidden
Imam, who had been mentioned by the first Grand Master; an
incarnation of all greatness. So important was he that he was the
fountain of power, and others only held a measure of authority
because he allowed them to have it.

This final absurdity was lapped up by members who had been
conditioned to believe in things which were not, shall we say,
exactly self-evident to the ordinary man. The doctrine of the all-
powerful Invisible Imam was a part of Ismailism; and Hasan was
ready even during his early manhood to assume the role. But,
since his father was able to assert himself by having some two
hundred and fifty of Hasan’s followers murdered, he thought it
wiser to hold his hand. In 1163 his chance came. Mohammed
died, and Hasan II issued an order to all Ismailis to collect below
the castle of Alamut.

Never before had such an assembly of killers, fanatics and dedi-
cated perverters of the truth been seen. Hasan, probably in a state
of megalomania, assured them that he had received a message
from the Almighty that as from now, all the bonds of religion
were loosed: everyone might do as he liked. It was not necessary
to keep up pretences. And, furthermore, he, Hasan, was none
other than the Hidden Imam. His word was law; and he was
a form of the divinity, not merely relaying instructions from

above.
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There was one further obstacle. According to Ismaili doctrine,
the Hidden Imam was to be of the Family of Hashim, the blood of
Mohammed the Prophet. Such descendants were known and
revered: and it was common knowledge that Hasan II was not
one of them. He overcame this difficulty by stating that he was
not in fact the true son of Kia Mohammed the Persian, but an
adopted child of the Caliphial family of Egypt. This pretence was
carried on for four years, during which the crazed Hasan showed
that he was not as mad as he might have been, by consolidating
quite efficiently the power of the cult. Eventually, he was assas-
sinated by his brother-in-law, Namwar (‘The Famous’). Now
the father-to-son succession seemed to be established. Mohammed
II, son of Hasan II, began the cultivation of letters and sciences
which was to distinguish successive Grand Masters of the Order.
It was a conceit of his, in the time of the greatest flowering of
Persian literature, that he was supreme among poets and philoso-
phers. He used his assassins, too, to drive this point well home.
The Imam Raz, one of the greatest thinkers of the time, refused to
acknowledge the Assassins as the most advanced theologians: so
Mohammed II sent an envoy to him, promising either a swift
death by dagger or a pension of several thousand gold pieces a
year. Suddenly the learned Imam’s discourses seemed to lose their
bite. One day, soon afterwards, he wasasked why he did notattack
the Assassinsas of old. “Because,” said the old man, with a nervous
glance around the assembly where a murderer might lurk, “their
arguments are so sharp, and pointed.”

For thirty-five years Mohammed II ruled the Ismailis with a rod
of iron; the only law was that of obedience to the Assassin will.
The observances of ritual Islam were abolished. A new star had
arisen: a power to stiffen resistance to Crusader penectration;
Saladin, who was to become an implacable foe of the Assassins.

The Syrian branch of the cultgrew in power, while theactivities
of the Eastern Assassins were carried out much more quietly, with
missionaries being sent to India, Afghanistan, even the remote
Pamir Mountains which straddle China and Russia, where even
today adherents of the sect arc to be found. Saladin had overcome
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the other Ismaili branch and original home of Assassinism—
Egypt—and restored the true faith to the people of the Nile. He
now had enough booty for ten years’ war against the Crusaders
in Palestine, and troops to spare. His first task was to unify the
forces of Islam; and this he determined to do by force if necessary.
Sinan, Ancient of the Assassin cult in Syria, decided to oppose
this terrible enemy of the Fatimites. Three assassins fcll upon
Saladin and nearly killed him. This made the sect a priority target
for the Saracen chief. The Old Man of the Mountain, for his
part, now unleashed a succession of fanatics, in every kind of
disguise, upon Saladin. By 1176, Saladin decided that an end
must be put to the cult. He invaded their territory and started to
lay it waste, when the Assassin chief offered him freedom of action
to fight the Crusaders, and no further attempt upon his life, if the
cult were spared. These terms were agreed to, and henceforth no
Assassin ever again attempted to molest Sultan Saladin.

This period introduces Sinan as yet another strange and terrible
Assassin leader. He had decided that he was the incarnation of all
power and deity, and that he would live the part. Sinan was never
seen to eat or drink, sleep, or even to spit. Between sunrise and
sunset he stood on a pinnacle of rock, dressed in a hair-shirt, and
preached his own power and glory to delighted Assassins. Thus,
at one and the same time, there were two chiefs of the Order, each
busily telling his own followers that he, and he alone, was God.
Hasan in Persia, Sinan in Syria, each commanded legions of
devoted killers, all committed by oath to follow his path.

When Mohammed II died, he was succeeded by his son
Jalaludin, who completely reversed the orders that the Assassins
were to have no outward religious observances. He felt that he
could do a great deal by adopting the cloak of orthodox piety,
and sent ambassadors far and wide to announce his maintenance
of the true faith. He went so far as to curse his predecessors
publicly, in order to convince the incredulous that such a people
as the Assassins could turn over a new leaf. As a result of what
would today be called a long-term and comprehensive pro-
paganda plan, he was acknowledged as a religious leader by half
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the orthodox monarchs of Islam, and (the first Assassin to be so
styled) came to be termed Prince Jalaludin.

Jalaludin died in 1203, after twelve years of leadership of the
cult, handing over to Alaeddin (Aladdin), a child of nine years
of age. Weak, inefficient, stupid, Alaeddin made little mark upon
history. It is said that his main activity was tending sheep, to
which he was passionately attached, and he even had a small hut
built in a sheepfold, where he spent most of his time. He was
extraordinarily cruel, in spite of the contact with the sheep, and
continued to terrorize in time-honoured fashion any person, great
or small, who did not pay tribute or otherwise co-operate with
the organization.

The Assassins’ hands, ears and eyes were everywhere. Once
fully initiated, 2 man might be sent to a place a thousand miles
away, there to take up residence and live: waiting for the moment
when orders came to him from Alamut to fulfil his fatal destiny.
A story is told of the court of the Shah of Khwarism, thus: “The
Ismaili ambassador spent some time with the Vizier. One day,
after a splendid banquet when the wine which they had been

in ﬂulatmn of the law had mounted into their heads,
the ambassador told the Vizier by way of confidence that there
were several Ismailis among the pages, grooms, guards and other
persons who were 11'1:11'11#:::].13l':elj,r about the Sultan. The Vizer,
dismayed and at the same time curious to know who these
dangerous attendants were, besought the ambassador to point
them out to him, giving him his napkin as a pledge that nothing
evil should happen to them. Instantly, at a sign from the envoy,
five of the persons who were attendants in the chamber stepped
forth, avowing themselves to be concealed Assassins. ‘On such a
day and at such an hour,’ said one of them, an Indian, to the
Vizier, ‘I might have slain thee without being seen or punished;
and if I did not do so it was only because I had no orders from
my superiors.”

The Vizier begged for his life. But word got to the Sultan, who
ordered the Assassins to be apprehended and burned alive, and
“the five chamberlains were cast on the flaming pyre, where they
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died exulting at being found worthy to suffer in the service of the
great Sheikh of the Mountain.” The Assassins had the last laugh,
for an order arrived immediately afterwards from Alamut, that
the Shah must pay ten thousand pieces of gold as compensation for
each man killed—which he did.

Another subsidiary activity which the Assassins delighted in
was the holding captive in Alamut of useful, rare and distinguished
personages who could be of value to them in educational, military
or other spheres. One was a physician, another a famous astro-
nomer, a third the greatest painter in Persia, who worked to the
order of the chief alone.

The end of a chapter was near, for the Mongol hordes under
Halaku, lieutenant of Chinghiz, were steadily destroying all the
civilization of Islam which lay in their inexorable path west-
wards. Rukneddin, son of Alaeddin, succeeded him and tried at
first to turn the Mongol tide. After a series of encounters, pitched
battles, intrigues and counter-intrigues, Rukneddin was taken. He
played for time as long as he could, but was eventually murdered
in his own turn by the victorious Mongol chief’s men. Assassin
power in Persia was broken, and what remained of the members
were ordered—none knows by whom—to conceal their faith
and await a signal that the cult was in full operation again. Alamut
was silenced, and the Syrian headquarters alone remained.

It was a long time until the Mamluk Sultan of Egypt was able
to overcome the Mongol thrust. In 1260, however, he carried the
banners of Islam victoriously against them, and restored the fort-
ress of Alamut and other properties to the Assassins, who were
strongly surviving underground. They soon found that they had
exchanged one master for another, for the Egyptians were now
employing them for their own purposes. Ibn Batuta, the great
traveller of the fourteenth century, found them well entrenched
in their former strong places, being used as the “arrows of the
Sultan of Egypt with which he reaches his enemies.”

The supposed suppression of the creed which followed the
Mongol destruction did not in fact take place. Copying each
other, historians have asserted that Assassinism died six hundred
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years ago. Now and again, however, fresh facts of their continued
existence still come to light. In the eighteenth century an English-
man, the British Consul at Aleppo in Syria, was at pains to make
this better known: “Some authors assert,” he writes, “that these
people were entirely extirpated in the thirteenth century by the
Tartars . . . but I, who have lived so long in this infernal place,
will venture to affirm that some of their spawn still exists in the
mountains that surround us; for nothing is so cruel, barbarous
and execrable that is not acted, and even gloried in, by these
cursed Gourdins.”

The Assassins were widely dispersed throughout Asia. The rise
of the Thugs, the secret society of assassination of India, followed
the Mongol invasion of Persia. Indeed, at least one of the Thug
recognition-signals (Ali bhai Salam!) indicates salutations to Ali,
the descendant of the Prophet most greatly revered by the
Assassins. Ismailis, not all of them recognizing the one chief,
reside in places as far apart as Malaya, East Africa and Ceylon.
They would not necessarily feel that they are Assassins in the same
sense as the extremists who followed the old Sheikhs of the
Mountains; but at least some of them revere the descendants of
the Lords of Alamut to the extent of deification.

The modern phase of Ismailism dates from 1810, when the
French Consul at Aleppo found that the Assassins in Persia
recognized as their divinely-inspired chief a reputed descendant
of the Fourth Grand Master of Alamut, who then lived at Kehk,
a small village between Isfahan and Tehran. This Shah Khalilullah
“was revered almost like a god and credited with the power of
working miracles . . . the followers of Khalilullah would, when
he pared his nails, fight for the clippings; the water in which he
washed became holy water.”

The sect next appear to the public gaze through an odd happen-
ing. In 1866, a law case was decided in Bombay. There is in that
city a large community of commercial men known as Khojas:
“A Persian,” the record tells us, “Aga Khan Mehalati (i.e., a native
of Mehelat, a place situate near Khek) had sent an agent to
Bombay to claim from the Khojas the annual tribute due from
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them to him, and amounting to about /10,000. The claim was
resisted, and the British court was appealed to by Aga Khan. Sir
Joseph Arnold investigated his claim. The Aga proved his
pedigree, showing that he descended in a direct line from the
fourth Grand Master of Alamut, and Sir Joseph declared it proved;
and it was further demonstrated by the trial that the Khojas were
members of the ancient sect of the Assassins, to which sect they
had been converted four hundred years before by an Ishmaelite
missionary, who composed a work which has remained the
sacred book of the Khojas.”

In the First Afghan War, the then Aga Khan contributed a
force of light cavalry to the British forces. For this he was awarded |
a pension. Hitti, in his History of the Arabs, notes (p. 448, 1951

edition) that the Assassin sect, known as Khojas
and Malwas, gave over a tenth of their revenues
\ / to the Aga Khan, who “spends most of his time

as a sportsman between Paris and London.”
The influence of the new form of organiza-
tion and training, as well as initiatory tech-
niques, of the Assassins upon later societies has
/\ been remarked by a number of students. That
the Crusaders knew a good deal about the
Ismailis is shown from the detailed descriptions
of them which survive. S. Ameer Ali, an Orientalist of con-
siderable repute, goes further in his assessment: “From the
Ismailis the Crusaders borrowed the conception which led to
the formation of all the secret societies, religious and secular, of
Europe. The institutions of Templars and Hospitallers; the Society
of Jesus, founded by Ignatius Loyola, composed by a body of
men whose devotion to their cause can hardly be surpassed in our
time; the ferocious Dominicans, the milder Franciscans—may all
be traced either to Cairo or to Alamut. The Knights Templar
especially, with their system of grand masters, grand priors and
religious devotees, and their degrees of initiation, bear the

strongest analogy to the Eastern Ismailis.”

Fig. B
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The Rise of the Knights Templar

to the Holy Land, bound themselves together in the creation

of a knightly Order. In under two hundred years this organ-
ization had become one of the most powerful single entities—if
not the greatest—in Europe. A few years later it was utterly
destroyed. The zeal of religion, the conditioning which made men
support a dedicated cause with all their might, was likewise the
instrument of their destruction. Nothing less than religious fer-
vour could have smashed the Order: as nothing less could have
created it.

Were the Knights Templar devil-worshippers, secret Saracens,
indulging in obscene orgies? Did they adore a head, ‘spit on the
Cross, use the word “Yallah’ (O Allah!) in their rituals? Did they
learn their ways from the terrible sect of the Assassins? Nobody
really knows the answers; but the story of the rise and fall of the
Templars is something well worth studying.

The original objective of the Order, which immediately became
the subject of applause throughout Christendom, was to combine
the two functions of monk and knight, to live chastely and fight the
Saracens with the sword and spirit. The Sweet Mother of God
was chosen as their patroness; and they bound themselves to live
in accordance with the rules of St. Augustine, electing as their
first leader Hugh de Payens. King Baldwin II granted them a
part of his palace to live in, and gave them a grant towards their

 upkeep.
¥ | They vowed to consecrate their swords, arms, strength and lives
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to the defence of the mysteries of the Christian faith; to pay com-
plete and utter obedience to the orders of the Grand Master; to
fight whenever commanded, regardless of perils, for the faith of
Christ as they understood it. Among the vows taken were those
which forbade their yielding even a foot of land to the enemy,
and not to retreat, even if attacked in the proportion of three to
one. They chose the name militia templi—soldiers of the Temple
—after the temple supposedly
built by Solomon in Jerusalem,
nearwhich theyhad been assigned
| quarters by the King.
Some say that the Templars
derived the idea of their Order
from that of the Hospitallers, who
looked after Catholic pilgrims to
Palestine; for there was little
hospitality to be had from the
native Orthodox Christians of
those parts. Others hold that there
was an even older Order from
which they received their in-
spu'atmn Nn reliable evidence on
this point is, however, available.
Although the Templars were so
poor that two men had to share
a horse (and their Seal com-
memorated this decades after they became one of the richest
communities of their time), they soon attracted favourable notice
and support. Only one year after their establishment, Fulk, Count
of Anjou, who had come to Jerusalem on a pilgrimage, joined as a
married member and gave them an annual grant of thirty pounds
of silver. This example was soon followed by other devout
Western princes.

For the first nine years of their existence, the knights con-
tinued to live a life of chastity and poverty, in accordance with
their vows. They adopted a striped white and black banner,
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THE RISE OF THE KNIGHTS TEMPLAR

called the Beauséant, after their original piebald horse; and this
word also became their battle-cry. Special raiment they had
none, and they wore whatever clothes were given to them by the
pious. But little by little, as one writer puts it, they were to
become “haughty and insolent”.

Baldwin of Jerusalem, who had been a prisoner in the hands of
the Saracens and knew of their disunity, realized at about this
time that Islam must eventually unite against the Christian in-
vasion, and he decided that the Templars would prove ideal allies
in the battles which were to come. In 1127, therefore, he sent two
Templars with his strong recommendation to the Pope, applying
for official recognition of the Order by the Holy See. They had an
introduction to St. Bernard himself, the Abbot of Clairvaux, who
was known to be an admirer of theirs, and who was a nephew of
one of their envoys. Then the Grand Master himself arrived in
Europe, and received the eulogistic opinion of the Abbot: “They
go not headlong into battle, but with care and foresight, peace-
fully, as true children of Israel. But as soon as the fight has begun,
thﬂ}r Iu."'lh Withﬂut dﬁlﬂ.}r 'L'IPD'H thﬂ fﬂﬁ .- and kﬂﬂw no fﬁar “ ..
one has often put to flight a thousand; two, ten thousand . . .
gf:ntlf:r than lambs and grimmer than lions; theirs is the mildness
of monks and the valour of the knight.” This testimonial was a
part of the campaign to help the Templars in their efforts at
recognition. On the 31st January, 1128, the Master appeared
before the Council of Troyes. This formidable body consisted of
the Archbishops of Rheims and Sens, ten bishops and a number
of abbots—including St. Bernard himself—presided over by the
Cardinal of Albano, the Papal legate. They were approved; and
Pope Honorius chose for them a white mantle, completely plain.
The red cross was added by order of Pope Eugenius Il in 1146.

Hugh de Payens now took his delegation through France and
England, and collected a number of recruits. Gifts and grants
were showered upon the Order; lands, rents and arms were forth-
coming from all quarters. Richard I of England was enthusiastic
about them. By 1133, King Alfonso of Aragon and Navarre, who
had fought the Spanish Moors in twenty-nine battles, had willed
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his country to them; although when the Moors finally laid him
low his nobles prevented the Templars from claiming their
rights.

gIn 1129 the Master, accompanied by three hundred knights,
recruited from the noblest houses of Europe, led a huge train of
pilgrims to the Holy Land. It was at this time that the Templars
formed part of the Christian contingent which, allied with the
Assassins, tried to take Damascus. Were they (as the Orientalist
von Hammer alleges) connected in some secret way with the
Assassins? It is an historical fact that the Assassins were prepared
to adopt Christianity if they could gain greater power thereby:
Christianity, that is, on the surface. Hammer points to the simi-
larity of the two organizations. The followers of Hasan Ibn
Sabah were in contact with the Templars, and had a similar
method of organization. They were in existence before the
Templars were formed: “The Ismailians (Assassins) was the
original, and the Order of the Templars, the copy.”

The balance of Western opinion is against this contention;
more particularly because, one feels from wide reading of his-
torians, great sympathy is felt for the cruelly treated and arbitrarily
dispossessed Templars. Thus Keightley, who made a close study
of the Order, attacks those who would claim that the Templars
were an Assassin branch: “When, nearly thirty years after their
institution, the Pope gave them permission to wear a Cross on
their mantle, like the rival Hospitaller Order, no colour could
present itself so well suited to those who daily and hourly exposed
themselves to martyrdom as that of blood, in which there was so
much of what was symbolical. With respect to internal organiza-
tion it will, we apprehend, be always found that this is for the
most part of the growth of time and the product of circum-
stances; and is always nearly the same where these last are
similar,”

The famous question of the three thousand gold pieces paid
by the Syrian branch of the Assassins to the Templars is another
matter which has never been settled. One opinion holds that this
money was given as a tribute to the Christians; the other, that it
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was a secret allowance from the larger to the smaller organization.
Those who think that the Assassins were fanatical Moslems, and
therefore would not form any alliance with those who to them
were infidels, should be reminded that to the followers of the Old
Man of the Mountains only he was right, and the Saracens who
were fighting the Holy War for Allah against the Crusaders were
as bad as anyone else who did not accept the Assassin doctrine.
Grave charges against the
Templars during the Crusades
included the allegation that they
were fighting for themselves
alone. More than one historical
incident bears this out. The
Christians had besieged the town
of Ascalon in 1153, and were
engaged upon burning down
the walls with large piles of in-
flammable materials. Part of the
wall fell after a whole night of
this burning. The Christian army
was about to enter, when the
Master of the Temple (Bernard
de Tremelai) claimed the right to _
take the town himself. This was The original Seal of the Templars.
because the first contingent into
a conquered town had the whole spoils. As it happened, the
garrison rallied and killed the Templars, closing the breach. There
seem good grounds for believing that the power which they
had gained caused the Templars to devote their efforts as much to
their own Order’s welfare as to the cause of the Cross, in spite of
their tremendous sacrifices for that cause. Having no loyalty to
any territorial chief, they obeyed their Master alone, and hence no
softening political pressure could be put upon them. This might
well have led to an idea that they were an invisible super-state;
and this does show some similarity with the invisible empire of the
Assassins. If none can deny their bravery, their high-handedness
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and exclusivity in less than a hundred and fifty years after their
founding gave them the reputation of considering themselves
almost a law unto themselves.

“One of the most disgraceful acts which stain the annals of the
Templars,” says even one of theirardent admirers, “occurred inthe
year 1155, when Bertrand de Blancford (whom William of Tyre
calls a ‘pious and Godfearing man’) was Master of the Order.
In a contest for the supreme power in Egypt, which the viziers,
bearing the proud title of Sultan, exercised under the
phantom-caliphs, Sultan Abbas who had put to death the Caliph
his master found himself obliged to fly from before the vengeance
of the incensed people. With his harem and his own and a great
part of the royal treasures, he took his way through the desert.
A body of Christians, chiefly Templars, lay in wait for the fugi-
tives near Ascalon. The resistance offered by the Moslems was
slight and ineffectual; Abbas himself was either slain or fled,
and his son Nasiredin professed his desire to become a Christian.
The far larger part of the booty of course fell to the Templars;
but this did not satisfy their avarice. They sold Nasiredin to his
father’s enemies for 60,000 pieces of gold, and stood by to see him
bound hand and foot and placed in a sort of cage or iron-latticed
sedan, on a camel to be conducted to Egypt, where a death by
protracted torture awaited him.”

It was not the Templars alone who were guilty of arrogance
and worse. The Hospitallers had deteriorated from their first fine
beginnings; and the annals of both Orders are not innocent of
unpleasantness, though they are indeed well filled with tales of
glory. The Hospitallers, for instance, refused to pay tithes to the
Patriarch of Jerusalem, even going so far as to erect immense
buildings in front of the Church of the Holy Sepulchre, as a prac-
tical demonstration of their own importance. When the Patriarch
entered this church, they rang their bells so loudly that he could
not make himself heard. There is an occasion recorded when
“the congregation was assembled in church, the Hospitallers
rushed into it in arms, and shot arrows among them as if they
were robbers or infidels. These arrows were collected and hung
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up on Mount Calvary, where Christ had been crucified, to the
scandal of these recreant knights. On applying to Pope Adrian
IV for redress, the Syrian clergy found him and his cardinals so
prepossessed in favour of his enemies—bribed by them, as was
said—that they had no chance of relief.”

This, then, was the background of the rise of the Templars,
and the flavour of their environment. If one adds to these elements
the fact that various very heterodox sects—gnostic, Manichae and
the rest—still lurked in the Holy Land, together with a great deal
of magic and superstition of every kind, there is a possibility,
to say the least, that the Templars were infected by it. The
contention which has been made, that such heresies and archaic
religions and practices did not survive until the Templar period,
is demonstrably false, although much play has been made of it by
those who would defend the Order; for do such sects not endure
there until this day? This is not to say that the Templars were
guilty of the practices which formed the substance of the con-
fessions later to be wrung from them by barbaric torture, which
we will examine in due course. But a secret tradition and magical
rites may well have played a part in their hidden lore and prac-
tices. It should also be remembered that towards the end there
were Templars who were of actual Palestinian birth, who would
have every opportunity of absorbing the unorthodox beliefs of the
many schools of a magico-religious nature which existed in the
area. The Grand Master Philip of Nablus (1167), for instance, was
a Syrian, and many Crusaders were Levantine lords, whatever
their original blood, speaking Arabic with perfection.

It was in 1162 that the Magna Carta of the Order was obtained
by the Templars: the Bull Omne Datum Optimum, often described
as the keystone of their power. Through this instrument they
were able to consolidate their authority and preserve their secrets
against intrusion. They were to find, too, that it did much to
excite the envy of their opponents.

Pope Adrian IV had died, and two rival popes were clected:
Alefander III by the Sicilian group, and Victor III by the imperial
party. At first the Templars acknowledged Victor; but in 1161
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they switched their allegiance to Alexander. There was probably
some sort of secret arrangement behind this, for by January
7th of the following year the famous Bull was issued. By the
terms of this document, the Templars were released from all
spiritual ties except to the Holy See; they were permitted to have
special burial-grounds in their own houses; they could have
chaplains of their own; they had no tithes to pay; and were
allowed to receive tithes. Nobody who had once entered the
Order could leave it, except to join one with a stricter discipline.
The stage was set for clerical hatred of the Templars and Hos-
pitallers (who had similar privileges), although the advantages to
the Pope from the combined support of these two Orders could
hardly be overestimated.

In 1184 an incident occurred which inspired a great deal of
distrust of the Order, although the rarity of its occurrence
should have underlined the fact that it was nothing of much con-
sequence. The English knight Robert of St. Albans left the Tem-
plars, became a Moslem and led an army for Saladin against
Jerusalem, then in the hands of the Franks. The charge against
the Templars that they were secret Mussulmans or allies of the
Saracens does not seem borne out by the fact that Saladin accused
them of treacherous truce-breaking and other crimes and—unlike
his usual chivalrous self—took a solemn oath that he would
execute such Templar captives as he could obtain, as “beyond the
limits of Islam and infidelity alike.” Nor did they make any
attempt to invoke any religious bond with Saladin when they
were captured, as we know from the Arabic Life of Saldin written
contemporaneously by his secretary, Qadi Yusuf. Strong evidence
of this is given in the events which followed the terrible Battle of
Hittin. Two years before, Saladin had made a pact with the
Assassins that they would give him a free hand to continue his
Holy War against the Franks. On July 1st, 1187, he captured
Tiberias. He attacked nearby Hittin at dawn on Friday, July 3rd.
Thirty thousand Crusaders were captured, including the King of
Jerusalem. No Templar is mentioned in the detailed Arab accdunt
as asking for mercy on religious or other grounds, although all

46



THE RISE OF THE KNIGHTS TEMPLAR

knew that Saladin had issued a warcry: “Come to death,
Templars!” The Grand Master, Gerard of Ridefort, and several
other knights were among those taken. Saladin offered them their
lives if they would see the light of the True Faith. None accepted,
and all these knights were beheaded except, admittedly, the
Templar Grand Master. A non-Templar, Reginald of Chatillon,
tried to invoke the sacred code of Arab hospitality, and other
Crusaders claimed that they were Moslems, and were spared:
none of them Templars or Hospitallers. Reginald and the Tem-
plars collectively were sentenced to death for breaking the truce
and the “war crime” of killing unarmed pilgrims to Mecca.
Arab accounts include only a few references which could be
construed as indicating any collusion with the Christian army.
One says that on the Friday at midday (the battle lasted for two
days), Sultan Saladin issued the attack cry to be passed along the
Saracen host, “On for Islam!”, at which the striped banner of the
Templars was raised, “and the Emir Lion-of-the Faith said, ‘Are
those Sultan (Saladin) Yusef’s allies, of whom I have heard from
the Reconnaisance men?’ " This cannot be regarded as anything
at all conclusive. The only other reference is to a body of Tem-
plars who went over to the Saracen side, and whose supposed
descendants survive to this day as the Salibiyya (Crusader) tribe
in north Arabia.

This engagement spelt the end of real Western power in Pales-
tine for over seven hundred years, although it did stimulate the
unsuccessful Third Crusade. Although the Templars—and some
other Crusaders—were still in the Holy Land, they had lost almost
all of their possessions there. But in the West lay the real seat of
their power. At this time their European possessions numbered
over seven thousand estates and foundations. Although principally
concentrated in France and England, they had extensive properties
in Portugal, Castile, Leon, Scotland and Ireland, Germany, Italy
and Sicily. When Jerusalem was lost, their headquarters were
transferred to Paris. This building, like all their branch churches,
was known as the Temple. It was here that the French King Philip
the Fair took refuge in 1306, to escape a civil commotion. It is
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said that this visit gave him his first insight into the real wealth of
the order: the fabulous treasures which his hosts showed him
giving the bankrupt monarch the idea to plunder the knights on
the pretext that they were dominated by heresies.

Philip the Fair was not entirely without some grounds for
attacking the Templars. In
1208 we find Pope Innocent
I, a great friend of the
Order, censuring them
publicly for “Causing their
churches to be thrown open
for Mass to be said every
day with loud ringing of
bells, bearing the cross of
Christ on their breasts but
not caring to follow his
doctrines which forbid
giving offence to the little
ones who believe in him.
Following the doctrines of
demons, they affix their

The last Grand Master of the Templars, Cross of the Order upon
in captivity. the breast of every kind

of scoundrel, asserting that

whoever by paying two or three pence a year became one of
their fraternity could not, even if interdicted, be deprived of
Christian burial . . . and thus they themselves, being captive to
the devil, cease not to make captive the souls of the faithful,
secking to make alive those whom they knew to be dead. . . ."

The first sign of an attempt to bring some sort of physical
restraint upon the Templars came from Henry III of England.
In 1252 he hinted that he might try to seize some of the property
of the Order: “You prelates and religious,” he said, “especially
you Templars and Hospitallers, have so many liberties and
charters that your enormous possessions make you rave with
pride and haughtiness. What was imprudently given must there-
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fore be prudently revoked; and what was inconsiderately
bestowed must be considerately recalled.”

The Master of the Templars immediately replied: “What sayest
thou, O King? Far be it that thy mouth should utter so disagree-
able and silly a word. So long as thou dost exercise justice thou

wilt reign; but if thou infringe it, thou wilt cease to be King!”
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The Fall of the Knights Templar

HE haughty Templars of the fourteenth century owned
land and revenues, gained steadily in honour and im-
portance. They might have had thrones had they wanted
them; for such was their power towards the end that, banded
together (as one historian points out), they could have overcome
more than one of the smaller countries of Europe. Perhaps,
though, they aimed even higher than that. If their eventual aim
was world hegemony, they could not have organized themselves
better, or planned their aristocratic hierarchy more thoroughly.
The pride, arrogance and complete confidence and self-sufficiency
of the Order is something which shows through even the least
inspired pages of the chroniclers. Their power was legendary:
“Everywhere they had churches, chapels, tithes, farms, villages,
mills, rights of pasturage, of fishing, of venery, of wood. They
had also in many places the right of holding annual fairs which
were managed and the tolls received by some of the brethren
of the nearest houses or by their donates or servants. The number
of their preceptories is, by the most moderate computation, rated
at nine thousand; the annual income of the Order put at about six
millions sterling: an enormous sum for those times! Masters of
such a revenue, descended from the noblest houses in Christen-
dom, uniting in their persons the most esteemed secular and
religious characters, regarded as the chosen champions of Christ
and the flower of Christian knights, it was not possible for the
Templars, in such lax times as the twelfth and thirteenth centuries,
to escape falling into the vices of extravagant luxury and over-
weening pride.”’
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The Otrder, when fully developed, was composed of several
classes: chiefly knights, chaplains and serving-brothers. Affiliated
were those who were attached to the Order and worked for it and
received its protection, without taking its vows. This affiliation
was said to be derived from the Arab ‘clientship’ association,
analogous to blood-brotherhood in tribal associations.

A candidate for knighthood should prove that he was of a
knightly family and entitled to the distinction. His father must
have been a knight, or eligible to become one. He had to prove
that he was born in wedlock. The reason for this last requirement
was said to be not only religious: there was the possibility that a
political head such as a king or prince might influence the Order
by managing to have one of his bastard sons enter it, later perhaps
to rise to high rank therein, and finally attaching it to the service
of his dominion.

The candidate had to be unmarried and free from all obligations.
He should have made no vow, nor entered any other Order; and
he was not to be in debt. Eventually the competition for admis-
sion was so great from eligible people that a very high fee was
exacted from those who were to be monk-warriors of the
Temple.

All candidates were to be knighted before entry into the Order.
But the period of probation which was originally demanded was
before very long entirely abolished. No young man could be
admitted until he was twenty-one years of age, because he was
to be a soldier as well as a monk, and this was the minimum age at
which he could bear arms.

When a new knight was admitted to the Order, the ceremony
was held in secret. This fact, and persistent rumours, caused the
belief that certain ceremonies and tenets were put into practice
which deviated more than a little from the rituals of the Church.
The ceremony was held in one of the Order’s chapels, in the
presence of the assembled chapter alone.

The Master (or the Prior, who took his place in chapels other
than those at which he was present) opened the proceedings:
“Beloved brethren, ye see that the majority are agreed to receive
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this man as a brother. If there be any among you who knows any-
thing of him, on account of which he cannot lawfully become a
brother, let him say it; for it is better that this should be signified
beforehand than after he is brought before us.”

If no objection was lodged, the aspirant was sent to a small
room with two or three experienced knights, to coach him in
what he had to know: “Brother, are you desirous of being asso-
ciated with the Order?” If he agreed, they would dwell upon the
trials and rigours of being a Templar. He had to reply that for
the sake of God he was willing to undergo anything and remain
in the Order for life; they asked him if he had a wife or was
betrothed; had he made vows to any other Order; did he owe
money more than he could pay; was he of sound mind and body;
was he the servant of any person?

After satisfactory answers, the result was passed to the Master.
The assembled company was then asked again if they knew
anything that might disqualify him. If none objected, they
were asked: “Are you willing that he should be brought in, in
God'’s name?” The knights answered, “‘Let him be brought in, in
God’s name.”

He was now again asked by his sponsors if he still desired to
enter the Order. Receiving an affirmative reply, they led him to
the chapter, where he folded his hands and flung himself upon
his knees: “Sir, I am come before God and before you for the
sake of God and our Dear Lady, to admit me into your Society,
and the good deeds of the Order as one who will be all his life
long the servant and the slave of the Order.”

“Beloved brother,” answered the receptor, “you are desirous
of a great matter, for you see nothing but the outward shell of
our Order. It is only the outward shell when you see that we have
fine horses and rich caparisons, that we eat and drink well and
are splendidly clothed. From this you conclude that you will be
well off with us. But you know not the rigorous maxims which
are in our interior. For it is a hard matter for you, who are your
own master, to become the servant of another. You will hardly
be able to perform, in future, what you wish yourself. For when
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you may wish to be on this side of the sea, you will be sent to the
other side; when you will wish to be in Acre, you will be sent to
the district of Antioch, to Tripolis, or to Armenia; or you will be
sent to Apulia, to Sicily, or to Lombardy, or to Burgundy,
France, England, or any other country where we have houses
and possessions.

“When you will wish to sleep, you will be ordered to watch;
when you will wish to watch, then you will be ordered to go to
bed; when you will wish to eat, then you will be ordered to do
something else. And as both we and you might suffer great in-
convenience from what you have mayhap concealed from us,
look here on the holy evangelists and the word of God and
answer the truth to the questions which we shall put to you; for
if you lie you will be perjured, and may be expelled the Order,
from which God keep you!”

Now all the former questions were asked on Holy Writ.

If the answers proved acceptable, the receptor continued:

“Beloved brother, take good care that you have spoken the
truth to us: for should you have spoken false on any one point,
you might be put out of the Order—from which God keep you!
Now, beloved brother, attend strictly to what we shall say unto
you. Do you promise to God, and to our dear Lady Mary to be,
all your life long, obedient to the Master of the Temple, and to
the Prior who shall be set over you?”

“Yea, sir, with the help of God!”

“Do you promise to God, and to our dear Lady Mary, to live
chaste of your body all your life long?”

“Yea, sir, with the help of God!”

“Do you promise to God, and to our dear Lady Mary, to observe
all your life long, the laudable manners and customs of our Order,
both those which are already in use and those which the Master
and Knights may add?”

“Yea, Sir, with the help of God!”

“Do you promise to God, and to our dear Lady Mary, that you
will, with the strength and powers which God has bestowed on
you, help as long as you live to conquer the Holy Land of
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Jerusalem; and that you will, with all your strength, aid to keep
and guard that which the Christians possess?”

“Yea, Sir, with the help of God!”

“Do you promise to God, and to our dear Lady Mary, never to
hold (leave) this Order for stronger or weaker, for better or worse,
than with the permission of the Master, or the chapter which has
the authority?”

“Yea, Sir, with the help of God!”

“Do you finally promise to God, and to our dear Lady Mary,
never to be present when a Christian is unjustly and unlawfully
despoiled of his heritage, and that you will never, by counsel or
by act, take part therein?”

“Yea, Sir, with the help of God!”

“In the name, then, of God, and our dear Lady Mary, and in
the name of St. Peter of Rome, and of our father the Pope, and in
the name of all the brethren of the Temple, we receive to all the
good works of the Order which have been performed from the
beginning, and shall be performed to the end, you, your father,
your mother, and all of your family whom you will let have share
therein. In like manner do you receive us to all the good work
which you have performed and shall perform. We assure you of
bread and water and the poor clothing of the Order, and labour
and toil enow.”

The candidate was admitted. The white mantle with its red
cross was placed by the Master over the neck of the candidate,
and clasped firmly by him. The Chaplain recited the 132nd psalm
and the prayer of the Holy Ghost, and each brother repeated a
paternoster.

Then the Master and the Chaplain kissed the new entrant on
the mouth. As he sat down before the Master, the latter delivered
him a sermon on his duties.

Knights were equipped more lightly than other Crusaders, and
were issued with shield, sword, lance and mace. They werc
allocated three horses each, plus an esquire, who was either a
serving-brother or a layman, perhaps a youth from a noble family
anxious to become a knight in his own turn.
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Retired knights were looked after by the Order, became coun-
sellors at meetings, and were eventually buried in coffins in their
Templar habit, with the legs crossed. Many Templar gravestones
show the Knight with his feet upon a dog.

It was Philip the Fair of France, bankrupt and fearful of the
growing power of the warriors of the Temple, who laid the con-
spiracy for the suppression of the Order for all time. It has been
hinted that Philip had some forewarning that a plot against the
throne was afoot; that the Templars, frustrated in their attempts
to win back the Holy Land, were about to turn upon Pope and
King alike and try to overcome all Christendom. In 1305, Pope
Clement had been crowned through the assistance of the French
King; and Philip was ready to bring all the power of Church and
State against the Knights of the Temple.

There had been continual rivalry between the Templarsand the
Hospitallers; and Clement, six months after his enthronement,
wrote asking them to visit him for a conference, ostensibly for
the purpose of making plans for aiding the kings of Armenia and
Cyprus. The Pope was, however, hoping that he could effect a
reconciliation between the two Orders, which would in turn
strengthen his own position as their only ultimate head. William
de Villaret, Master of the Hospital, was fully engaged in an attack
upon the Saracens of Rhodes when the invitation arrived, and
could not obey it; but Jacques de Molay, Grand Master of the
Temple, decided to accept. He handed over the defence of
Limassol in Cyprus to the Order’s Marshal, collected sixty
knights, packed 150,000 gold florins plus much other treasure,
and set sail for France.

At Paris, de Molay was received with honours by the King who
was plotting his downfall. In Poitiers, he met Clement, and dis-
cussed the possibilities of a fresh Crusade. De Molay opined that
only a complete alliance of all Christendom could be of any avail
against the Moslems, and that the amalgamation of the two
Orders was not a good idea. The Grand Master returned to Paris;
and almost at once rumours began to circulate about certain
serious charges to be preferred against the Order. Troubled by
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this campaign, the Master (together with Rimbaud de Caron,
Preceptor of Outremer; Jeffrey de Goneville, Preceptor of Aqui-
tane, and Hugh de Peraudo, Preceptor of France) returned to
Poitiers to justify the Order before the Pope.

An audience took place, about April of 1307, in which the Pope
mentioned the charges which had been made. The commission
understood that their answers satisfied Clement, and returned to
the capital in good heart. But this was just the beginning.

The method by which the charges were originally said to
have been made was through
a former Templar who had
been expelled from the Order
for heresy and other offences.
This Squm de Flexian found
himself in prison, together
> with another man (a Floren-
tine named Noffo Dei), and
they thought (or were told)
that they could obtain their

S e oy ' release and a pardon for the
: N crime of which they were
X currently accused if they
Latter-day Templar seal. would testify against the
Order. One account has it
that de Flexian called for the governor of the prison, saying
that he had a disclosure to make which he could tell the King
personally; and which would be more to him than the conquest
of a whole kingdom. Another chronicle has it that both men
were degraded Templars, and had been actively engaged in the
revolt against the King during which Philip had been forced to
take refuge with the Templars. It is further stated that Cardinal
Cantilupo, the Chamberlain to the Pope, who had been in associa-
tion with the Templars since he was eleven years old, had con-
fessed some of their doings to his master.

Ten main charges were made by de Flexian against the

Order:
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1. Each Templar on his admission swore never to quit the
Order, and to further its interests by right or wrong.

2. The heads of the Order are in secret alliance with the
Saracens, and they have more of Mohammedan infidelity than
Christian faith. Proof of the latter includes that they make every
novice spit upon the cross and trample upon it, and blaspheme
the faith of Christ in various ways.

3. The heads of the Order are heretical, cruel and sacrilegious
men. Whenever any novice, on discovering the iniquity of the
Order, tries to leave it, they kill him and bury the body secretly
by night. They teach women who are pregnant by them how to
procure abortion, and secretly murder such newborn children.

4. They are infected with the errors of the Fratecelli; they
despise the Pope and the authority of the Church; they scorn
the sacraments, especially those of penance and confession. They
pretend to comply with the rites of the Church simply to avoid
detection.

s. The superiors are addicted to the most infamous excesses of
debauchery. If anyone expresses his repugnance to this, he is
punished by perpetual captivity.

6. The Temple-houses are the receptacle of every crime and
abomination that can be committed.

7. The Order works to put the Holy Land into the hands of the
Saracens, and favours them more than the Christians.

8. The Master is installed in secret and few of the younger
brethren are present at this ceremony. It is strongly suspected
that on this occasion he repudiates the Christian faith, or does
something contrary to right.

9. Many statutes of the Order are unlawful, profane and
contrary to Christianity. The members are therefore forbidden
under pain of perpetual confinement to reveal them to anyone.

10. No vice or crime committed for the honour or benefit of
the Order is held to be a sin.

These charges were later augmented by others which were
collected through testimony from other enemies of the Order,
and included such assertions as the use of the phrase Ya Allah
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(O Allah!) and the adoration of an idol called the Head of
Baphomet.

Philip and his advisers prepared in great secrecy for the descent
upon this powerful organization. On the 12th of September,
1307, sealed letters were sent to all governors and Royal officers
throughout France, instructing them to arm themselves on the
twelfth of the next month and open the seal orders—and to act
upon them forthwith. By the morning of Friday, October 13th,

Grand Inspecteur Franc-Magonnique.
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Cyphers used by secret societies.

almost every Templar in France was in the hands of the King’s
men. Hardly one seems to have had any warning. On the day
before his arrest, the Grand Master had actually been chosen by
the King to be a pall-bearer at a State funeral.

The secret orders had it that all Templars were to be seized,
tortured and interrogated. Confessions were to be obtained from
them; pardon might be promised if they confessed. All their
goods were to be expropriated.

The King himself took possession of the Temple at Paris as
soon as the Grand Master and his knights were arrested. The next
day the University of Paris assembled, together with canons and
other functionaries and ministers; and the Chancellor declared
that the knights had been proceeded against for heresy. Two days
later the University met in the Temple and some heads of the
Order, including the Grand Master, were interrogated. They are
said to have confessed to ‘forty years’ guilt’.

58



THE FALL OF THE ENIGHTS TEMPLAR

Whether de Molay and others confessed on that occasion or
not, the King was emboldened to publish an accusation, in which
he called the knights “polluters of the air and devouring wolves”.
A public meeting was called in the Royal Gardens and addressed
by monks and representatives on this subject.

Edward II was the son-in-law of the French Philip, and to him
was sent a priest who invited the English monarch to act at once
against the Order in Britain. Edward almost at once wrote to say
that the charges seemed to him to be incredible. But Pope Clement
wrote on November 22nd to London, assuring Edward that the
Master of the Temple had confessed of his own free will that
knights on their admission to the Order denied Christ. Others had
admitted idolatry and other crimes. He therefore called upon the
King of England to arrest all Templars within his domains, and
to place their lands and goods in custody until their guilt or
innocence should be ascertained.

Before he received this missive, Edward seems to have been
sorely troubled by the allegations. He wrote, on November 26th,
to the Seneschal of Agen, asking about the charges. On the 4th of
December he wrote to the kings of Portugal, Castile, Aragon and
Sicily, asking “what they had heard, and adding that he had given
no credit to it”’. He wrote to the Pope himself on December 1oth,
expressing disbelief of what the French King said, and begging
His Holiness to instititute an enquiry. By December 15th, when
the Papal Bull arrived, Edward felt that he must act upon it
without question. On December 26th he wrote to the Pope that
his orders would be obeyed. In the interim, Edward had sent word
to Wales, Scotland and Ireland that the Templars were all to be
seized, as in England; but they were to be treated with kindness.

On October 19th, less than a week after they had been arrested,
140 prisoners were being tortured by the Dominican Imbert, in
the Paris Temple. Promises and the rack produced many con-
fessions. Thirty-six of the examinees died during these proceed-
ings. Throughout France the racks worked overtime, and the
confessions poured forth. Many of these were contradictory and

confused; perhaps there is little wonder of that.
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The Pope now seemed a little uneasy at the arbitrary methods
which were being employed. Philip wrote sharply to him saying
that he, the King, was doing God’s work, and rendered accounts
to God alone. He offered to turn over all the goods of the Tem-
plars to the service of the Holy Land, Clement, still a weakling,
merely stipulated that the inquisitions of each Bishop should be
confirmed by a Provincial Council, and that the examination of
the heads of the Order should be reserved to himself. Now we
hear a constant succession of confessions and retractions, allega-
tions that the heads of the Order confessed completely and spon-
taneously to the Pope himself. The Pope himself, for some
unexplained reason, tried to escape to Bordeaux, but was stopped
by the King. Now he was the monarch’s captive as well as his
creation.

Detailed confessions of individual Templars have been kept on
record, many of them undoubtedly obtained by extreme racking
and other tortures. The Templars who were prepared to defend the
Order in court were brought to Paris, to the number of five
hundred and forty-six. Deprived of their knightly habits and the
sacraments of the Church, they had no means to acquire defence
counsel. Their numbers rose to nine hundred, and now they
clamoured for the presence of the Grand Master, who was held
elsewhere. An Act of Accusation in the name of the Pope was
drawn up, and seventy-five Templars drew up the Defence.

The accusation had it now that “At the time of their reception
they were made to deny God, Christ, the Virgin, etc., and in par-
ticular to declare that Christ was not the true God, but a false
prophet, who had been crucified for his own crimes and not for
the redemption of the world. They spat and trampled upon the
cross, especially on Good Friday. They worshipped a cat, which
sometimes appeared in their chapters. Their priests, when
celebrating Mass, did not pronounce the words of consecration.
They believed that their Master could absolve them from their
sins. They were told at their reception that they might abandon
themselves to all kinds of licentiousness. They had idols in all

their provinces, some with three faces, some with one. They
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worshipped these idols in their chapters, believed that they could
save them, regarded them as the givers of wealth to the order and
of fertility to the earth; they touched them with cords which they
afterwards tied around their own bodies. Those who at the time
of their reception would not comply with these practices were put
to death or imprisoned.”

The reply of the Templars denied every charge and stated that
they had been subjected to every kind of illegality since their
arrest. Fifty-four of the knights who had volunteered to defend
the Order were committed to the flames, having been declared
relapsed heretics, before the trials had even started.

Four years to the day after the first arrests, the Pope led a
convocation of one hundred and fourteen bishops to come to a
final decision about the Templar Order. The prelates of Spain,
England, Germany, Denmark, Ireland and Scotland called for the
Templars to be allowed to defend themselves. The Pope retorted
by closing the Session almost at once. Out of fifteen hundred to
two thousand Templars who were in hiding in the vicinity, nine
knights actually came forward to testify for the Order. The Pope
doubled his guard and sent a message to the King to do the same,
as there was still danger from the hidden knights. They were not
heard. Only one Italian prelate and three French ones voted to
prevent the Order from putting in its defence.

Now Philip, deciding that something should be done to hasten
affairs, set off for Venice and the conference. His arrival had an
electric effect. On his sole authority the Pope almost immediately
abolished the Order in a secret consistory. This was on March
22nd, 1313. On May 2nd, when the Bull was published, the
Order ceased officially to exist. The Grand Master, assumed but
not proved to be guilty, was sentenced to perpetual imprisonment.
Most of the other knights were released, and many of these
passed their remaining days in poverty. De Molay and one of his
chiefs, Guy of Auvergne, proclaimed their innocence on the public
stage to which they had been taken to have sentence announced.

The King, upon hearing this, immediately had them committed
to the flames.

61



5

The Path of the Sufi

WELVE men sit on sheepskin rugs, arranged in a circle on

the floor of a large room in a country house in Sussex,

England. They are of various ages; each wears an orange
robe over his Western clothes. They look towards the leader of
the circle as the man opposite him remarks: “We are all here,
Master.” It is Thursday night, and the meeting of Sufis is paral-
leled in a thousand lodges throughout Asia and Africa—and some
in Europe and America as well.

Softly, somewhere a drum starts to beat. The leader, an olive-
skinned man in his late thirties, holds up his right hand, the
fingers extended: “Love! Blessings! The principles are five.
Meditation of the mind upon contact with the Infinite; abstinence
and restraint in order to produce the greater power; generosity
in all things; travel and movement, internal and external; belief
in the unity of all power.”

All present incline their heads, intoning the cabbalistical word,
Yaahuuuu, with something of the reasonance of the “Amen”
which follows a prayer.

We are at a Sufi meeting. Who are our companions?
Three of them are Orientals, settled in Britain, and carrying on
various avocations. The fourth is a young architect, who joined
Sufism when he was a soldier in the Middle East. He knows some
Arabic, and has studied the mystical literature of the saints of the
Order. Another, rather older, is a lawyer who was recruited
several years ago, after reading an article on Sufism and putting
an advertisement in a newspaper in an effort to trace any member
of the cult who might be in Britain. Two further members are
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commercial men, who have their own businesses. The rest are a
mixture of employed people who have come straight from their
London offices to this country place to spend the greater part of
the night in their observances, and people of more or less indepen-
dent means, attracted to the message which the Order offers.

Why has the Oriental cult of Sufism an appeal for materialistic
Westerners? What is it all about, anyway?

The People of the Path believe, as the early anchorites of Arabia
did, that a certain nobility of mind and purpose resides within
cvery human being. This is the basis of what distinguishes them
from their fellow-men. This it is the task of the Sufi teacher to
discover and develop in the individual. By the mental and
physical methods of ‘development’ which are practised, it is
believed that the human being finds his true place in life.

Is Sufism a religion; a way of life; something like Yoga—just
a ramp? It is none of these things, and yet it is a secret cult whose
members believe that it gives them something which they have
unconsciously sought for years. In this respect, at least, it re-
sembles a religion. It is rooted in the Persian and Arab literature
of the mystics who sought communion with an eternal principle
through the cultivation of ecstatic states. But at the same time it
is immensely practical. A Sufi is what a Westerner might call a
hundred-percenter. This attribute alone might enable a person to
get ahead in his own sphere, without much of the mind-training
and discipline which Sufism inculcates. “If you are writing a
letter,” says the Sufi dictum, “write it as if all the world will
judge you by this letter alone.”

Yet the Sufis believe that if a person were to take their prin-
ciples alone or piecemeal and applied them, this would result in
an unbalanced personality. Sufism, they maintain, must be fol-
lowed as a training system in its entirety.

How does one become a Sufi? This is extraordinarily difficult.
Sufis are not allowed to seek converts. This is because the disciple
must obey every order of his superior, even unto death. If, the
Sufis say, they were to recruit people by promising them worldly
or even spiritual advancement, they would be accused of merely
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trying to get people into their power. In the countries where
Sufism is deeply rooted, there is no lack of applicants. And, of
course, many young men and women are brought up on the path
by their parents, for there is no celibacy in Sufism.

Sufism enjoys a somewhat equivocal position in the countries
of Islam, where it has its widest currency. This is because the
orthodox religionists tend to frown upon a system which they
believe is designed to set the individual free (after an appropriate
period of training) from the restrictions of religion. At the same
time, countless thousands of Sufi teachers’ shrines are revered b}r
the masses; innumerable classical books have been composed
by Sufis; some of the greatest national heroes of Eastern lands
belonged to one or other of the four main Orders of the Sufi
Way.

That there is a supernatural element in Sufism cannot be
denied. Members believe (and literature abounds with supposed
examples of it) that the members of the higher degrees of initia-
tion are capable of influencing the minds of men and even events
in a totally inexplicable manner. And this belief is one which is as
adamantly held by the Western members of the Orders.

“My little daughter of six was dying of an incurable disease,”
one British Sufi told me, “and I asked the Master to bless her. He
raised his hands, palms forwards, towards me, and said, ‘Baraka
bashad’ (may the blessing be), and she was cured in three days.”
This exactly coincides with innumerable tales which are current
in countries of the East where hopeless cases are taken from
Western-style hospitals to Suft mystics for the application of their
baraka. This is the power which is passed from the Sheikh
(Master) to his disciple, and from one generation of Sufis to
another.

If we return to our English Sufi meeting, we can see how
another aspect of Sufism works. One member places his right
hand to his neck, as a signal to the Master that he wants to speak.
The Sheikh inclines his head. “I seek advice. I am dealing in
motor-cars and other machinery. I have the choice of putting all
my capital into a number of used cars or of building new garages.
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I have not enough capital to do both. Which is the better
alternative?”

The Sheikh momentarily places the tips of his fingers over his
eyes. “‘I shall send the decision to you after this session, as soon as
as we have finished.”

The assistant Sheikh makes a signal that he wishes to speak.
“We seck guidance upon the question of the headquarters of
the Order. Would you indicate whether we should try to buy the
building in which we hold our contemplation retreats?”
The Sheikh looks upwards. “Let a fund be started. No money is
to be borrowed; it is against the Rule of the Order. When there
is sufficient money, buy.”

Now the Sheikh starts to repeat certain syllables in rapid
succession, and the sounds are taken up by the rest of the com-
pany: “Ishk! Ya Hu! Ya Haadi! Ya Haadi!”

These, roughly translated, mean, Love, O He! O Guide,
Director! In common with the Arab cabbalists, the Sufis believe
that every sound contains power; the repetition of certain sounds
with certain intentions causes a focus to be attained. The result
of that focus is to cause the human mind to project power, in
accordance with the meaning of the sound.

For operations of treatment of disease, for example, the
company or individual will repeat “O Protector” (Ya Hafiz) as
many as three hundred thousand times. Material goodsare increased
by concentrating upon the invocation Ya Mughni (“O Enricher™).
This is not thought of as a form of magic, because the relationship
between the thing desired and the word is believed to be a cause-
and-effect one. If you believe in anything strongly enough, in
other words, it will happen.

A part of the evening is set aside for concentration upon
various objectives of the Order in this manner. Then, in ones and
twos, the members carry out their own silent repetitions, designed
to liberate the innate faculties which their ‘Director’ believes
should be developed. Added to the repetitions are physical exer-
tions. The body may sway from side to side with the beat of the
drum or the words intoned by the Sheikh. Or the head may be
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nodded backwards and forwards, while the Sufi carries out his
exercises designed to cause him ‘illumination’, in which he gains a
glimpse of perfect fulfilment.

Meanwhile, awaiting his turn, a candidate for initiation sits
in an adjoining room, wondering what is in store for him. He is a
young man, scarcely twenty years of age. He has been introduced
to the Path through what is considered to be the best of all ways
of entry: through the desire to emulate. It is thought that a
potential Sufi is destined for great things if he has noticed some-
thing unusual and impressive about a Suf, and asks him how he
developed this gift, ability or characteristic.

We are in a Sufi lodge, whose collective noun is the Halka,
or circle, The initiation varies slightly according to the Order
which is represented. In this (Nakshbandi) Lodge, of the Order
which is known as the Painters, the intending members must be
prepared to comply with the instructions and the means of
splntual dcv:lnpment given him by the Master (Murshid). This
is contained in the Rules for Initiates, laid down by Ahmad
Yasawi, one of the thirteenth-century Adepts; and these rules are
memorized by every intending member:

1. I surrender myself to the direction of the Murshid, helpless
in his hands as a corpse in the hands of those who lay it out; glad
to do so because I know that this is the right way.

2. I will polish my mind, in such a way as to follow the in-
structions which will develop my capacities to the utmost limit.

3. Regarding the powers which are liberated in me, I will
never make use of them except for the good of humanity;
knowing that such attempted adverse use would harm only
me.

4. I'will serve the Murshid, seeing in his personality that which
will be my personality, and in his greatness, and in my greatness,
the benefit of all and the divine all-power.

5. Doubts and uncertainties are to be expected. These I will
ignore, after I have allowed myself to know why they exist.

6. I will practise loyalty and steadfastness unto death; and
hereby endow, both symbolically and if asked, practically, the
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Order in the person of my Guide and Murshid, with all my
property and all my expectations in this life.

7. Utter silence of secrets is my oath; and I will show respect
for those who are set up over me, without quibble. I am the
friend of the friends of the Order and the Murshid who exem-
plifies it; the enemy of the enemies of the same.

The youth has completed his military service, is now studying
accountancy. His first contact with a Sufi was when he was
working as a part-time assistant in a restaurant. Here he noticed a
man among the customers who always seemed “on top of every
situation. His methods of discussion with the people who came
into the place were so controlled, and his perception, especially
of atmosphere, so profound, that I plucked up enough courage
to ask him how one did it. It may have been because I had
not yet acquired enough self-confidence. But [ am glad that I did
it.”’

The way to initiation, however, was devious. At more than one
point the youth thought that his mentor was more than half mad.
He took him for long walks, telling him that one day he might
tell him something of value, but that he would have to have
patience. How much patience did he have? Sometimes, after the
first meeting, he deliberately misconstrued something that the
young man said, and accused him of being stupid. Listening to
the way in which he tested him—for patience, tact, moral probity
and sheer endurance—one felt that there could be few who would
stand the pace: in Britain today, at any rate.

[ asked the sponsor whether this was the standard procedure.
He laughed. “Not exactly in that form. One goes by intuition,
you know, old boy.”

Eventually, the youth was given a book containing references to
Sufism to read, then questioned upon them. Finally, he was asked
to write a complete account of his life to date, taking as long as he
liked over it, and writing it in the form and detail which seemed
appropriate.

Now he was brought to a meeting for his initiation. He had
already been asked whether he was prepared to surrender his
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personal sovereignty to another person, and had agreed to do so.

The members of the Circle are styled by various names, which
describe household or other offices. This is probably a survival
of the time when most Sufis were organized into communities.
There may be, for instance, the Cupbearer, the Cook, the Groom
and the Carpet-layer. Other Orders have the Soldier, Cavalier,
Emir; or the brother, nephew, uncle, and so on. In this particular
case, the Swordbearer (taken from the motif of a ruler’s court) is
the sponsor for our neophyte.

He leaves the assembly, goes into the antechamber, and asks
the candidate if he is ready. Upon being told that he is, he teaches
him the secret sign of salutation of the Order. This is the first
identification signal learnt. He leads the youth back to the Halka.
At the entrance to the chamber, the newcomer removes his shoes
and waits while the Swordbearer walks to where the master sits.
“I bring a newcomer, secking the protection of the Order.”

“Protection and blessings be upon him!”

“He is one who seeks admission to our Path. He has washed
his hands of life; he is reconciled to the submission to the Chief of
Chiefs; he bows in salutation to the Emir of Emirs; he begs to
say that he has completed his novitiate with (naming himself).
And now he seeks the admission to the Company.”

“Why does he not speak for himself?”

“He is here to speak.”

“Come forward, then, and take my hand.”

The candidate comes forward, bows before the Murshid, and
kisses his hand, afterwards raising his own to his head, tips of the
fingers of the right hand in the centre of the forehead.

“Describe what you know of the Rules for Initiates.”

The candidate now recites the Rules as already given. He pauses
after each rule, to be asked: “Do you swear?”’; and replies, “I
swear ; upon which the master of the Halka raises his hand and
the other members intone Ya Hai (O Living One!).

The disciple may now take his place in the Circle, and is
handed his terracotta-coloured robe, a staff and a bowl. This is
the regalia of the wandering dervish, and serves to remind him of
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the dedication of the Order to: uniformity in outward appearance
(the robe); work and authority (the staff); and inner and bodily
nutriment (the bowl).

There are many paths within the Order which the initiate may
take; all will depend upon what his natural bent is: what are his
inner capabilities, which will be ‘developed’ by the training
which he is to receive. Early in his training, which takes place
primarily with a designated teacher from the circle, he is given
the poem of the Sufi mystic Nadim to commit to memory. It
purports to describe the False Sufi:

“Who fears man, accuses, slanders, claims exclusive right;
Who preaches travelling, not to disciples properly enrolled;
Who purports to explain the Path through assemblies other than
those of initiates;

Who denounces a father, son, uncle or other relative; Who
panders to the desires of the raw (immature) in giving them
promise of things that they may want: not the things which they
must have.”

Many Sufis go through training courses, as they would be
termed in the West, designed to bring out various characteristics
which they are thought to nced in order to have a balanced
personality. If the newcomer is impetuous, he must learn calm;
if irritable, he must be made forbearing; if ambitious, his ambi-
tion must be directed.

It is more than likely that Sufism has influenced the modern
schools of mysticism which are known in the West, as well as
the monastic Orders of the Middle Ages. Many writers have
tried to show that Sufism arose from Gnosticism, from Egyptian
religion, was influenced by Buddhism, Yoga, Christianity,
Mithraism. But no such effort has been wholly successful. The
problem is that it is not enough to say that such-and-such a
phenomenon or belief occurs in, say, Shintoism, and also in
Sufism: hence that a cause-and-effect relationship is to be
deduced.

What do the Sufis themselves say about their history? To them,
Sufism is the blending of mind-training with successful living
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which comes in association with what until recently has generally
been considered to be religious ecstasy. They do not, however,
differentiate between one thing and the other. Mankind, they
say, has certain capabilities, certain ideas, certain capacities for
experience. These things are all related. The goal is the Ideal Man,
who shall use every aspect of his experience to be “In the World
and yet not Of the World.” These teachings have been passed
down to the elect since the beginning of time.

The modern phase, and the fully documented one, begins with
Islam. Forty-five people, calling themselves Seekers, banded
together during the first year of the Prophet’s mission in Mecca,
and called themselves Companions of the Shrine, or Temple.
They devoted themselves to reflection and the improvement of
their inner and outer selves. Their objective was to do good to
others, and to rise to the greatest heights of achievement of which
man was capable.

These people may have been drawn from a tribe in Arabia—
called the Bani Muzar—who for centuries attended the Temple
of Mecca, and called themselves the Servants of the Temple.
This Temple, today called the Holy Temple, is the point towards
which Moslems turn in prayer, and to which they carry out their
annual pilgrimage, Tradition has it that it was built by the first
men, and that it was rebuilt by Abraham.,

Those who believe in a secret doctrine within Islam state that
the Family of Abraham, who were traditional guardians of the
Temple in Mecca for time uncounted before Mohammed, had
been taught the Sufi Path, and passed it on.

Mohammed himself was of the lineage of Abraham, through
the Quiraish tribe, guardians of the Temple at Mecca. His progeny
are highly respected by the Sufis, who say that they alone are the
true inheritors of the secret doctrine.

Some historians say that the word “Suft’ is derived from the
Arabic word Suf (wool); because Sufis dressed in woollen cloth;
others that it is derived from the Greek Sophia (wisdom) and that
the Sufis are the Wise Ones. Many Sufis deny this. If they had
chosen the name because of the wool, they say, it would by their
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symbolism mean that they regarded themselves as sheep. As for
wisdom, the title “Wise One” is a low degree of initiation, and
could not be used as descriptive of the Sufi Path as a whole.
Members of the esoteric branches work out the meaning of the
word by cabbalistic numerology:

S=The Earth; (letter suad);

U=The Perfect Man, Elevator of Rank; (letter wau);

F=Power, angels (letter fa);

I=Supporter, Lord (letter ya).

This association of numbers, runs the secret doctrine, totals 186,
which number can be split up by the abjad-notation to mean
Recompense for Effort—Power—Rising to Success. Thus it will
be seen that the Sufi cabbalist believes that words and numbers
have interchangeable meanings; and that the name for the cult is
based upon a mnemonic of its strivings.

There are varying degrees of initiation in Sufism. Promotion
from the one to another is through the decision of the Teacher to
whom one is attached. In the Bektashi Order (which provided the
Turkish Empire with the Janissaries) the organizational degrees
are thus:

1. Ashig (devotee), who is a postulant but not fully initiated;

2. Muhib (dedicated), who has been assigned a Master;

3. Baba (father), Master of a Halka;

4. Khalifa (deputy), Prior.

In this Order, the initiate must pass through a doorway, com-
posed of two pillars which curve and meet at the top. The
entrance symbolizes entry into real knowledge and illumination.
He must not touch the pillars or step on the threshold. The
Bektashis consider that Ali—son-in-law of the Prophet and his
fourth successor—passed down the inner wisdom of their initia-
tion. The pillars commemorate those at the Temple of Mecca
(Safa and Marwa) between which all pilgrims must pass.

The attachment of the initiate to a teacher is considered to be
a part of the training to enable him to overcome the restrictions
of selfishness, as a first stage. Part of his strugglr: as a Sufi is against
the self, which he cannot remould at one blow. The fundamental
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principle of the cult is unity. Unity means that, eventually, some-
where, all things are one; all thought, all matter, all power. It is
not possible for a person to understand this (even though he may
accept it as an intellectual postulate) until he has experienced it in
mystical or ecstatic reverie.

Sainthood, or illumination, is the stage of perfection of the
Sufi, when he becomes identi-
fied with all power and all
being. Ordinary Islam does
not officially take cognizance
of saints, yet the myriad
popular tombs and places of
pilgrimage throughout the
world of Islam are almost
without exception those of
Sufis.

How secret is Sufism? This
is something which is very
difficult to answer. In the first

Detail from a Moslem coat-of-arms place, the Orders require
shows heraldic eagle bearing Sufi oct- jhiviation, pass-words and

agonal calligraphic motto on its breast. . :
(Arms of the Princes of Paghman, S8DS- Secondly, some of their

hereditary Sufi Chicfs.) esoteric literature is hard to
understand, and has its own
technical terminology. Yet on the other hand, it is a canon of
belief that a Sufi does not progress merely by passing through
degrees and intitiations; the ‘blessing’ (baraka, sometimes called
Power) must come upon him. If this is so, and the baraka is passed
on from another Sufi, the conclusion is that there should be no
need for secrecy; because no outsider could experience what the
Sufis are undergoing in their raptures.

The answer to this, given by Sufis themselves, is that atmo-
sphere plays a part in the cultivation of enlightenment. Strangers
are a barrier and also a superfluity. Sufism is not for an audience.
Again, the word ‘Secret’ is used in a special sense. It refers to one
or more of the inner experiences of the mind, and not to the mere
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possession of formal knowledge. In this way Sufism differs from
those schools of initiation which used to hold actual secrets, such
as those of philosophy or how to work metals, or even how one
could supposedly control spirits.

The disciplines of the Orders are six in number; and it depends
upon his teacher as to which one is to be used by which Sufi.
First comes traditional ritual worship; then recitation of the
Koran; after that the repetition of certain formulas; now “Striv-
ing” or effort for a goal; then physical exercises, breath-control
and the like; and finally contemplation on individual themes,
then on complicated ones.

Sufis are to be found in every department of life, because few of
them practise retirement from the world, except for short periods
of reflection. Architecture and the arts are traditionally repre-
sented by a greater number of them than otherwise; but there
are military Sufis, commercial Sufis, teachers, travellers, contem-
platives, healers and the rest. Some of them combine more than
one attribute,

Some of them are women; and Rabiyya, one of the greatest
ecstatics of the East, was a Sufi mystic. She, like others before and
after her, stresses the fact that the stage of mystical illumination,
release and understanding of the meaning of life, is only the first
of two halves. The Sufis say that, after reaching that stage (unlike
any other mystical school on record), the Suft must “return to
the world” and must put his experiences into practice. This is the
point at which his infallibility is first encountered. It is believed
that he is now endowed with a perception far greater than that of
ordinary men and women; and that he is “Rightly Guided”: will
now always take the course, hold the opinion, or follow the path
which is for the best. This is because he is in harmony with the
pattern of life which is almost all hidden to those who have not
been through his training.

There are many traditional centres of Sufism, and all the major
Orders trace their spiritual pedigree through dozens of teachers.
Heredity is also acknowledged in the transmission of the lore. The
Musa-Kazim family, who have ruled Paghman (in Afghanistan)
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for seven centuries, are directly descended from Mohammed
and are the traditional heads of the Nakshbandi Order. They are
also said by some to preserve a special training system which is
granted only to a very few initiates. It is by means of this system
that they have been able to produce an apparently endless succes-
sion of princes, military leaders, savants and successful men in
many walks of life. It is from this family, by tradition, that the
office of Caliph of All Islam is to be filled.
On the whole, the effect of Sufism upon society has been crea-
tive and wholesome. Sufis do not suffer from fanaticism, are not
connected with magic (though they are thought to
have special, extra-normal powers) and hold to the
principle of honour and effort to an astonishing ex-
tent. Alone among what may be termed secret cults,
they have not been successfully challenged with
heterodox activities; and the phrase ‘the word of a
Fig. C  Suf’ is proverbial. Attempts have been made to
popularize Sufism in the West in a similar manner to that which
is used with odd cults of personality. But, with the exception
of the schools which have been set up on an experimental basis,
the ‘society Sufism’ has never caught on. It is probable that the
message is not susceptible to popularization on a theoretical
basis alone; just as the English translations of Sufi literature by
erudite non-initiates are held by Sufis to be faulty to a degree.
And the people who are real Sufis must, by definition, work and
teach as Sufis; which is a slow and arduous path. In the West,
if not in the East, there are very few shining examples of Sufi
personalities to attract large followings.
But the Path of the Sufi is likely to exercise a fascination over
men’s minds for many a year yet; and its influence in the West is
undoubtedly increasing.
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The Secret Rites of Mithra

HE cult of Mithra, intercessor between man and the Persian

divine power Ormuzd, was once an extremely widespread

one. From its origins in Persia, the faith spread to Baby-
lonia, Greece and finally the Roman Empire, where it struggled
against Christianity at the latter’s inception. Christianity won,
with the decline of the material virtues of the Romans, but there
are people who worship the solar deity yet, and even London
has its Mithra temple.

Mithra was said to give his worshippers success in this world
as well as security and happiness in the next. He was originally a
genie, the worldly representative of the invisible power which
ruled the affairs of men. Later (and the cult probably has a history
of over six thousand years) he became thought of by his devotees
as being not just one of the twenty-eight genii, but the only one
which mattered, and the only one who could cater for the wishes
and needs of the people. Thus it was that the ancient Aryan
worship of Ahura-Mazda, the supreme being, was displaced by
that of one of his representatives. Although archaeological re-
search has produced little to give a clear picture of the rituals and
beliefs of the Mithraists, a considerable amount of secret lore still
survives in the East—from India to Syria—which gives one a
good idea of exactly how the members of the cult thought, and
what their magical ceremonies were.

Three ritualistic objects are used by Mithraists: the crown (equi-
valent to the sun, and power of the supernatural kind), the hammer

or club (symbolizing creative activity of mankind) and the bull,
which stands for nature, virility, increase. By the proper under-

75



SECRET SOCIETIES

standing of these objectsand what they represent, Mithraists haveit
that the ordinary man can transcend his environment, can become
great, or successful, or can achieve what he wants to do; and enters
a delightful after-life. What must he give in exchange? Nothing
but worship to the principle which presides over all destiny.

One reason for the loss of importance of the cult undoubtedly is
that admission was restricted to those who were thought worthy
to receive the blessings which would come through the proper
beliefs and use of the magical powers presided over by the Mithra
priests. Christianity, for instance, was open to a far greater section
of the population, even although the Christian mysteries were not
accessible everywhere to all until relatively late. At the same time,
some of the Mithraist ceremonials were of such obvious emo-
tional appeal that scholars are agreed that the purely ritualistic side
of Christianity owes much to those of the sun-god of the Persians.

The lowest degree of intiation was known as the Sacrament,
and could be administered to anyone, theoretically, who could be
relied upon to keep a secret, and who would eventually develop
into a regular and devout worshipper. This degree was called that
of The Crow, and it symbolized, according to present-day
Mithraists, the death of the new member, from which he would
arise reborn as a new man. This death spelt the end of his life as
an unbeliever and cancelled his allegiance to former and un-
accepted beliefs. The use of the word ‘crow’ probably derives
from the ancient Persian practice of exposing their dead to be
caten by carrion birds—which is still carried on by the Parsi com-
munity in India, who follow parts of ancient Iranian religion as
supposedly taught by Zoroaster. But if the crow symbolized
death, it was also the delegate privileged to take over the human
body after death. This meant that, in a sense, it was superior to
humanity. Thus it was that the member of the cult was superior
to the ordinary run of mortals.

The candidate descended seven steps into the temple, which was
an underground one, fashioned in the shape of a cavern, and made
to look as much as possible like a natural cave. Initiation tests now
took place. The newcomer was pursued by ‘wild beasts’ (priests

76



THE SECRET RITES OF MITHRA

in animal skins), ‘demons’ and all sorts of terrors. He had to fast
for three days. In this debilitated, altered and plastic state, he
was given a lecture by a priest on the responsibilities which were
now his. Among these were the necessity to call brother only
those who had been initiated. All family ties were severed;
nothing mattered except doing one’s job well, and carrying out
the worship of Mithra. The final ceremony took place amid the
clash of cymbals, the beating of drums and the unveiling of a
statue of Mithra himself. This latter showed Mithra as a man,
carrying a bull by the hind legs. Now the symbolism of this piece
of sculpture was explained to him. The bull, in addition to sym-
bolizing fecundity, was representative of animal passion. It was
through invocations to Mithra that mankind first discovered how
to overcome this force, and how to discipline himself. Therefore
the secret of religion was partly that the worshipper must re-
strain himself physically in order to attain power over himself
and over others. This graphic teaching of the diversion of sexual
power into psychic channels shows that the Mithraists followed
in essence the pattern of all mystical schools which believed in
the production of power through discipline. In this they are
clearly distinguished from the more primitive and less important
orgiastic schools, which merely practised indiscriminate indul-
gence, mass immorality, and so on.

The neophyte then drank a little wine from the cymbal, to
show that he realized that the cymbal is the means whereby ritual
ecstasy comes, which puts him in touch with the ‘higher powers’.

Two long lines of initiates knelt on either side of the low stone
benches which traversed the crypt, as the new member, accom-
panied by the priests who were initiating him, walked along the
central aisle for the Eating of the Bread. A number of pieces of
dry bread were placed on a drum, similar to those which were
being softly beaten by one of the priests. The candidate ate one
morsel, signifying that he accepted Mithra as the source of his
food. This bread, according to their beliefs, had been exposed to
the rays of the sun to absorb some of its quality; and thus the
worshipper was partaking of the nature of the sun itself in this
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ritual observance. Now he was taught the password of the cult,
which was to identify him to other members, and which he was
to repeat to himself frequently, in order to maintain the thought
always in his mind: “I have eaten from the drum and drunk from
the cymbal; and I have learned the secret of religion.”

This is the cryptic phrase which an early Christian writer,
Maternus, reports as being taught to the Mithraists “by a demon”.

The second degree of initiation was called The Secret, and
during this the candidate was brought to a state of ecstasy in which
he was somehow made to believe that he had seen the statue of the
god actually endowed with life. It is not likely that there was any
mechanical method by which this was done, because no such
apparatus has been found in Mithraic temples unearthed. The
candidate was brought up to the idol, to which he offered a loaf
of bread and a cup of water. This was to signify that he was a
servant of the god, and that “By what sustains my life I offer my
entire life to your service.” The grade of Soldier may show that
the military arts were responsible for a good deal of the power
of Mithra worship in ancient Persia. Certain it is, in any case,
that this degree greatly appealed to the Roman warriors who
formed a very large part of the rank and file of the cult during
its Western expansion. A sign similar to a cross, signifying the sun,
was made on the forehead of the initiate, who was thus marked
as owned by the deity. A crown was placed before him, hanging
from the point ofa sword. This he took and placed it aside with the
words: “Mithra alone is my crown.” The Persian crown, it will
be remembered, from which pattern all present-day crowns are
eventually derived, is a golden sun-disc, with a hole in the centre
for the head. It is jagged at the edges (representing the sun’s rays),
and these projections are turned up, to make what is still known
in Western heraldry as the Oriental crown.

Now the candidate has to prove himself in a mock combat with
soldiers and animals in a number of caves. When the Emperor
Commodus went through this degree of initiation, he actually
killed one of the participants, although he was supposed only to
make a symbolic slaying.
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Passed through the Soldier degree, the Mithraist was eligible,
after a lapse of time, to be promoted to the rank of Lion. He was
taken again to the cavern, and honey was smeared upon his brow,
as opposed to the water which had been used in his acceptance

into the earlier degree—his ‘baptism’. The degree of Lion was
taken only by those who had decided to dedicate themselves com-
pletely to the cult, and who would henceforth have no truck with
the ordinary world. The Lion was, then, a sort of priest, but
rather more of a monk. He was trained in the rites of the cult
and told certain secrets.

The degee of Lion of Mithras could be conferred only when
the sun was occupying the Zodiacal Sign of Leo (about July 21st
to August 20th) during the Persian month of Asad, The Lion.
There is a good deal of astrological lore in Mithraism, and also
an admixture with cabbalistic numerology. The Greek branch of
the Mithraists, for example, worked out that the numerical
equivalent of the name (spelt by them Meitras) was 365, and thus
corresponded to the number of days in the solar year. In the purely
magical sense, Mithraism has it that both the name of the god
and the rank which the individual holds in the cult have magical
power. Thus, if a person wants to achieve anything, he has to
concentrate upon the word ‘Mithra’, while preparing for himself
the ceremonial repast and beating alternately a drum and cymbals.

That the effect of initiation was to produce someone of upright
character is amply evidenced by literature of the Roman times, in
which the Mithraists were generally considered to be thoroughly
trustworthy and improved people. Even their enemies could
reproach their own followers with the vitality of the Mithraist
creed. Tertullian, in his De Corona, which he composed in the
third Christian century, upbraids the Christians, inviting their
attention to the Mithraists as examples:

“You, his fellow-warriors, should blush when exposed by
any soldier of Mithra. When he is enrolled in the cave, he is
offered the crown, which he spurns. And he takes his oath upon
this moment, and is to be believed. Through the fidelity of his
servants the devil puts us to shame.”
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There were seven degrees of initiation in all, although there
are some branches of the ecstatic side of the lore which include
certain others, making the total twelve. After

ﬁ ) Lion came the Persian, then the Runner of the
Sun, then Father, and finally, Father of Fathers.

u (i) The twelfth degree, it is said, is King of Kings,
and, properly, this can be held only by the

supreme king: and preferably the Shahinshah

f E (i) (King of Kings) of Persia.
This very ancient cult, from which more than
one present-day secret society may well be
ch '4) (iv) derived, is thus seen to contain many of the
elements which underlie organizations of this
sort. It 1s a training system; it attempts to pro-
8 () duce in its members a real or imagined experi-
ence of contact with some supreme power. The
(—2 magical element is there, too, shown in the be-
(V) lief in the power of certain names to achieve
‘ things which cannot be done by men. Mithraism
Fig. D was not an anti-social society, in the sense that
it did not conflict in its aims with the objectives of the countries
in which it flourished. And hence it did not threaten the estab-
lished order. It was tolerant of other creeds, which meant that
it did not attempt to supplant them. Its greatest festival, the
Birth of the Sun, on the 25th of December, became Christianized;
and it is claimed by those who still believe in its mysteries and
celebrate them, that Christianity did not so much supplant
Mithraism as absorb it, accepting some of its externals and divert-
ing them to its own use. Perhaps incongruously, a present-day
follower of Mithra in England recently likened this phenomenon
to the eclipse of the Liberal Party, “because the two other Parties
have taken over its objectives, and widened the basis. Only the
actual initiates of Mithra know what has been lost in the process.”
So the young man in the Phrygian bonnet, sometimes seen as the

conqueror of the bull, or even as 2 man with a lion’s head, still has
his devotees. And the sun still shines.
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The Gnostics

and inscribed stones bear witness to the power of the

secret Gnostic organizations which flourished in various
forms during the few centuries immediately before and after the
rise of Christianity in the Middle East. One of the oddest em-
blﬂms Uf thﬂﬁﬂ S-EhDDIS Wads thf: ﬁgufﬂ Uf ﬂbrax&s. A human bﬂd}r
clothed in a Roman soldier’s garb wielded a battle-axe, as if
threatening an enemy. In its left hand it carried an elliptical
shield, upon which the words of power 140 and sABOATH were
sometimes written. The head of this fearsome being was that of a
cock, with open beak. For legs it had twin serpents, coiling to
either side. Underneath the figure sometimes lay a conven-
tionalized thunderbolt.

Who was Abraxas? His name, in accordance with cabbalistic
computation, is decoded to mean “three hundred and sixty-five”
—the number of days in the year. There was no god or idol
belonging to the society: the Abraxas figure merely represented
the aspects of power which went to make up the supreme intel-
ligence, the all-power. The body was man himself; the bird stood
for intelligence, and the hailing of light which is the cock’s habit
at dawn. The tunic represented the need for struggle, the arms
the protection and power given by the dedication to the Gnosis—
knowledge. The shield was wisdom, the club or whip, power.
The two snakes meant nous, insight, and logos, understanding.

By means of this diagram Gnostic teachers inculcated the theory
that man comes to his full power by developing certain facets of
his mind. He must struggle to arrive at gnosis; but this knowledge
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is of the mystical kind, and is not the mere collection of facts.
Great stress was laid upon personal mystical experience, to and
through which the initiate was guided under conditions of great
secrecy.

The Gnostics did not confine their studies, or their teachings,
to any one religion, but borrowed illustrations from all that were
accessible to them. This caused them to be considered Christian
heretics, Jews, who were trying to undermine Christianity,
remnants of the Persian sun-worshippers. They have been widely
studied by early Christian sages, and it is upon the opinions of
these latter that many conclusions have been formed. Little or no
investigation of these ‘People of Wisdom’ has been done by
research workers on the spot—in Asia and North Africa—where
strong and interesting traces of their beliefs and practices still
remain.

The main teaching states that there is a supreme being or power
which is invisible and has no perceptible form. This power is the
one which can be contacted by mankind, and it is through it that
man can control himself and work out his destiny. The various
religious teachers through the ages, putting their creeds in many
different ways, were in contact with this power, and their religions
all contain a more or less hidden kernel of initiation. This is the
secret which the Knowers can communicate to their disciples.
But the secret can be acquired only through exercising the mind
and body, until the terrestrial man is so refined as to be able to
become a vehicle for the use of this power. Eventually the initiate
becomes identified with the power, and in the end he attains his
true destiny as a purified personality, infinitely superior to the rest
of unenlightened mankind.

The symbolism in which this teaching is concealed, the methods
by whlch the mystical power is attained, vary from one Gnostic
society to another, But the constant factor is there: the attainment
of that which humankind unconsciously needs. The Gnostic claims
that within every man and woman there is an unfulfilled urge
which cannot be given proper expression in the normal way

because there is no social means by which it can be fulfilled. This
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feeling has been put into man in order that he may seek the fulfil-
ment which the Gnostics can give him. His search for complete-
ness in love, trade, professions, theology is vain and unsuccessful.

The theories of the various schools of Gnosticism with which
the Christian clerics came into contact are very much secondary
to the rituals and practices which are used to produce the Gnosis,
the enlightenment. This has not been fully understood by too
many writers, who devote much space to trying to work out the
beliefs of the Knowers by a perusal of their writings, or by reports
which have been given them by others.

Symbol of Power of Gnostic Society.

‘What were—and are—the Gnostic practices? First, discipleship
and the inculcated belief that the initiate must struggle, must
devote himself as much as possible to the identification with the
power which inspires all. Secondly, there are two kinds of men,
those who are bound to the earth and to matter, and those who
can refine themselves. It is from the latter class that aspirants are
chosen. Thirdly, the methods by which the divine illumination
may come are many and varied; and it is the province of the
teacher to choose which path he will give to his disciple to follow.
Some Gnostics believed that frenzy and excitement would
produce the necessary liberation of the mind from the fetters of
the body; others considered that this could be done best by
fasting and meditation. Present-day Gnostic practice in the East has
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it that different methods suit different temperaments: and this may
be one cause for the historical confusion as to which branch of
‘heretics’ practised what.

The Gnostics believed themselves to be intellectual aristocrats:
their knowledge was only for the few who were ready to receive
it. And this is what made them a secret cult, not the fear of
persecution. They had their own passwords, in shaking hands
they tickled the palm as an identification signal, and they helped
one another in every conceivable way.

They could not be called pantheists, because they considered
that the doctrine was secondary to the experience of religion; and
the theologians and ordinary priesthood of any religion did not
approve of that. They were not, in fact, a religion like most
others, because they stressed the importance of the individual
before that of the community. Those who were more enlightened
were more important in every possible way, because they were
valuable, refined, aristocrats. At the same time they taught that
providing the wellbeing of the Gnostics was assured, so was that
of the community at large. This meant that they could subscribe
to the outward doctrines of any religion, and could continue to
operate under many different politico-religious systems. Gnos-
ticism profoundly influenced men’s minds even in Europe up to
and after the Middle Ages, and its basic way of thinking is pro-
bably an underlying factor in other secret societies whose
members would be surprised to know it.

Terrible obscenities and other crimes have been laid at the
door of the Gnostics by the early ecclesiastical writers. Although
there is little doubt that some of them did believe in mass ecstasy,
it seems unlikely that their secrets were well enough known to
enable the commentators to assess them. The belief that certain
special men could control their destiny and obtain extra powers
through dedication to Gnostic practices meant that, inevitably,
there was a belief in magic. The myriad Gnostic ‘gems’ (inscribed
stones) decorated with serpents, cabbalistic names and the rest, are
more likely to be proofs of initiation and talismans than mere
identification tokens presented to ensure admission to meetings,
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as some authors have thought. The reason for supposing this is
that (1) the ‘gems’ are very similar in many respects to talismans
in use by other communities; and (2) they can often be interpreted
as containing magical messages or ‘diagrammatical invocations’.

Altar of a Western secret society with Sufi and
Gnostic affinitics. The knot-motif symbolises the
‘Great Secret’ of the Society.

Ethically speaking, Gnostic belief is that there are two prin-
ciples: that of good and that of evil. A balance must be struck
between these forces; and the balance is in the hands of the
Gnostic—the Knower—partly because nobody else can tell
whether an action is for the eventual good of the individual or the
community. This secret knowledge comes through the mystical

insight which the supermen-Gnostics attained.
The rise of individuals who wrongly believed that they had
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attained to Gnosis—all-knowledge—some of whom were leaders
of Gnostic societies, produced notorious characters. Those who
followed the way of the Ophite branch glorified the serpent who
tempted Eve. They did this because this snake by his actions
brought knowledge into the world. Basilides was a leader who
taught that Jesus did not die on the cross. Since matter and
material things were considered to be a part of the inferior, non-
spiritual world, the sect known as the Cainites called upon every-
one to destroy those things which belonged to the world.

These deviations and aberrants have attracted the greatest
attention—as is natural—and the quieter teachers of the creed
have received less attention. The pious horror with which the
less respectable Gnostics were viewed by the early Christian
fathers has stamped itself for ever on Western literature and belief
about the Enlightened Ones. But, in more than one place in the
Middle East, as well as in small groups in Western Europe, there
are still followers of various schools of Gnosticism. They mainly
follow the ideas held by Valentinus, with some variations. This
school teaches its initiates that matter is more evil than good;
that man must be purified by mental concentration; that after
death man will rejoin that from which he has been severed, and
will be unified with those whom he loves. They also believe that
all matter will eventually be destroyed by fire.

The Mandaeans, a small but tenacious community which dwells
in Iraq, follow an ancient form of Gnosticism, which practises
initiation, ecstasy and some rituals which have been said to
resemble those of the Freemasons.
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The Castrators of Russia

UITE one of the most extreme secret cults of recent time

is the Skoptsi (‘Castrated’) of Russia and the Balkans.

The fact that they carried out castration as a part of

their religious rites caused them to be considered to be insane.

But, as one recent psychologist has pointed out, the movement

spread in so many directions, numbered so many thousands of

people, and continued for so long, that it cannot be regarded but

as a psychological state which fulfilled some sort of deep inner

need. This need, it is true, might have been implanted by
suggestion.

Mad fanatics there were within their ranks, from the Caucasus
to Hungary. But “the Skoptsi reckon among their members men
of comparative culture and position”, as a bewildered contem-
porary writer puts it.

Although given a Christian framework, the cult of the castrated
and castrators was descended from ideas found in the old mystery
religions. Ascetics, monks and saints felt that they could attain
affinity with the divine through self-mortification. Worshippers
of classical mother-goddesses, and particularly their priests, cele-
brated their devotion by the sacrifice of their genitalia.

Although it is widely assumed that debauches accompanied the
celebration of mystic rites among the ancients, in which indis-
criminate sexual relations played a large part, there is considerable
evidence to show that at least in many forms of the fertility cult
it was the suppression of the mating urge, or its diversion into
ecstatic channels, which was sought.

This seems to be what the Castrators did.
87



SECRET SOCIETIES

Skﬂptsism in its modern form started about 1757, among
members of the Sect of the Flagellants: the people who lashed
and mutilated themselves as ameans to attain a state of excitement
and coma which is to be found in religious and secret sects through-
out the world. Although debauches of self-inflicted wounding
were going on in almost epidemic fashion, the Russian Govern-
ment heard officially of the secret sect only in 1771.

Rasputin, the mad mystic of Russia, was a Flagellant. Their
ceremonies are touched upon by Prince Yousopov thus: “They
claimed to be inspired with the Word and to incarnate Christ . . .
a monstrous combination of the Christian religion with pagan
rites and primitive superstitions. . . . The purpose of these
Iadﬂﬂ}"i, Or ceremonies, was to create a rr:ﬁgiuus ecstasy, an erotic
frenzy. After invocations and hymns, the faithful formed a ring
and began to sway in rhythm, and then to whirl round and round,
spinning faster and faster ... the master of ceremonies flogged any
dancer whose vigour abated. The radenyi ended ina horrible orgy,
everyone rolling on the ground in ecstasy or in convulsions.”

A peasant called Andrei Ivanov was arrested, tried and con-
victed of having induced thirteen other peasants to mutilate them-
selves. In this act, accompanied by orgies of singing and dancing,
he was helped by one Kondratji Selivanov, a peasant of Stolbovo,
in the Province of Orel.

The legal investigation took place in St. Petersburg, during
which there was considerable popular incredulity that people
could act thus without apparent reason. The baffled court
sentenced Ivanov to the knout. He was then exiled to Siberia,
and is thought to have died there.

But Selivanov was still at liberty. Fleeing to the district of
Tambov, he started to preach the doctrine that salvation and
fulfilment came only through the supreme sacrifice, the ‘Baptism
of Fire’. He soon attracted a disciple, Alexander Ivanov Shilov,
and made many converts. The members met regularly, worked
themselves up into a wild and uncontrollable frenzy—and en-
couraged each other to self-mutilation. In 1775 the revered
leader, b}r Nnow plump and facially hairless (thf: consequences of his
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eunuchry), was in Moscow itsclf, preaching his doctrine, and
enrolling disciples. Seized in Moscow he was given a taste of the
knout and sent to Siberia, from which he was soon to escape.
Several of his followers were beaten judicially, then sent to penal
servitude in the fortress of Dortmund. Others, who had not yet
committed the sacrifice, were warned, and forbidden to preach
the cult.

But the movement spread, to the utter bewilderment of the
State. In 1797 Selivanov appeared again in Moscow, where the
Emperor, intrigued by such an aberration, gave him an audience
—and sent him to a madhouse.

The accession of Alexander I, a mystical-minded Czar, gave
Selivanov his chance. Alexander was dominated by a strange
woman who believed in magic and thought that Selivanov was a
saint. This Baroness Kriidner arranged for him to be released from
the asylum, and gave him the entrée to aristocratic circles. House
after noble house was opened to him, and filled with his enthusias-
tic disciples of all ranks. He numbered among his followers one
extremely powerful figure, who early helped him and the other
Skoptsi in every way: State Councillor Alexei Michaelov Jelanski,
a secret member of the cult, himself castrated and also a castrator
of new recruits.

Selivanov was before long set up in a splendid house by his
disciples. They contributed towards his upkeep, worked cease-
lessly to increase the membership among influential people, and
indulged in ceremonies which, they believed, gave them joy in
this life and entry to the next on their own terms.

The master’s home was called the House of God, or, sometimes,
Hf:avenly Zion. Sometimes, again, it was referred to as the New
Jerusalem. Selivanov was a reincarnation of Christ, who was him-
self the embodiment of an earlier, undefined deity. His transmi-
gration was not direct, having been through the body of Peter III,
who had been born, they claimed, of the immaculate virgin
Elizabeth Petrovna.

This Empress ruled in actuality, it is said, for two years only.
After this, she transferred her power to a woman of the court
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who resembled her. Changing her name to Akulina Ivanovna,
she dedicated herself to the cult. She lived at first at the house of
the Skoptsi prophet Filimon (prophets were those who had
induced twelve people to castrate themselves) in the Province of
Orel. Then she moved to a sanctuary behind a wall, where she
was worshipped by the faithful until 1865. Secret reports state
that she was believed to be able to transfer her divine powers to a
selected person, when on the point of death; thus keeping up the
ability to give the Skoptsi their hallucinatory experiences of
divine kinship.

The supposed history of Selivanov is no less unusual. He was
born, says the legend, in Holstein, and as soon as he reached
manhood he castrated himself utterly, and convinced many others
that this was the way to salvation. He was helped in this, if we
are to believe the story, because he was able to perform miracles,
which he said was only because he had made the sacrifice.

Inheriting the throne as Peter III, he was compelled to marry.
His bride, Catherine II, soon felt that his deficiencies were such
that she must have him removed, by assassination. The Emperor,
however, was warned in time. He changed clothes with a sentry,
who was killed in his place. He later took the form of the peasant
Selivanov. Meanwhile the Empress learned of the facts, but it
suited her plans to have it thought that she was a widow. The
soldier was buried with full Imperial honours. Disciples pointed
to Selivanov’s undoubted popularity with people of quality as one
indication of his former life.

Shilov, the believers asserted, was the forerunner and merely
the announcer of the Redeemer Selivanov. The ‘Book of the
Passion of (Selivanov) The Redeemer’ tells how Emperor Paul I
had Selivanov brought back to metropolitan Russia, to hand him
his crown, as he recognized him as his father.

But this was not possible, because Selivanov, of course,
demanded that Paul be castrated, in order to become a proper
member of the true faith. As a result, Selivanov was imprisoned

by the perverse Paul, who valued his genitals more than his

redeemer.
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It is further claimed that when Alexander came to the throne
and had the mystic released, he also joined the sect and induced
his wife to do likewise. Certain it is that Selivanov was protected
at court, and it was only the Government which considered him a
threat to public safety.

Selivanov, when the Government decided to confine him to
the monastery of Suzdal, gave out that he would live for ever;
and this belief continued long after his death. It is said that the
legend is still believed. In due course, he will reappear and take
control of all Russia; and everyone will be castrated. Present-day
followers of the cult (at least until recently in the Balkans, and
currently quite secretly in the Lebanon and Turkey) have modified
the teachings. Each member is allowed to have two children,
after which he must be castrated and can fulfil himself in the way
which, the sect insists, was his destiny.

The reason for the Castrators revering Peter III is that it was
this Czar who removed the ordinances against the Flagellants and
treated them kindly, He actually was the son of the Duke of
Holstein. There is no reason to believe that Akulina Ivanovna was
in fact the Empress Elizabeth. It was stated by the police authori-
ties that she was born into the peasantry in the Province of
Tamboff, and her real name was Karassanova.

Selivanov died in 1832, at a very advanced age, in the monastery
of Spasso-Euphemius. One of his most fanatical lieutenants—
‘Captain’ Sosonovitch—was placed in another monastery, where
he was re-converted to Orthodox Christianity, and revealed the
innermost secrets of the cult to the Abbot.

The cult showed a remarkable propensity for spreading. A
Russian doctor who prepared maps of its diffusion, taken from
the accounts of people who had been caught and tried during a
succession of cases in the early nineteenth century, showed that
up to 1839 the cult had centres in most Russian provinces. These,
of course, embraced people of several different races and tem-
peraments. Great concentrations of the ‘People of God’ existed
as far apart as St. Petersburg, the Black Sea area and the borders
of the White Sea. Even by 1822 the spread had been extraordinary.
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Most of the gold- and silver-smiths of the capital belonged to it,
and the Crimea was thoroughly infiltrated with the doctrine.

In the middle of the nineteenth century, the Emperor Nicholas
took severe measures against Skoptsism. Hundreds were caught
and sent to Siberia, but this seemed only to increase the epidemic.
The Balkans became a seat of propaganda, and more and more
orgies of self-mutilation were reported. Whole guilds of traders
(hackney-carriage drivers, carpenters and builders) were reputed
to be infected.

Following a decline in activity, which was wrongly thought to
spell the beginning of the end, the cult burst out with renewed
fury in the 1870s. The Skoptsi had something to communicate;
they had to have recruits. But they were also a secret society; and
this combination has led to an interesting reflection about them.
More than one theorist claims that there was a secret which was
confided to the members, only after they had been castrated. By
making a sacrifice of this magnitude, the member would not only
be proved to be worthy; he would not have very much to go
back to if he were to revert. The secret, acmrding to a confession
of one who is referred to as “‘a Skopez who had gone mad,” was
the means whereby one man or woman can gain absolute power
over another, and appear to cause miracles. The inner teaching,
said a young man who heard such things discussed by his parents
when he was almost in his cradle, and who escaped before puberty
to avoid the enthusiastic attentions of his nearest and dearest, was
that a man can have the power of a god. This power is immensely
greater and more fulfilling than obeying the dictates of fate in a
procreative activity which has been imposed upon one. Only by
sacrificing the organ of such indulgence could a person cultivate
the taste for greater, ‘real’ power.

They would at first only admit Russians to the sect, a barrier
which was removed in 1902. Writing of this restriction in 1874,
one disgusted commentator asks “is it that they can in no other
nationality find pcople mad enough to submit to their rites?”

Nothing scemed to stop the enthusiasm, the visions, the
immensc vigour of the Castrators. In 1865 the inhabitants of an
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area bordering the Sea of Azov complained to the Russian
Government that the sect was spreading daily. Mutilated men and
women in their hundreds were found by police investigators.
The cult here seemed to centre around a ‘prophetess’, a peasant
woman by the name of Babanin, who was believed to have the
power to cure all ills by the touch, to speak with the voices of the
dead (who resided within her) and to be able to procure favours
for anyone, in any part of Russia, through telepathic hypnotism.
All these beliefs, of course, were attributed to the new power
which she had obtained by embracing the creed and suffering an
operation in accordance with its rules. She and a number of her
followers were banished to Siberia. Soon, however, it was found
that her community was but a branch of a greater centre.

The town of Morchansk, in the Province of Tambov, was wit-
nessing remarkable scenes of mass and instant conversion,
hallucinations and the ever-growing power of the sinister
Skoptsi. On the last night of the year 1869, the chief of police of
the town was at a party. About midnight, he was called out of
the room, and handed a letter by a servant of an important
merchant, asking for the release of three women of the sect who
were in custody. They would be returned to their prison in the
morning. Ten thousand roubles in cash were enclosed with the
letter. The matter was immediately turned over to the Criminal
Investigation Department. The merchant—one Ploticyn—was
arrested on an attempted bribery charge, and his house searched.

His home was found to consist of a cluster of houses, built
over four immense underground cellars. From these vaults a huge
amount of treasure in gold and bank notes was unearthed. But
the damning evidence was an extensive correspondence with
numerous wealthy merchants in various parts of Russia—
including a well-known St. Petersburg millionaire. The letters
showed that all were members of the cult and were engaged in
activities ranging from increasing their influence through bribery
and recruitment to preparing for the overthrow of the State.
People intervicwed stated that the reason for asking for the
temporary release of the three women cultists was that they
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were needed to help to produce the ritual ecstasy which the sect
was indulging in. It was believed that by using some of the
prisoners in their rites, they would all be enabled to go free in
some magical manner. This, of course, is nothing less than the
principle of sympathetic magic: “like affects like”. Going on this
assumption, they would have made use of policemen and jailers,
too, if they could get hold of them, to bring this element into
the magical activities.

Ploticyn was deprived of his dignities and his civil rights, and
banished to Siberia, along with twelve other men and nineteen
women members of the movement. The correspondence and plots
discovered led now to the attempted uprooting of the Skoptsi in
other parts of the Russian Empire. Nearly two years were occu-
Picd with the trials of the accused, high and low, who were dail}r
being discovered. Such horrors were revealed, and such important
people implicated, that it was forbidden to publish further details
of the cases.

The purpose of the uprooting of the sect was officially looked
upon as a matter of internal security rather than religious disci-
pline. Thus it is that we hear little of torture being applied to
obtain confessions or reversal to the original faith. But documents
and confessions elicited by whatever means give a fair picture of
the ‘official’ beliefs and method of worship of the Skoptsi.

The ‘Baptism of Fire’ was stated to be the way to eternal sal-
vation, and it was also referred to as the Seal of God. The Great
Seal was the euphemism for the removal of the entire organ, and
this was considered to be the highest form of dedication. The
Lesser Seal was ordinary castration. Normal marital relations
between man and woman were considered sinful. Parents, in
giving life to their children, committed a very mortal sin. This
was the reason given for making the neophyte, before initiation,
write the names of his progenitors on paper and trample them
underfoot. It should be mentioned, however, that this practice
was claimed by the members of some communities to be a sym-
bolic one in which the candidate formally indicated his severance
from worldly ties. Variations, as already noted, allowed two
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children to be born before initiation; and it is reported that only
one child was allowed in some groups of the order.

In a typical Saturday night Skoptsi religious ceremony, men
and women were led in the singing of hymns by one or more
‘prophets’. These songs were often composed of apparently
barbarous words, and the compelling thythm of the tunes seems
to have been the main instrument of producing frenzy. During
the singing one or other of the leaders present would apparently
pass into some form of trance, and give out orders and prophecies
to all and sundry. These ejaculations were carefully written down
and abided by if at all possible.

The final part of the proceedings was the frenzied dancing
which was carried out in such a violent manner as to give the
impression that the dancer was possessed by spirits. The dance most
often used resembled shamanistic displays among the Mongols.
The arms were held outwards from the sides, and moved up and
down to the beat of a small drum. Then, with the body twitching
as if it wanted involuntarily to step forward, the dancer would put
his left foot forward by two jerky steps, followed by the right.
The music varied from a really thundering rhythm on percussion
instruments, to a form of dance which seemed to resemble the
waltz-step of later days.

Sometimes the dancers, in imitation of one of their leaders,
would mimic frenziedly his or her hand-gestures, something like
a team of athletes doing callisthenics.

The initiation of a new entrant does not follow this pattern at
all, oddly enough. It might be expected that recruitment would
take place after participation in an orgy such as has been de-
scribed. But in the case of the Skoptsi, it was the individual who
was first worked up to a stage of piety, excitement, a conscious-
ness of sin and a desire to participate in the activities of the group
which seemed to him to have so much power and mystery.

It might almost be said that the instructor, once he had found
a victim, conditioned him by remaining, as it were, one step
behind him in his mounting excitement and desire to join a
privileged class. In the final vow before the ritual of castration, the
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victim promised “‘of his own free will to come to the Redeemer,
and to keep secret from the Emperor, princes, parents, relatives
and friends, everything that is connected with these holy affairs;
to submit to persecution, torture, fire and even death, before
revealing any part of the mysteries to enemies.”

The Skoptsi built their meeting-places with some care, in order
to preserve themselves from intrusion. They claimed, of course,
that the plan of the buildings and the method of their arrangement
were essential to the production of the power which they were
using. The general pattern was a room, built as far as possible
from any other dwelling-house, though surrounded by barns and
other buildings. Either in the middle of this enclosure, where there
was a courtyard, or within the room itself, the orgies were held.
There were always a number of secret doors which led into fields,
and each member knew which was his own emergency exit. This
provided against congestion in the case of attack, and the pro-
bability that some, at least, of the worshippers might escape. In
escaping, the senior members would pass through a bee-house,
placed there to discourage the attentions of any party investing
the premises.

There was a special garb worn for the devotions. The men
wore long white, wide shirts closed at the neck and with long
sleeves—of quite an Oriental pattern. A girdle was tied around the
waist, and large baggy trousers completed the outfit. The women
“wear blue gowns of nankeen; in the towns, of chintz. They,
moreover, cover their heads with white cloths.”

All wore white stockings at times; and at other times were said
to be barefooted. In their hands were white handkerchiefs, which
they called flags. Members not yet castrated are termed ‘donkeys’
or ‘goats’; while the others are white ‘lambs’ or ‘doves'.

In order to absorb a part of the divinity of the renowned
Shilov, small pieces of bread were eaten, which had been placed
in holes of a monument which had been erected to him. It was
claimed by a priest, a spy who cultivated certain Skoptsi leaders
on Church orders, that there was a “communion of flesh and
blood”. This (possibly fictitious) practice was said to take the
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particularly obnoxious form of cannibalism which could be
expected among a community with castration tenets.

Castration is called the Baptism of Fire by the sect because,
acr:nrding to their beliefs, it was uriginall}r carried out with a
red-hot iron. Because of human weakness this was amended to
allow a sharp knife to be employed. Christ, they hold, and the
early Christians, all practised it. It seems, however, that it is the
act rather than the instrument with is all-important. This is
borne out by statistics published by the authorities, as follows:

Knife Razor Hatchet Scythe Iron, Glass, Tin, etc.
164 108 30 23 1:?

The exact location of the operation varied a good deal. In 620
cases investigated by the police, ninety-six were carried out in
houses, nineteen castrations in prisons, forty-one in baths, thirty-
two in barns, six in cellars, one hundred and thirty-six in woods,
223 on roads and in fields—and so on. If the authorities were
unable to account for the strange beliefs and practices of the
Skoptsi, they were at least going to comply with filling in the
appropriate form under “Where the Offence was Committed’.

Women members were almost as fanatical as men: forty per
cent as fanatical, that is to say. “Within them,” we are informed,
“the operation is as fearful as it is revolting: and yet we find
women among the operators. Among forty-three peasant women
who acted in this capacity, five had actually operated upon men.”
Four members in ten were females, on average.

The Skoptsi cast their net wide in search of converts; and in
1815 it was remarked that if the numbers of their aristocratic
adherents were small compared to the peasants within their ranks,
this was merely because in Russia most people were peasants.
One report states that “their numbers, in the matter of proportions
of peasants to people of quality, approximate to the usual rela-
tionship of numbers in terms of rank.”

A sampling by class is still extant: “Four ladies and four
gentlemen of the nobility, ten military and five naval officers,
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fourteen civil servants, nineteen priests, 148 merchants, 220
citizens, 2,736 peasants (of whom 827 were women), 119 land-
owners, 443 soldiers and soldiers’ wives and daughters.”

The attempts at suppression of the sect served in many cases
only to increase its power; a fact which had been foreseen and was
actively canvassed by the members. Skoptsi, who had been placed
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in the care of monks, converted whole monasteries to their
teachings, in spite of the horror with which they had been viewed
on entry. The unpopularity of the clergy and the police actually
provided a large number of cases of emulation on the part of
individuals who wanted to share their fate. Observers were con-
vinced that the only way to stop the spread of the cult was to
deport its members to unpopulated places, and leave them there
to die out. Another obstacle to the crushing of the movement,
much noted during the beginning of the twentieth century, was
the fact that the Skoptsi endowed churches, paid large sums of
money to priests and officials, and generally became looked upon
as benefactors by large numbers of people who were thus pre-
vented from doing their duty to protect society against them.
The riddle of the power of the Skoptsi has had some light
thrown upon it by more recent psychological research. Noting
that the active emasculation and self-mutilation is a very old form
of religious activity, Dr. K. A. Menninger (Man Against Himself,
London, 1938, pp. 248ff.) bclieves that this cult and others like it
originated with a self-destructive urge which can be found, or
developed, in many people. It is related, he thinks, in common
with many other psychological thinkers, to all forms of sclf-
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mortification, whether done in the name of religion or otherwise.
There are to this day people in many parts of the world who will
claim that self-mutilation is but a step to the attainment of mystical
insight. That it is associated with the idea of

sacrifice seems in no doubt at all. What is still “mMm ™
in dispute is whether all forms of self-morti- (i) m
fication are merely mental states, or whether

there is, in fact, some inner resource which

can be tapped by these means. Few people (i) 17
would go to the irremediable lengths of the

Skoptsi in order to find out. The methods

employed with such success in mass conver- () @
sions by the Skoptsi may depend upon the

existence of ‘teachers’ fanatical enough to drive Fig. E
home a dominant idea into the minds of sug-

gestible people. If this is so, and there is no secret knowledge
such as has been hinted at in Skoptsi confessions, it is unlikely
that the cult will have as startling a future as its past. In Soviet
periodicals references to the survival of the sect continue, as in
material coming from Roumania where descendants of early
refugees are to be found.
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prehensive in its political objectives than that of the

Carbonari. In the early 1820s they were more than
just a power in the land, and boasted branches and sub-societies
as far afield as Poland, France and Germany. The history of
these ‘Charcoal-burners’, according to themselves, started in
Scotland.

A certain Queen Isabel of Scotland, they relate, was on the
throne when King Francis of France first made contact with the
happy, democratic mystics who formed the original Carbonari.
He had strayed across the frontiers of his kingdom, and (since
everyone is assumed to know that Scotland shares a frontier with
France) it was a matter of only a short time before he ran into our

heroes. Should it be claimed that there was no Queen Isabel of
Scotland at the time of Francis I, it may be remembered that the
first wife of Robert the Bruce was a lady of this name, and she
was indeed to be found during the early part of the fourteenth
century in rural exile in her homeland. The question of the land-
frontier between the two countries cannot be so easily explained,
however.

Now, continues our charcoal historian, there was a band of
noble-minded people dwelling in this rugged land. They had
escaped from the yoke of tyranny, and took refuge in the woods.
For the purpose of avoiding suspicion of ulterior motives, they
took to charcoal-burning, which is described as the industry par
excellence of Scotland.

“Under the pretence of carrying their charcoal for sale, they
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introduced themselves into the villages, and bearing the name of
real Carbonari (charcoal-makers) they easily met their supporters,
and communicated their mutual plans. They made themselves
known to each other by signs, touches and words. As there were
no houses in the forests, they devised rectangular huts, made from
branches. They set up a government, which was a law-making
body. This was a triumvirate: the members of it ruled for three
years, and they presided over three vendite (lodges). The first was
legislative, the second administrative, and the third judicial. The
last-named was called the High Lodge, and Carbonari obeyed
only their own laws.

“These lodges were sub-divided into a number of smaller units
—known as barracas—each one started by a Good Cousin of some
distinction among his fellows, who was in contact with the High
Lodge, and was known as the Grand Master (Gran Maestro).”

In this forest also lived a mystic, a hermit known as Theobald.
He became a member, supported them, and was given the rank of
Protector of the Carbonari. Thus they continued, carrying out
their plans and meetings.

“It happened that Francis I, King of France, hunting on the
frontiers of his kingdom, next to Scotland, in following a wild
beast parted from his courtiers. Night came on and he lost himself
in the forest. He came upon one of the small lodges (barracas) and
asked for shelter. It was granted, and the Good Cousins un-
animously ministered to him all that he was in need of. Francis
admired the happiness of these Carbonari, and their mystic
discipline. He thought that he saw something mysterious and
singular in it, and revealed himself to them as the King of France.
He earnestly asked to be told their secret and their objects. They
told him, and he was full of admiration; he desired to be admitted
to the Order, and promised to be their protector. He joined, and
the following morning he returned to his courtiers. When
he went back to France, he scrupulously fulfilled his under-
taking, declaring himself Protector of the Carbonari, and he
increased their numbers. The Order now spread through Ger-
many, France and England.”
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Known as ‘forest Masonry’, Carbonarism practised, in con-
travention of local custom and Papal attitudes, complete freedom
of religion; and from time to time formed powerful alliances with
other secret societies, some of which may have in their tumn
influenced it. It became extremely popular in France, numbering
in the first quarter of the nineteenth century numerous important
French savants among its members. Under Louis XVIII and
Charles X, over twelve thousand Parisian Freemasons were also
Carbonari.

The principles of the organization are partly dealt with in the
“General Doctrine of the Order”, extracted from the first chapter
of the official (though secret) Statutes of Carbonarism:

Article I. Good Cousinship is principally founded upon faith
and virtue.

Article II. The place of meeting is called the Baracca: the space
surrounding it, the Forest or Wood; the interior of the lodge is
the Vendita.

Article III. The Members are called Good Cousins. They are
divided into two classes: Apprentices and Masters.

Article IV. Tested virtue and purity of morals, and not Pagan
(uninitiated) qualities, render men worthy to belong.

Article V. Six months must elapse before an Apprentice can
become a Master. He must, principally, practise good works, help
the unfortunate, show humility, have no hostility towards
Carbonari, and enrich his heart with virtue.

Article VL. It is forbidden to talk directly or indirectly against
religion.

Article VII. All conversation on religion in general, or against
good morals, is forbidden.

Article VIII. Every Good Cousin Carbonaro is under an
obligation to preserve inviolate the secrecy of the Mysteries of the
Order.

Article IX. No Good Cousin may communicate any decision
of his Vendita to those who belong to another one, much less
to an uninitiated person.

Article X. Members are reminded that they must be
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most careful in talking with people whom they do not know
well. They must be especially watchful in their own family
circle.

The objective of this society was to constitute a body of men
who would be subject to the orders of a central body. When the
organization was in powerful being, it could take what action
seemed necessary: probably of a political nature, against even
established governments or military formations. From the
earliest recorded period of its existence, it formed a state within
a state.

The regulations, the frequent meetings, the discussion of my-
stical matters and the common practising of certain rites, produced
a bond sufficient to weld the Carbonari into an association which
came near to dominating Italy. A fair idea of the symbolism and
the artificial ‘shared experience’ which members underwent is
available in the secret documents of the society. As in the case of
most secret societies, the place where the meetings were held was
specially arranged.

The Vendita, say the instructions, was represented by a room of
planks covered with wood. The floor was brick, the interior
furnished with backless seats. At the end there was a block
supported by three legs; on the two sides were two other blocks
of similar size, for the assistants. On the first block—that of the
Grand Master—were the following symbolic objects: a linen
cloth; water; salt; a cross; leaves; sticks; fire; earth; a crown of
white thorns; a ladder; a ball of thread and three ribbons, one
blue, one red and one black.

There was also to be a radiant triangle, with the initial letters
of the password of the Master Degree in its middle. On the left
was a triangle, with the arms of the Lodge painted upon it. On
the right-hand side were three triangles, each with the initial
letters of the sacred words of the first rank. These triangles were
to be translucent. When apprentices were admitted, “the sym-
bolical picture of the Vendita and the emblems on the patents
(which are a repetition of it) were explained after a discourse on
the natural liberty of man, its forfeiture by the perseverance of the
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wicked, and the necessity for recovering it by the efforts of the
Society. The Initiated were addressed more openly as soon as
they had shown an aptitude for seizing allegories, or when they
belonged to a more enlightened class of society.”

Two written lectures have been found: one aiming at the less
educated, the other at the intellectuals. The first is a short one, in
which the Grand Master explains that certain sages discovered
that the way to gain the necessary ends of justice and welfare for
the people was to found secret societies. The other explains the
need for ceaseless effort for the Society, by allegories based upon
forest examples:

“The trunk of the tree which you sec expresses the surface of
the earth on which the Good Cousins are dispersed. It denotes also
the sky spread equally over all; and it shows us that our wants are
equal, and our interests the same. The roots of the tree mark its
stability. Its green foliage and the strength by which it resists the
storm, show that it never grows old. As our first parents after
losing their innocence covered their shame with leaves, the Good
Cousins should conceal the faults of their fellow men, and parti-
cularly those of the Society.

“The white linen in which you have been received is the product
of a plant which has been transformed by labour. So we too
should purify and cleanse oursclves by continual effort. As we
were wrapped in linen when we were born, so we will be re-
generated to virtue.

“Water cleansed us when we came from the womb. It teaches
us here to purify ourselves from vice, in order to enjoy the pleasures
of virtue.

“Salt, which preserves things which deteriorate, warns us to
keep our hearts from corruption.

“The crown of white thorns placed upon our heads reminds us to
be cautious in movements and actions, to avoid the pain of being
hurt.

“The cross foreshadows the labours, the persecutions and the
death which threaten those who would be virtuous. We should
emulate our Grand Master Jesus Christ, who willingly suffered
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death to bring us nearer to salvation. The earth buries the body;
thus should the sccrets of our sacred Order be buried in our hearts.
It 1s the most important symbol of our association. The Pagans
(uninitiated) spread snares for us; they are perverse enough to
mistrust our associations; the very instrument of their redemption
and happiness. And were they to penetrate our secret, they might
force us to sustain an unequal combat.

“The ladder shows that virtue can be attained only step by step.

“The bundles of sticks denote the members, united in peace.
The ribbons express faith: in the form of charcoal, which is black;
blue is the smoke, and stands for hope; red,