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This book examines and describes some of the
world’s most significant arcane cults which have
been, throughout history, associated with
atrocities which have often involved the use of
magic, mysticism and secrecy. Terror and violence
became their unmistakable hallmark. Each of
these secret groups is looked at separately,
enabling direct comparisons to be made between
them. Uniting them all was a common philosophy
of extreme violence and murder.

There have been few periods in history, few
civilizations or regions of the world that have not
seen the rise of some obscure and close-knit cult.
This book focuses primarily on the ancient and
medieval worlds, and illustrates how the fanatical
cult members often mirrored the world they
inhabited, and how the establishment reacted to
- and eventually destroyed - these organizations.

The systematic use of terror and murder always
requires stealth to conceal such activity from the
prevailing forces of ‘law and order’. Thus secrecy
became a crucial factor in the survival of these
cultsand was intrinsically linked with the violent
acts of the warrior cults and magical groups
described in the book. These range from the
mystery cults of classical Greece, the secret
religion of Mithras and other Roman cults, the
sinister Knights Templar and the Middle Eastern
Assassins, who were active during the Crusades,
up to the nineteenth century with the Indian
Thugs, the Japanese ninja clans and the Triads.

Wherever and whenever they flourished, these
warrior cults had their own strict codes and
rituals, and today they provide a fascinating and
disturbing insight into the perennial desire to
unite for a single purpose. When combined with
murderous and bloodthirsty compulsions, these
groups become feared and reviled. In the modern
world, with its equivalent proliferation of
religious, political and criminal sects and
organizations, Warrior Cults is a timely and
intriguing source of reference and comparison.
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Introduction

There can be few periods in history that have not witnessed the rise
of one cult or another. However, what defines a cult is rarely easy to
agree upon. A cult can be said to be a religion, or at least a set of
beliefs; to be followed by a small minority; to have practices or
teachings that are to some extent secret, and generally to allow only
those people who have been initiated to join in its practices. This
rough definition covers most of the organizations described in this
book, but we can go further. Each cult has a focus, whether it be the
gratification of lust, as with the Victorian cult of the Agapemonites,
the austere but childlike devotion of the Hare Krishnas or the
spiritualism that characterized the Theosophists. There have, in
fact, been almost as many different types of cult as there have been
cults themselves — cults of love, cults of Christianity and of Islam,
Eastern cults of mysticism, occult and magical cults, cults of politics
and cults of murder and death.

In this book it is the growth of cults in the ancient world that
interests us, and how the forces outside those cults reacted to, and
persecuted, them. As in the handy blueprint above, the cults often
required initiation of their membership, found themselves in the
minority, and had secret beliefs that set them apart from the
establishment. These beliefs often concentrated on the furtherance
of the particular group’s goals through violence and murder,
whether that goal was the worship of the goddess Kali or the
overthrow of the ruling dynasty of the day. The use of murder and
terror almost always requires a great deal of secrecy to conceal these
activities from the forces of law and order, so secrecy usually went
hand in hand with violence. This separated the Roman legions (who
had initiation ceremonies, were a minority sect with established
beliefs and customs, and practised the art of war), for example, from
the Middle Eastern Assassins. The latter cloaked themselves in
secrecy, while the former were an open organization and part of the
establishment. The Assassins were a secret cult; the legions were an
army. On occasion this distinction has become-blurred, as when, in
modern times, special units of the armed forces have sometimes
taken on the trappings of secrecy in order to carry out covert
operations against the enemy. In so doing, these special forces are
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WARRIOR CULTS

merely harking back to the warrior cults of the ancient world. They
have tapped into a tradition of fighting against their enemies with
élite troops using guile, surprise and secrecy, a tradition that has
been in existence for thousands of years.

Magic also figured strongly in the cults of the ancient world, but
it was not the everyday, extrovert ritual magic of the large religions
(worship of such gods as Zeus, Apollo and Ahura-Mazda, for
example) that they practised but the private and secret teachings of
arcane traditions. Occult groups reached new heights of popularity
in Greek and Roman times, and, mixed as they were with mysticism
and religion, they formed a personal link between initiates and their
deity through the cult’s individual practices. All of the organizations
discussed in this book were intensely secretive, and to retain their
secrets most employed the method of initiating members, cutting
them off from the mundane world, placing them in a new one where
new rules of behaviour, new standards and new ideas held sway.
Such social isolation made initiates utterly dependent on the cult for
even the smallest of things, and it is this total dependence that bred
such loyalty. Members of the Assassin sect were fanatics, induced as
much by fear as by religious fervour — no doubt of the Grand Master
and the austere regime over which he presided. Most cults today use
fear in this way, and by crushing the individual’s ego and forcing
him or her to rely on the group, loyalty is guaranteed.

The Children of God cult, which still exists today, forces members
to channel their worship through its enigmatic leadership; the head
of the cult is both their spiritual link and their physical crutch.
When women and children accused the male hierarchy of sexual
abuse in the 1970s, they found that they could not leave the cult of
their own free will. Some were unable to drive a car and had no idea
how to go about getting a job, getting to the local supermarket, etc.
Even the concept of turning to the local authorities for justice was
alien, since the cult had convinced its members that the world
outside was a den of iniquity.

Feelings of fear and isolation must have been far stronger in
previous centuries, when the mass media did not exist to provide
people with a broader outlook on life. The narrow-minded view of
the world that members were fed became practically the only view
they ever experienced, making the practice of mind control that
typifies the majority of cults so much easier. The ubiquity of a
magical tradition in past ages goes some way towards explaining the
preponderance of occult ceremony within the secret cults of the
time, but such is the reliance on magical formulae and ritual that
another explanation is equally valid. They helped both to reinforce
the idea that the cult was ‘special’, that it had access to unique and
secret traditions, and to bind the initiates into the workings of the
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organization. Oaths, duties, curses and the fantastic powers of cult
adepts kept initiates in line, and perhaps even eager to reach the
dizzy heights of illumination themselves.

As with many cults past and present, including such august
bodies as the Freemasons, a mechanism of advancement was often
employed that kept newly initiated members lacking certain
knowledge, and a great (or not-so-great) ladder of secrets
underpinned the rank structure within a cult. The initiate stood on
the bottom rung of the ladder and the cult leader — Grand Master,
Chief Priest or whoever — occupied the very top. Military
organizations divide the lowest ranks from the highest by the gulf of
responsibility between them, and a traditional religion divides its
priesthood from the lay membership by the former’s preferential
access to God. But cults employ secrets to invisibly separate the
hierarchy from the lay cultists. Not all the groups discussed here are
organized quite like this, but wherever esoteric magic or a policy of
covert violence exists, a layer of secrets will often be in existence to
cover it up and cloak it from the world at large.

Warrior Cults looks at some of the most significant violent and
arcane cults of ancient history. The intention is not to introduce new
arguments as to the nature or origins of these cults, disconnected as
they are in time and space, but to study each organization separately,
allowing direct comparison. Generally held academic views on the
cults are preferred where controversy exists, and there is no attempt
to synthesize the history of those included into the grand conspiracy
so beloved of the writers of ‘para-politics’, where cults such as these
are held to be the true arbiters of humankind’s destiny. The featured
groups are (in the main) clandestine fighting forces using magic and
mysticism to achieve their goals, but the occult groups that seemed
to flourish in early Greece are included because of the heavy
emphasis they placed on secrecy, and on their dark and
unwholesome rituals. The first chapter also takes a cursory glance at
the society of ancient Sparta, geared as it was to war and the forcible
suppression of its own farm workers in an attempt (not always
successful) to prevent revolution. Sparta’s ‘warrior cult’ did not
involve magical ritual but is a fascinating example of a secret society
of aristocrats jealous of their position and ever fearful of rebellion.

Other warrior cults at other times existed on the battlefield,
glorifying in some élite status or supposed supernatural power. Two
such mystical fighting groups were the Viking Berserkers, known to
whip themselves into violent frenzy and unleash their unbridled
fury upon the enemy, and the Celtic Riastarthae. Members of this
latter class of warrior were said to be touched with the ‘warp-frenzy’,
which turned them into twisted and distorted monsters capable of
great feats. It is likely that the Riastarthae were thought of as gifted
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troops capable of ‘psyching’ themselves up into a state of frenzy,
much like the Berserkers. Neither, however, qualify as a secret cult,
with the organization that that entails and the secrecy that is the
central theme of the groups studied in Warrior Cults.

The chronological cut-off point for this study of ancient cults is
purely arbitrary, since the rise of industrialized society that
effectively brought an end to arcane warrior cults reached some
nations later than others. But in general the existence of cult
activities is not earnestly charted much past 1900. The Indian
thuggee cult had been crushed by then, the ninjas had been reined
in by the Meiji Restoration that brought Western civilization to
Japan, and the Chinese Triad Society had by then abandoned its
guerrilla war against the imperial throne and moved into organized
crime.

Other societies have since been reworked and given a new lease of
life in the twentieth century, but these ‘museum cults’ are mere
parodies of the earlier groups, re-creating the titles and ceremonies
but empty of both belief and meaning. The Order of Bards, Ovates
and Druids that was established in 1964 is almost pure fabrication,
based as it is on a Druidic organization that flourished before the
First World War. By 1911 this previous order numbered some
300,000 and was led by the Archdruid William McAuliffe, but it
lacked both authenticity and real meaning, since few of the
gentlemen practitioners can have actually believed in the rituals that
they were performing. The famous Order of the Knights Templar
was later reborn in Germany at the start of the twentieth century as
the Order of the New Templars, but again the name was chosen more
for its mystical connotations than for the existence of any real
pedigree.

This is not to say that warrior cults have not existed this century,
for sporadic outbursts of violence and magical fervour have shocked
the world. From 1952 the British authorities in the crown colony of
Kenya were faced with a tribal uprising of serious size and sinister
intent. One tribal group, the Kikuyu, were the main protagonists in
this unrest, and a Kikuyu secret society, the Mau Mau, began a
campaign of murder and mayhem against the British regime and its
supporters. The Mau Mau were not simple terrorists but active
members of a crude magical cult that used the supernatural as
another weapon of fear in its guerrilla war. In their turn, the
government used magic as a defence, paying witch doctors to
remove the Mau Mau oaths that had been placed on captured
cultists. The Kenyan Emergency ended in January 1960, by which
time the cult had been effectively suppressed.

One secret society that revels in terror and violence and has been
in existence for over a century is the Ku Klux Klan. Originally a

10




INTRODUCTION

racist ‘secret army’, with its origins in the defeat of the Confederate
South in the American Civil War, the Klan has reorientated itself to
the modern social climate and now preaches Christian
fundamentalism and post-nuclear survivalism. To this end it has
ominously invested in paramilitary training camps and secret
weapons caches.

Some of the more recently established Western cults have been led
by disturbed ‘messiahs’ offering a dedicated group of followers the
true way through violence and bloodshed. The most famous and the
most shocking of these have been Charles Manson’s ‘family’; the
gun-toting followers of David Koresh’s apocalyptic cult, the Branch
Davidians, who perished in the Waco siege of 1993; and the Order
of the Solar Temple, which came to a bloody end with the
simultaneous death of its members in Switzerland and Quebec in
1994. Other equally desperate and disturbed groups have appeared
briefly in the last forty years, to be put down by the authorities, and
undoubtedly more will follow. It is plain that the capacity of men
and women willingly to isolate themselves from the established
society around them and live out some theological fantasy is as great
as ever. In addition, it is feared that the opportunities for such cults
to perpetrate the kinds of mass murders of their ancestors (such as
the Thugs and Assassins) are shockingly ever-present, as the recent
use of nerve gas by the Japanese Aum Shinrikyo Cult attests. The
need to ‘belong’ and the need for life to have a purpose are the most
pressing causes of cult recruitment among today’s disenchanted
youth.

Paul Elliott,
Canterbury, Kent
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CHAPTER 1
The Greek Cults of Magic

Perhaps the best known of all the cults in the ancient world is the
Mystery cult at Eleusis in Greece. However, many students of the
period may not have realized that the Mysteries were only one of
many covert religious cults in existence at the time. This emphasis
on the Eleusian cult is mainly due to the fact that it was neither a
criminal organization nor a proscribed religion. It flourished under
the patronage of Greece’s pre-eminent city state, Athens, and its
existence and outward rituals are well known to historians today;
only the cult’s inner ceremonies were hidden from the uninitiated.
Since the religion contained this secret element in its practice, it is
almost universally referred to as a ‘cult’. The theme of secrecy is one
that runs through almost every cult described in this book, and those
of ancient Greece were no exception.

Without doubt, the Greeks had a great capacity for superstition
and for combining fear with the occult. Although often thought of as
supremely rational — as architects, poets, philosophers and
scientists — the Greeks were just as obsessed with magic as other
ancient peoples. It was the élite class of writers and teachers who
tended to oppose such thinking, but to little avail. The politician
Nikias, who led Athenian troops in battle, was notoriously pious
and a believer in oracles and omens. During the Sicilian expedition
that sailed from Greece in 415 BC, he was to lead the defeated
Athenian soldiers out of danger but delayed when a sudden eclipse
of the moon was taken as a bad omen for a night march. The
resulting massacre cost Athens dear and the heeding of the omen by
Nikias was one of the main causes of the disastrous outcome of the
expedition. Generally, though, the Greeks did not allow the secret
cults to play any part in politics or war. For many Greeks, the cults
were low-key affairs, remnants of an older kind of worship and, for
the most part, innocuous. The Greek practice of witchcraft was just
such a cult, a minor religion with mysterious and occult ceremonies
practised by a handful of initiates.

Witches and Werewolves
The gods of ancient Greece were thought to touch on every aspect of

life and death, and for the witch with her mastery of the physical
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world through the use of spells and enchantments, this remained
true. Every witch in Greece sacrificed to Hecate, goddess of death
and sterility, sorcery and the moon. Magicians do not traditionally
recognize the power of deities, for, as Sir James Frazer argues
strongly in The Golden Bough, they consider themselves the
initiates of a magical science capable of achieving fantastic things
without any need for divine intervention. Throughout history
witches and sorcerers have been hounded by the religious
establishment, as much for their staunch opposition to organized
religion as for their illicit practices. Witchcraft in Greece was not the
evil cult that it later became in medieval times, however, for Hecate
was a recognized goddess in the Greek pantheon, and both she and
her followers had a place in Greek life. But the initiates of Hecate
did form a diffuse cult of magicians, cut off from the mainstream of
Greek (and Roman) life. There was no organized and hierarchical
cult in the sense that there was with Druids, for example, but
witches perpetuated a tradition that was despised and frowned
upon by their contemporaries. Hecate was the black sheep of the
Olympian pantheon, and witches from Thessaly to Crete, from Rome
to Ptolemaic Egypt, were her priestesses.

Almost all magical (as opposed to religious) rituals in Greece
called on Hecate for help and guidance. She was believed to harness
the powers of darkness and to rule the night with her army of living
dead. The cult originated in Asia Minor in the worship of a moon
goddess, and her early character was in fact quite benevolent. She
watched over flocks and navigators; she granted men and,
especially, women their desires: wealth, victory and knowledge. The
Greeks worked her into their pantheon, but were never in agreement
as to her lineage. Some traditions said she was the daughter of the
Titans Perses and Asteria, both of whom were deities of light; others
gave her parents as Zeus, king of the gods, and Hera, his wife, bute
explained that she fell out of favour with her mother when she stole
rouge from her to give to Europa. The young goddess fled from
Olympus to the world of humans, where she hid within a house, and
while she hid, a woman living there gave birth, ritually
contaminating the goddess. Hecate sought ritual purification and
found help among a cult of magicians called the Cabeiri, who
immersed her in the enchanted River Acheron that flowed in the
Underworld. From that moment on she became a deity of the
Underworld and received all of the trappings with which she was
later associated.

The Cabeiri are commonly connected with the god of
metalworking, Hephaestus, as well as the goddess of the
Underworld. They were an order of magical spirits who were
recognized throughout the Aegean, and may have been an actual
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magical cult in early Greek history, associated with fire and
metallurgy. There were other legendary orders of magicians that in
later times became established religious cults, and may equally have
been descended from actual magical colleges. The Dactyls were
skilled metalworkers and were supposed to have lived within the
forests and caves of Phrygia and Crete, while the cult of the
Telchines, also based on the island of Crete, as well as the island of
Rhodes, had a more malign character. Not only were the Telchines
formidable smiths but they were also able to control the weather, put
the evil eye on their enemies and blight both crops and herds with
sulphur and the waters of another river of the Underworld, the Styx.

Enchantments and black magic were the true province of Hecate,
and she was able to cast such spells because although she dwelt in
the Underworld as the Invincible Queen alongside Hades, she also
travelled to the world of humans at night. She was called upon
during purifications, expiations and all manner of magical rituals.
Hecate was often thought of as one aspect of a triple goddess, an
aspect that emphasized the goddess’s destructive, negative powers.
Not only did she reign supreme in the Underworld but as Artemis,
the goddess of hunting, she held sway on earth, and she also became
Luna, the moon, who commanded the night sky. As these aspects
became more firmly established, the Greeks began to elaborate the
dark goddess’s malign and supernatural character. She also became
intricately associated with the goddess Persephone, who was
abducted by Hades and ruled as queen of the Underworld, a living
symbol of the cycle of the seasons.

The number three played a prominent part in the worship of
Hecate, and her character and representations altered according to
the moon’s three main cycles. With the new moon she was
sometimes given a lion’s head, with the full moon the head of a dog,
and the old moon saw her depicted with the head of a horse. Typical
statues of Hecate also show her to be triple-bodied: as a woman with
a single head and three bodies, or as three women standing back to
back against a pillar. The commonest statues of Hecate were
columns with three faces (‘triple Hecates’) and these were to be
found at crossroads throughout Greece. Her magic at these holy
places was believed to be very powerful, and offerings were left at
the bases of her statues on the eve of a full moon. As a triple-faced
deity, Hecate looked in all directions at once, reflecting her strong
association with the crossroads. Offerings of food were made at
crossroads either to beg Hecate for arcane knowledge or to protect
individuals from her nightly visits to earth. Every mortal feared the
witch goddess at night, for she was believed to journey across the
land clutching two burning torches and accompanied by a pack of
hellhounds. A legion of the living dead made up her terrible retinue.
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Hecate’s favoured places to visit were the scenes of violent crimes
and burials and, as already mentioned, crossroads. All things of
death — tombs and ghosts, blood and terror, fear and the night — were
associated with the goddess, and as she passed by mortals in the
darkness, she was believed to remain utterly invisible; only dogs,
with their intimate connection to Hecate, could detect her presence.

The Romans also adopted Hecate as their deity of witchcraft and
dark magic, and, like the Greeks, they believed that witches who
sacrificed to her were capable of real-world effects, such as the
destruction of crops, the causing of illness or death, and the bringing
of storms, floods and other calamities. These sorcerers were believed
to gather together to practise their rituals, often at places that Hecate
herself was supposed to frequent at night: crossroads, tombs and the
scenes of murders. The Roman writer Lucan, in his work Pharsalia,
dating from around the time of the Emperor Nero, provides a
detailed description of the activities of a witch of Hecate. A Roman
general approached the witch to ask her what fate had in store for
him, and the woman, named Erichtho, consulted the dead in an
attempt to help him. Her powers of communication with the
Underworld were heightened by her custom of living in tombs and
surrounding herself with items of the macabre and cadaverous: the
grave clothes of corpses, the bones and flesh of children’s funeral
pyres, human skin robbed from corpses, and human eyeballs,
tongues and fingernails. To summon the dead to appear before her,
Erichtho called upon Hecate and Persephone, as well as the
ferryman of Hell, Charon, and Hermes, who was the god who led the
newly dead to their final resting place in the Underworld. Among
those also invoked were the River Styx and the Kindly Ones, the
Furies, the feared demons of retribution who tormented wrongdoers
for their crimes.

The River Styx was invariably invoked by all who wished to
converse with the dead, by those who wished to harness the dark
and mysterious powers of the Underworld and by those who wished
to murder by poison. Its waters were so potentially magical that a
single drop of Styx water would supposedly kill someone instantly.
One authority claimed that the world-conquering Greek general
Alexander the Great, who died so suddenly in 323 BC, had been
poisoned by Styx water.

When Hecate became recognized in Rome as a divinity of the dead
and of the dark terrors of the Underworld, she was renamed ‘Trivia’
because of her triple-aspected statues, and also perhaps because of
her three-part nature: as Selene (the moon), Diana (the huntress) and
Hecate (the witch goddess). As Trivia, she was ‘Goddess of the Three
Ways' and was invoked in Virgil’s epic tale of Roman history, The
Aeneid. A female oracle, the Sibyl, prepares to contact the spirits of
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the Underworld on behalf of Virgil’s hero, Aeneas, and in doing so
she calls on Hecate, who originally gave the Sibyl her powers.
Hecate is referred to as ‘mighty in Heaven and mighty in Hell’, and
even though, as an oracle, she is a priestess of the god Apollo, she
must still call upon Hecate when interacting with the Underworld.

In another of Virgil’s works, his Eighth Eclogue, a witch spins a
thread around the small wax and clay figure of her would-be lover
to entwine him in love for her. But the magic of real-world witches
was not always so innocent or harmless. A Graeco-Egyptian ritual
has been discovered that was supposed to reanimate a grave corpse,
and this living-dead zombie was to be sent through the streets to the
house of a woman with whom the magician desired sex. At his
command the corpse would kidnap the woman and return her to the
magician. Love and sex seem almost inseparable from the rituals and
rewards of Greek and Roman witchcraft, although Hecate was never
associated with such erotic pleasures, only with the power to
achieve them.

Intimately bound-up in the stories and rumours of ancient
witchcraft was the belief in a breed of seductive demons who preyed
upon the sexual energies of men and women. The Empusae, as they
were known, were the daughters of Hecate and were ass-haunched
and brazen-hoofed. Prowling around at night, they descended upon
travellers and terrified them, often transforming themselves into
dogs or cows. They were most feared, however, when they took the
shape of beautiful and seductive maidens, for in this disguise they
were thought to lay with men and suck out the life force from within
them. They were greedy and rapacious, hungry and evil, and their
name meant ‘forcers-in’. Other demonesses called Lamiae were also
regarded with equal fear, while the Romans had a tradition of fearful
demons called Lemures, who pounced on victims and drank their
blood.

These demons never existed, of course, but the belief in them did,
and it shaped attitudes towards witches in general until by medieval
times the witches of the Sabbat were thought to be living examples
of these cannibal vampires. Referred to as ‘night-riders’, the early
medieval witches were feared both for their ability to fly through the
night sky to rendezvous with the goddess and for their unearthly
desire to suck the warm blood from still-living victims before
devouring them. These beliefs were directly descended from the
folk-tales of the Greek Empusae and Lamiae, and also the Roman
Lemures.

But it was not just Hecate’s children who survived the downfall of
Graeco-Roman civilization; the goddess herself re-emerged in the
early Middle Ages to lead her macabre band of night-riders to their
nightly covens. She did not survive unchanged. The post-Roman
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witch cult elevated the goddess’s earthly aspect until the character
of Hecate was eclipsed. Now Artemis, under the Roman title of
Diana, became the witches’ occult mistress. When a demon was
exorcized from a young girl in France by St Caesarius during the
sixth century, it was specifically named as ‘the demon whom the
peasants call Diana’. In some instances, too, the goddess became
confused with a species of demoness called Dianae, and a number of
these were said to have slept with magicians at the court of Pope
John XXII when he launched an investigation into scandalous
goings-on in 1318. According to Burchard, the eleventh-century
Bishop of Worms, Diana was also well known as Herodias. Herodias,
wife of Herod Antipas named in the Bible, had been virulently
denounced by John the Baptist, since she had previously been the
wife of his half-brother. For this sin the princess was personified as
a minion of the Devil, another embodiment of Diana. The name of an
ancient Teutonic goddess, Holda, was also sometimes connected
with the pagan goddess.

Religious men across Europe found the stories of Diana, or Hecate,
and her train of seductive, cannibalistic vampire demonesses not
just believable but genuinely frightening. Hecate’s night-time prowl
across the Greek countryside attended by a horde of animated
corpses and spectral hounds was transferred, in almost every detail,
to the paranoid mind-set of medieval Europe. Women were prime
suspects for this kind of activity, since Diana had a long tradition of
loyal female followers in Roman and Greek times. That they were
said to be able to fly must be put down to the goddess’s close
association with the night-riders. For the religious authorities, the
women accused of witchcraft became the ghostly night-riders that
flew with Diana each night. Every magical power that had
previously been ascribed to the classical demonesses was now
attributed to the witches. They flew to arcane meetings by the light
of the moon on animals, broomsticks or by the use of magical
ointments; they ate babies; they drank human blood; they seduced
morally upstanding menfolk; they worshipped the evil she-demon
Diana and renounced Christ; they partook of a great feast; and they
were rewarded or punished by the goddess as they deserved.

Burchard once quoted a passage from a ninth-century tract called
the Canon Episcopi, which was often repeated by religious writers.
In it the night-time flights were described as fantasies and delusions
inspired by the Devil. Other persecutors quoted the passage,
although it was eventually ignored by later inquisitors, who
considered it a hindrance to successful persecution, torture and
execution of the witches. However, blind faith and a belief in the
guilt of the accused women was strong, even if not total. Fifteenth-
century writers on demonic matters actually recognized that the
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‘flying ointmernts' sometimes mentioned by suspected witches could
cause the hallucinations described by the Canon Episcopi! Recipes
for the flying ointment often included the same herbal ingredients,
hemlock, hellebore root, belladonna and aconite, all of which are
poisonous plants and capable of inducing hallucinogenic
experiences. Again, the tradition of a flying ointment was not a
medieval creation but has its origins in the witch cult of Hecate. The
Roman writer Apuleius wrote in The Golden Ass of one witch
smearing her body with a type of cream that transformed her into a
bird, giving some credence to the view that the medieval witch
phenomenon did not exist in a vacuum, and was not a fiction of the
Church but an ancient tradition.

Many pagan cults had weathered the arrival of Christianity by
transforming their deities into benign saints or local folk-heroes, but
only Hecate seems to have seen her worship (or her traditions, for it
is not clear how much ‘Hecate worship’ actually took place after the
fall of Rome) persist, to be crushed centuries later. It was Margaret
Murray, in her book The Witch-Cuit in Western Europe, who first
postulated the theory that the practice of witchcraft from the Middle
Ages onwards was only a survival of the pagan cult of Diana.

In fact, any true lineage from the witch cult of Hecate was not to
survive for long. In 1458 the French inquisitor Nicholas Jacquier
identified a new cult of witchcraft that differed from the earlier
night-riders. This assumption may primarily have served to side-
step the comments of delusion and drug-induced fantasy that the
earlier Canon Episcopi made about the night-riders. From now on,
witches were depicted as minions of the Devil, a distinctly male
figure, and the Invincible Queen faded from the public
consciousness. This new Devil presided over the twisted ceremony
of the witches’ Sabbat, while at the same time the witch lost all of
her obviously magical powers. No longer did she harbour a thirst for
blood or have the ability to appear as a beautiful temptress to kill a
man by sapping his life energy during sex.

Witches and sorcerers may no longer have been tied to Diana,
goddess of the moon, but their mystical relationship with that
heavenly body continues up to the present day. The Lunacy Act of
1842 clearly linked the moon’s phases with the mental afflictions of
the lunatic. The very word ‘lunacy’ is derived from ‘/una’, Roman
for the moon, and it was only as recently as the late nineteenth
century that the authorities decided the moon was no longer the
prime cause of madness. Of course, in modern mythology also the
phases of the moon have a profound effect on that familiar
supernatural creature the werewolf. From Lon Chaney to Jack
Nicholson, the half-man, half-wolf is always depicted by Hollywood
as a creature whose life is a slave to the cycles of the moon, with the
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cursed victim involuntarily becoming a fully fledged wolf during
periods of the full moon. But the creatures have a much more
ancient lineage than modern cinematic fiction and the folk-legends
of Europe suggest.

The ancient Greeks had a cult of werewolves that practised its
rituals high up in the mountain wilderness of Arcadia. The legend
of its origins recounts how the second king of the Arcadian region,
Lycaeon, fathered fifty sons, who went forth to establish Arcadia’s
towns and cities. He also founded the cult of Lycaeon Zeus (‘Zeus of
the She-Wolf’), but was unimpressed when the god actually visited
his house one day, dressed as a traveller. Zeus declared his divinity
to Lycaeon, who decided to test the god by cooking up one of his
own sons as a dish! As a punishment for this blasphemous gesture,
the king of the gods transformed Lycaeon into a wolf and called
down lightning upon his house, destroying it. But, the legend
continues, Lycaeon’s sons continued the practices of sacrifice and
cannibalism in an effort to halt the slaughter of their sheep and
cattle by roaming wolves.

To attempt the eradication of the cult a second time, Zeus
unleashed a flood upon the world, but many people survived,
including the inhabitants of Parnassus. After they were woken from
their sleep by the howling of nearby wolves, some of these survivors
made their way into Arcadia and revived the werewolf cult yet
again. Mount Lycaeus in Arcadia was known as the Sacred Peak
because it was held to be the site of the birth and infancy of Zeus,
and a precinct for the worship of Lycaeon Zeus was established
there. Such was its holiness that any mortal who set foot within the
precinct would die within the year. No living creature on the Sacred
Peak was supposed to cast a shadow. Lycaeon established several
altars on the summit dedicated to Zeus the She-Wolf, and the
Arcadians were said to perform secret rites on the mountain of
Zeus’s birth, even into classical times.

The traveller and writer Pausanias learned that the Arcadians still
sacrificed to Lycaeon Zeus. A young boy was killed and his entrails
mixed with those of animals in a soup. This concoction was
presented to the congregation of shepherds present at the sacrifice
and whichever one ate the flesh of the boy became a werewolf. The
man howled like a wolf and, after leaving his clothes under an oak
tree, swam across the stream that ran beside the crowd to leave
civilization behind. As a wolf he ran with other wolves and fed on
the prey killed by his pack. Only if the werewolf was able to refrain
from eating the flesh of humans for eight years would he be allowed
to return to his former life. Pausanias even goes as far as to name
such a reformed werewolf, Damarchus the Parrhasian, who went on
to win the boxing contest at the Olympic Games after his stint as a
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werewolf. Such a ritual may have had its origins in the need for a
local scapegoat, someone who was chosen as a living sacrifice to the
Arcadian wolves. In return the farmers and shepherds of the villages
would remain unmolested by the animals.

The cult of Lycaeon Zeus does not seem to have been unique. A
tribe of horse-nomads called the Neuri in southern Russia were
reported by the respected historian Herodotus to have werewolves
of their own. Herodotus travelled extensively, learning about the
customs of many different tribes, and discovered that the Neuri
believed that every member of the tribe became a werewolf for a few
days each year before returning to human form again.

The ancient Romans were also concerned with wolves and wolf-
men, making animal sacrifices to wolves as a means of guaranteeing
protection from them. A ceremony was held in the Lupercal, a cave
near the Porta Romana that was associated with the she-wolf who
suckled Romulus and Remus (the twin brothers who were the
mythical founders of Rome). The festival that took place in the grotto
was actually devoted to Faunus, the god of plants and animals, and
was called the Lupercalia. Held on 15 February each year, it was in
essence a fertility rite and may have involved the cult initiates
taking on the role of wolf-men and carrying out magical rituals
which kept the herds and flocks safe from the wolves of the
countryside. Traditionally a human victim was led around the cave
of the Lupercal and was then sacrificed. In later imperial Rome,
these wolf-men became a respected caste of priests called the
Luperci, and they dispensed with the human victim altogether,
sacrificing dogs and goats instead.

When the Indians of Nootka Sound in North America initiated
their young men into the tribe’s secret wolf cult, called Tlokoala, the
candidate feigned death as werewolves abducted him. These
creatures were in fact men dressed up as wolves, with skins and face
masks made from the hides of the animals. After being returned to
the tribe by the werewolves, the initiate would then be ‘reborn’ as a
wolf-man and adult member of the tribe.

Obviously, none of these werewolves existed in reality, but the
persuasive aura of magic that surrounded these ancient ceremonies
would have guaranteed that most of the participants believed they
did. For example, the account given by Herodotus concerning the
Neuri werewolves also mentions that it was not just the local
tribesmen who told the werewolf story but also Greeks who lived in
the area. It is likely that, as with the Luperci, the wolf-men were just
that: men acting out the role of a local wolf deity as an act of
propitiation.

A scapegoat for the community’s ills (in the examples above, the
threat from wolves) was a familiar concept to the ancients. The
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Athenian government kept several ne’er-do-wells at its own
expense, feeding and clothing them and providing them with
shelter. When a disaster befell the city, such as famine or plague, two
of these pitiful victims were brought forward, one to represent the
men of Athens, the other to represent the women. After being led
around the city, they were taken outside the walls and publicly
stoned to death, thus expelling the evil from the city and hopefully
bringing an end to its woes. According to Sir James Frazer, the
Athenians performed this ritual annually, as a matter of course,
during the May festival of Thargelia. Other Greek cities also carried
out expulsions or the murder of scapegoats — an indication that the
enlightenment associated with the classical Greeks went hand in
hand with primal terror and a desperate belief in the occult.

The Eleusian Mysteries
Exactly how strong the Athenian fear of the dark and mysterious
forces of the occult actually was can be judged by accounts of the
disastrous Sicilian expedition in 415 BC. As already noted, one of the
Athenian force’s two generals was devoutly superstitious, leading
the army into disaster after the omen of the lunar eclipse. The other
leader of the expedition, Alcibiades, did not make it as far as Sicily,
since he faced serious charges of impiety that threatened if not his
life, then his career. As a result, Alcibiades jumped war galley as the
expedition sailed from Athens to Sicily, and he became both an
international adventurer and a political survivor. The charges laid
against him were not clearly substantiated, but their grave nature
had shocked and disturbed the entire city, much as rumours of a
Member of Parliament engaging in a Black Mass would do today.
As the vast Athenian fleet prepared to set sail for Sicily and
engage in war with the island’s chief city, Syracuse, a great
desecration of the city’s Hermae tock place throughout Athens.
Hermae were little phallic statues of the god Hermes that stood at
crossroads and other public places as symbols of good fortune, and
comprised a quadrangular pillar surmounted by the bearded head of
the god. From the pillar’s centre an erect phallus protruded. On the
eve of the fleet’s departure, all the Hermae were mutilated, which
would have been a great sacrilege and bad omen at any time, but as
the city was poised to send the vast majority of its young men to war,
the outrage assumed gigantic proportions. Who could have done
such a thing? And why? What could have been hoped for from such
a venture? Alcibiades was immediately implicated because of
certain rumours that were circulating about his conduct regarding
the Eleusian Mysteries. No one could see exactly why he would
want to carry out such an act, since it could only lower morale and
have detrimental effects on the forthcoming expedition, and
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Alcibiades was actually responsible for persuading the Athenian
voters to launch this war fleet against Syracuse in the first place.

It is likely that he was in fact guilty of the charges, but he was not
the initial suspect. An aristocrat called Andokides was arrested on a
charge of defacing the statues but could shed no light on the
mystery. Alcibiades’s association with the mutilation of the Hermae,
however, came as a gift to his political opponents, who lost no time
in exploiting the rumours. Also implicated was his drinking club (or
symposium), called the Kakodaimonistai. Athenian symposia were
aristocratic dining and drinking clubs that came together through
friendship, religious ties and politics. It seems that the mutilation
had been discussed at a symposium several days before and so the
affront may have been nothing more than an aristocratic dare, a
youthful attempt to defy authority. Whichever secret and political
symposium was actually responsible for the mutilations, it may have
been attempting to prevent the Athenians from sailing, and this
thought terrified the citizenry. Both the mutilation and the rumours
of blasphemy concerning the Eleusian Mysteries gave rise to a
tangible fear that the next step would be the fall of democracy and
the rise of an oligarchic tyranny inspired by the totalitarian
government of Sparta. There were in existence many oligarchic
symposia, and the possibility of a conspiracy was ever-present.
Whether one of the secret oligarch clubs actually carried out this
piece of symbolic vandalism as a prelude to a revolution or not, an
oligarchic revolution did actually occur four years later, in 411 BC.

Alcibiades was forced to sail with the Sicilian expedition with the
situation unresolved, much to his annoyance. When Athens
requested that he return to the city to stand trial for the Hermae
incident, he fled to the enemy state of Sparta and became a double-
agent. It is clear that the revolutionary symposia played an
important part in the later coup of 411 BC, but whether they were
directly responsible for the mutilation of the sacred statues is not
known. Alcibiades had the right kind of temperament for such an
elaborate ‘joke’ and had flouted authority all his life. The city’s
greatest religious festival, the Mysteries of Eleusis, was parodied by
Alcibiades and other members of the Kakodaimonistai. If, as is
likely, he participated in, or even orchestrated, the desecration of the
Hermae, one could see in that act the undertakings of a devil-may-
care rogue in the mould of Sir Francis Dashwood. Unlike Alcibiades,
Dashwood was no politician, but much like the Greek aristocrat, he
had an infatuation with the occult and a great desire to appal his
peers. .

Sir Francis Dashwood was owner of West Wycombe Park, near
High Wycombe in Buckinghamshire, and some time around 1755 he
founded an occult society called the Knights of St Francis. A
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wealthy man and a dilettante, he became the group’s Grand Master,
organizing elaborate parodies of Christian rituals at nearby
Medmenham Abbey. Like the ancient Greek Kakodaimonistai, the
Knights of St Francis earned themselves a terrible reputation, soon
becoming known as the Hellfire Club, and their scornful motto was
‘Do what you will’. The Hellfire Club had a passion for the arts and
was made up of intelligent and welt-educated men, but it had an
unhealthy fascination with Satanism and the erotic. Both Alcibiades
and Dashwood were known to be as much obsessed with men as
with women.

It was the blasphemous parodies of the Mysteries that so
scandalized the Athenians, but Dashwood’s intended ‘audience’ was
less susceptible to such parody. The days of witch-hunts were over
and the full force of the Enlightenment and the Industrial
Revolution had already humbled established religion. The shock
was not quite so great. Every Athenian, on the other hand, saw the
Eleusian Mysteries as the very heartbeat of Athenian life. It was
politically, socially and spiritually the most important festival of the
many that Athens undertook during the year. Quite why Alcibiades
chose to parody the Mysteries rather than any other religious
occasion, and why the Athenians took such offence, are questions
that cannot be answered without a closer look at the Mysteries
themselves. For 2,000 years their home, Eleusis was one of the
greatest sites of the Greek world and its contribution to the shaping
of the Greek mind was significant. The Mysteries were just one
aspect of Greek religion; specifically they were the annual
celebrations of the elaborate, private ritual of the earth goddess,
Demeter.

The religion of ancient Greece was rich and diverse, with a vast
array of gods and goddesses, demi-gods and heroes to be
worshipped. Each divinity had its own religious cult, with attendant
devotees, priests and temples, and in this the cults were very much
alike. Only the details differed; the actual structure and rationale
behind each religious cult varied very little. The exception,
however, was the cult of Demeter. This goddess presided over the
fertility of the earth, over the development of crops and plants. Her
particular duty was to guard the annual wheat and barley crops, the
lifeblood of ancient Greek society. Thus her role was a vital one, for
the goddess of the harvest symbolized in many ways the cycle of
life.

Demeter’s importance meant that she was a popular goddess and
she was worshipped throughout Greece. Some of her most important
cult sites were at Delos, Crete, Arcadia and the Argolid, but her
greatest centre of worship was in Attica. In this part of Greece the
greatest religious festivals of the Greek world took place and they
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were devoted to the goddess. Athens lay at the centre of the Attic
community and was deeply involved in the worship of the earth
goddess. In Attica, and in particular at Eleusis, Athens’s close
neighbour, the cult of Demeter was practised in a unique way that
set it apart from the other religions of Greece. A distinct air of
mystery and secrecy shrouded the cult. At the same time as it
accepted people cut off from the usual religions, it limited worship
to those initiated into its secrets. Worshippers were brought into a
personal relationship with the goddess and perhaps secured for
themselves some preferential role in the afterlife. The Eleusian
Mysteries stand out in the study of Greek religion as a paradox.

The foundation of Eleusis was recorded in the Homeric ‘Hymn to
Demeter’, written about 600 BC, and it is likely that the Mysteries
were practised even then, though in exactly what form is unclear.
The goddess Demeter journeyed to the little town in the guise of an
old woman as she scoured the land looking for her daughter,
Persephone. Persephone had been kidnapped by Hades, King of the
Underworld, with the sanction of her own father, Zeus, king of the
gods. As Demeter sat by one of the town’s wells, the daughters of the
king came across her and invited her into the palace. Engaging in
idle conversation, the goddess let slip her identity and so ordered
the king of Eleusis to build, below the citadel, a temple to her. When
the king had done this, Demeter hid away within it, cutting herself
off from the world, and she declared that she would remain within
the temple until she again beheld Persephone.

Such was her universal importance that her absence immediately
had profound effects on the earth: grain would not grow and all the
Greeks were threatened with hunger and starvation. With the future
of the human race resting on the matter, Zeus capitulated and
allowed Persephone to visit her mother for two-thirds of every year,
as long as she returned annually to the Underworld. Demeter then
allowed the land to bloom and prosper once more, and before she
returned to Olympus with her daughter, the goddess instructed the
king of Eleusis in the practice of her secret rites.

Such is the mythical story concerning the origin of the Mysteries,
not repeated here out of idle interest in mythography but because
the story behind the Mysteries mattered. Many other Greek myths
were fables — stories designed to explain natural phenomena, the
state of contemporary society or the lineage of important families.
But the cult of Demeter and the ritual of the Mysteries explained
something that occurred every year, that was vital for life, that
perhaps explained much more than just why agriculture was
dependent on the seasons. Just as Christianity was to do 600 years
after the Homeric ‘Hymn’, the Eleusian Mysteries retold a story
about the child of a god and related the emotional and philosophical
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aspects of the relationship to the worshipper’s everyday life. It was
more than a legend or a parable; it was a reason for living.

The priest Eumolpus became the initiator of the cult of Demeter
and the organizer of her Mysteries. As time passed, Eleusis was
drawn into conflict with its powerful neighbour Athens, and
Eumolpus led the Eleusians to war against King Erechtheus of
Athens. The priest of Demeter died in the fighting, as did his sons.
Eleusis was totally defeated and became an Athenian vassal some
time around the writing of the ‘Hymn to Demeter’. The victor
quickly amalgamated its own Demeter cult with that of Eleusis,
but Eleusis was able to retain independent control over the
Mysteries.

Of course, it goes without saying that we know little of the actual
ceremonies and rituals of the Mysteries. By definition, they were a
mystery to the uninitiated. But there was more to the cult than secret
rituals. The Mysteries had two aspects, one public and processional,
the other highly secret and personal. Exactly how secret can be
gauged by the fact that the famous Athenian playwright Aeschylus
was forced to seek sanctuary at the altar of Dionysus during the
performance of one of his plays, because the audience was
convinced he had revealed parts of the Mysteries. To do so was
punishable by death. Even into Roman times this discipline was
upheld. The writer Livy remarks in the History of Rome that in about
200 BC two young men from another part of Greece were in Eleusis
on the day of the initiations and, unfamiliar with the strict policy
against outsiders witnessing the Mysteries, wandered into the Hall
of Initiation (called the Telesterion) with the crowds. Their talk soon
betrayed them as uninitiated and, after being questioned by the
officers of the temple, their mistake was brought to light and they
were executed. So harsh was the law, and so jealous were the
members of the cult of their beloved Mysteries.

The Telesterion was unlike other classical religious buildings.
Normally, a statue of the god or goddess stood within a temple and
all ceremonies took place at the front of the building around an altar
within the temple’s precincts. But at Eleusis all ceremonies took
place inside the huge building. The precinct of Demeter was located
on the eastern slope of the ancient citadel of Eleusis, but inside the
city walls. Two gateways or propylaea, built in Roman times, led in
succession into the precinct, which was dominated by the square
Telesterion. The building had been constructed some time in the
sixth century BC and its roof was supported by over twenty columns.
Tiers of steps were built into the four walls to seat the congregation
of some 3,000 initiates and at the centre of the hall was a separate
building called the Anaktoron, or storehouse, which held the sacred
objects used during ceremonies.
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The two festivals at Athens that incorporated the Mysteries of
Eleusis were the Lesser and the Greater Mysteries. The Lesser
Mysteries were celebrated annually in Athens during February.
Candidates for the Eleusian cult had first to be initiated into these
Mysteries, and then seven months later initiation into the Greater
Mysteries followed. However, the Greater Mysteries took place only
every five years, so initiations also took place every five years, rather
than at each Lesser Mysteries. The Greater Mysteries were
celebrated in September and began in Athens.

Two days before the festival of the Mysteries began, a great
procession of epheboi (youths) from the city marched to Eleusis and
brought back the sacred objects from the Telesterion to Athens with
much ceremony and celebration. A temple called the Eleusinion had
been constructed at the base of the Acropolis in Athens to house the
relics when they arrived in the city. Whatever the sacred relics were,
the eyes of the uninitiated could not look upon them, and so they
were conveyed to Athens in round boxes tied with purple ribbons.
The objects were small enough to have been carried in their boxes
by the priestesses of the cult, and both they and the sacred objects
were transported by wagon on the journey, paid for by the Athenian
government.

Upon arrival at Athens on the first day of the Mysteries proper
(called the ‘Gathering’), the candidates for initiation (the mystai)
assembled in the Agora at a place called the Painted Portico. They
may have come from as far away as Thessaly, Crete, Asia Minor and
even the Greek colonies overseas, such as Alexandria or southern
Italy. So important to the Greek world was the festival that heralds
were sent out demanding a truce to allow candidates for initiation to
travel to Eleusis. There, a holy proclamation was read to the
candidates; also present were the Mysteries’ two clans of priests, the
Hierophantes and the Diaduchos. Entry fees for the cult were
probably paid here, and the amount was quite high: at the cult’s
peak the initiation fee stood at 15 drachmae, which was roughly
equivalent to about ten days’ wages for a skilled labourer. Each
initiate had to declare that he was fit to enter the Mysteries, that he
harboured no evil, that he had not committed any crimes of violence
and that he had lived a just life. The word ‘he’ is used here, but
women were as welcome as men, and even slaves were admitted
into the Mysteries. Both these underclasses were usually repressed
and cut off from normal Greek society, but the Mysteries were
refreshingly different. However, the Greeks still retained their
loathing of non-Greeks — ‘barbarians’ — and banned them from entry
into this cult. Only the Romans in later times were able to flout this
rule. Every step of the way, an initiated cult member guided the
candidate through each part of the Mysteries. These mystagogoi
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could be friends, relatives or business associates, and for some were
total strangers, but they provided an essential human element in the
enrolment, something other religions could not do, and indeed had
no need of, since traditional Greek religions had no human element.

The second day of the festival was called ‘Seaward, Initiates!’, and
during it the initiates of the cult gathered together and drove on carts
to the nearby harbour-town of Piraeus. There they waded into the
sea with pigs (the sacrificial animal of Demeter) which were to be
bathed and purified in saltwater. After returning to Athens, the pigs
would be sacrificed to Demeter and a pork feast would be held by all
the initiates. One must have cut the throat of his pig while still in
the sea, for it is reported that in 339 BC a shark attacked one of the
mystai and bit off his legs. This was seen as a bad omen for Athens.

The third and fourth days of the Mysteries were taken up with
sacrifices and the initiates’ personal preparation for the rituals, no
doubt helped by their mystagogoi. On the fifth day the festival
reached a climax, with the sacred objects journeying back to Eleusis,
accompanied by the mystai and their mystagogoi, the epheboi and
all the priests of the cult. Also travelling with the procession was a
large statue of the young god Ilacchus, who quickly became
assimilated with Dionysus, the god of fertility. lacchus even had a
priest of his own for the journey, called the lacchagogos. What part
the god played in the Mysteries is still unclear.

The sixth and final day of the festival took place within the
Telesterion. Sacrifices were made and the initiates fasted, just as
Demeter had done while mourning the loss of her daughter. This fast
was broken with a ritual drink called kykeon, which was composed
of water, flour and the herb pennyroyal (wine was prohibited to
members of the cult). At some point during this day the mystai were
initiated fully into the Mysteries of Eleusis and the true nature of the
sacred objects was revealed to them. Formulae were probably
repeated, dramas and plays were probably performed that re-
enacted the life of Demeter, and the ‘meaning of life’ would have
been shared with the mystai. It is likely that the Hierophantes
entered the Anaktoron at the centre of the Telesterion and, re-
emerging with the sacred objects, were bathed in a bright light that
contrasted with the darkness of the hall. Such a highly visual
display may have rested at the heart of the initiation; indeed the
very highest grade of initiation was called the Epoptai (or ‘those who
have gazed at something’).

The Hierophantes were different in many ways from traditional
Greek priests. They wore very elaborate, holy robes of a type found
only in Greek tragedies, whereas priests elsewhere wore ordinary
clothing. The effect was the transformation of the caste into a kind
of royalty; later changes forbad the use of personal names, just as the
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Japanese emperor eschewed his personal name in favour of a ritual
title. Athenian priests were temporary officiants, members of the
congregation drawn by lot to lead the ceremonies for the respective
god or goddess, but the Hierophantes were a hereditary caste chosen
from the Eleusian family of Eumolpidai, which traced its ancestry
back to the early kings of the city. Athens did nothing to change this
arrangement, but instituted a new level of priesthood called the
Diaduchos (‘torch-holder’), who were recruited from an Athenian
family in Eleusis called the Kerykes. By not replacing but instead
supplementing the official priesthood, the Athenians retained the
lovalty of the Eleusian worshippers but were also obviously able to
gain some controlling interests.

The reasons why the Mysteries played such an exceptional part in
Athenian as opposed to Eleusian life, and why Alcibiades could
scandalize the city with his behaviour, were to do with the powerful
status of Eleusis in the Athenian-controlled Delian League. This was
actually an enforced hegemony of allied states owing almost feudal
obligations to Athens, and the city flourished under financial,
religious and honorific contributions. For the Delian League, and for
Athens especially, the absorption of Eleusis (complete with its
Mysteries) was of great significance. The Mysteries had become
almost pan-Hellenic and attracted a vast number of potential
initiates and other visitors. Athens took for itself much of the praise
heaped upon the cult, since the city had effectively hijacked it as its
own. Athens may have considered the cult a valuable tool in uniting
the Greek world around Athens and the Delian League, but it was
also a showcase for the best that the city had to offer. All Greeks
could witness the spectacle and drama of the vast procession, and
participate in the mystery and secrecy surrounding the cult. The
Mysteries stood as a symbol of the unity and strength of the Delian
League.

This fully explains the hostility which Alcibiades provoked when
he parodied the inner rituals of the Mysteries. He was committing an
act of treason as well as blasphemy, and in fifth-century-Bc Greece
the distinction between the two was almost completely blurred. No
doubt an attempt to transfer the Mysteries to Athens was made soon
after Eleusis came under the city’s control, but the attachment of
Demeter to the region was too great for this to succeed, and so the
great city had to be content with the visit of the sacred objects during
the Greater Mysteries. This was a symbol of the new relationship, of
the vassal acknowledging its suzerain.

King Kleomenes of Sparta had invaded Attica in the early fifth
century BC to ravage the city of Eleusis and destroy the cult centres
of Demeter and Persephone. When he later killed himself in an
insane fit, the Athenians blamed his madness on divine retribution
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for his blasphemous attack on the Mysteries. Other states saw it
differently, which illustrates how much importance Athens placed
on, and how it protected, its adopted cult. Xenophon, the general
and writer, praised the Mysteries and their unifying role in the local
Attic community; it was at once a religious and a political element
in Athenian life, a shared ‘secret’ that bound the disparate elements
of Greece and Athens together. The cult failed to spread its
membership across the entire Greek peninsula, however, and
Athens failed to achieve the goal of creating a Greek superstate
around the Delian League. This ambition was effectively dashed for
ever when Greece was torn apart by the devastating Peloponnesian
War that saw the Delian League shattered and Athens’s status in
Greece severely reduced.

However, the Mysteries were not extinguished just because
Athenian power in the world was a shadow of its former self. The
Roman Empire of later times fully recognized the special role that
the Mysteries played in the religious life of the Greeks and the
festival began to be attended by Roman citizens. Two Roman
emperors, Hadrian and Marcus Aurelius, were initiated into the
Mysteries and the Christian emperor Valentian allowed them to
continue even after he had suppressed all other pagan cults and
Mystery religions. The cult finally came to an end during the reign
of Theodosius I in the last decades of the fourth century Ap.

And Alcibiades? Whether or not he truly wanted to create
disharmony in Athens and the Delian League by parodying the
Mysteries, and whether or not his drinking club was partaking of a
drunken dare, he felt the wrath of an indignant Athens. But on his
return to the city in 407 Bc, he more than atoned for his sin by
reinstituting the procession to Eleusis, which had been abandoned
during the Peloponnesian War due to Spartan incursions. He did
this by sheer force, sending out scouts and posting hilltop guards,
and surrounding the priests and mystai with an armed guard of
hoplite troops. The Eleusian Mysteries had never been treated in
such a serious manner, contrasting utterly with the scandal of eight
years previously. So short a memory did the Athenians have of
Alcibiades’s impiety that it was decided to refer to his generalship
as a ‘hierophantship’ or a ‘leadership-of-the-mystar’!

The Orgiastic Cult of Dionysus

Dionysus has already been mentioned in connection with the
Eleusian Mysteries, but the god had a strange and mysterious cult of
his own. Like Demeter, he became a god of vegetation and of fertility
in general, and for this reason his worship took on a similar aspect
to hers at Eleusis. The cult was not originally Greek but came from
Thrace. It always remained strongest there, and also in Greek Asia
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Minor across the Aegean Sea, but it eventually won popularity
throughout ancient Greece. As the cult grew in size and changed in
outlook, the nature of the god also changed. From a god of wine and
simple pleasures, Dionysus became a vegetation deity, a god of
civilization in general, and was finally regarded as a supreme god by
a Dionysiac subcult called Orphism. The Orphic Mystery religion
based its worship around Dionysus, just as the Eleusian Mysteries
focused on the trials of Demeter. But there were other aspects and
other types of worship of the god.

In Greece, Dionysus’s worship originally centred on the region
called Boeotia, and his female devotees were supposed to sacrifice a
boy to him each year. Later, this festival was known as the Agrionia
and the sacrificial victim became a foal rather than a human being.
From its earliest days the cult had a sordid reputation, presided over
as it was by priestesses called Maenads who engaged in boisterous
and emotionally charged worship out in the wilderness. Typically,
the Maenads, with their fawn-skins and crowns of ivy, led the
female devotees into the countryside. Their arms and faces were
often ritually painted and many of the Maenads carried a thyrsus, a
sacred wooden wand topped with a pine-cone and entwined with
ivy. Others carried burning torches with which to light the way,
since their frenzied ceremonies took place at night under the
influence of wine and (probably) the intoxicating effects of chewing
laurel leaves. During the Maenads’ rituals they tore apart sacrificial
animals with their bare hands and ate the flesh raw to commemorate
the dismemberment of their god Dionysus at the hands of the Titans.
No wonder the cult was shunned and feared by the ancient Greeks!

The Athenians worshipped Dionysus annually at a festival called
the Lenaia, named, one theory has it, after an alternative title for the
Maenads. This festival took place in January, during midwinter, and
may have been an attempt to magically revive the plant spirits.
Maenads existed in Athens as an organized body, and travelled each
year to the sacred city of Delphi, where they met up with other
Maenads to carry out their wild orgies. Depictions of these Maenad
priestesses can be found on various red-figure vases from the fifth
century BC, complete with thyrsus, torches, tambourines and flutes.
The absence of mythical satyrs or men of any kind (such as heroes
or cult members) indicates that these scenes are depictions of real-
life worship, as opposed to legendary fancy. The head of Dionysus
sometimes appears atop a pillar, and the phallic symbolism is
obvious.

This midnight revelry of drunken women outside the city during
the Lenaia continued into the fifth century and beyond, but was
overshadowed by a more sedate grand procession and a festival of
plays dedicated to the god. Plutarch, a writer of ancient times, tells
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of a group of Maenads (also called the Thyiades) who carried out
their orgiastic celebrations on Mount Parnassus, but were caught in
a blizzard and had to be rescued by an expedition from Delphi.

Like the Eleusian Mysteries, the orgiastic rites of Dionysus did not
wane with the fortunes of Greece, for the cult gained in popularity
following the expansion of the Greek world by Alexander the Great
and his successors. It later found acceptance in Republican Rome,
reaching the city from the Greek communities of southern Italy by the
middle of the second century Bc. The Roman Dionysus was called
Bacchus, his female worshippers Bacchantes, and his orgiastic
ceremonies Bacchanalia. Like the rites of the Maenads, the
Bacchanalia was originally an annual festival for women alone, but it
began to be celebrated for five days every month, and men were soon
admitted, turning the Bacchanalia into a drunken sexual orgy. With
rumours that crimes and government-toppling conspiracies were
being discussed at these night-time rendezvous, the Senate took
action. It ultimately feared a threat to the order of Roman society, along
with a breakdown of the moral fibre so vaunted by the authorities. But
although measures were taken, the cult was able to establish itself as
an acceptable Mystery religion by the time of Julius Caesar.

Death and thoughts of the afterlife figured prominently in the
cult’s rhetoric, and elements of Bacchic thought appear on cult
tombs of the period. A classic Mystery religion, the cult appealed to
both men and women, even accepting children into its ranks. Like
the Eleusian Mysteries, it focused on emotions and the tribulations
of life, paying infinitely more attention to the personal lives (and
deaths) of its worshippers than to that of Bacchus himself. As the
cult became more refined, its appeal to the upper classes, and to the
material needs that they treasured, increased. The highly charged
emotion of the earlier days had been subsumed within a cult of
sexual gratification, drunkenness and debauchery. The afterlife was
often seen as nothing more than this in perpetuation, and thus the
cult of the Bacchae failed to provide the spiritual nourishment
sorely needed in the dark days of the Empire’s decline. It lost out to
more exciting and more fulfilling Mystery cults, such as those of
Mithras and Cybele, and ultimately to Christianity.

But that is not the end of the story. The traditional medieval Devil,
with cloven hoofs, horns protruding from the forehead and forked
tail, has its origins in the classical representation of Dionysus. And
despite the survival of the ‘civilized’ aspect of Bacchus to the end of
the Empire, the primitive goat-man was the original representation
of the god. He was nature incarnate and was associated not just with
Pan and the Satyrs, fertility and wine, but also with the dark winter
months and the Underworld. The witches’ Sabbat may owe as much
to Dionysus as to Hecate, since it resembled in many ways the
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orgiastic rites of the Maenads, with a female congregation, frenzied
dancing and the presence of a goat-god.

Even more remarkable is the fact that many medieval witches
spoke during their confessions of a ‘dark man’ or ‘black man’ present
at the Sabbat — a description fitting the Prince of Darkness. Little
known is the fact that the ancient Greek Dionysus was given the
name of Melanaegis or ‘he with the black goatskin’ at his shrine at
the town of Eleutherai. Worship of the animal god was seen as an
essential part of ancient religious life, since it allowed cult members
to express emotionally what their human minds could not.
Wholeness was believed to be the marriage of the wild and
emotional with the civilized and rational.

Elite Warrior Cults

Not all of the Greek cults were purely mystical in nature. The strictly
limited citizenry of the Greek kingdom of Sparta in some way
qualifies it as a ‘warrior cult’, as does the Theban Sacred Band of
élite warriors who fought in the vanguard of Thebes’s citizen army
during the fourth century Bc. Neither has the religious or magical
focus that typifies the other cults in this chapter, but there are
rewards in taking a closer look at these two groups.

Spartan citizenship was limited to only a handful of families.
They formed a noble élite, known as the homoioi (the ‘equals’), who
indulged in physical sport and preparation for war. Their number
varied: in 480 BC, at the peak of Spartan power, there were perhaps
8,000 Spartiate citizens; in 371 Bc, following humiliating and costly
defeats, the number had fallen to 1,500 and the concept of an élite
Spartan citizenry was in crisis. While the homoioi retained their
tenuous hold on power, the agricultural and industrial work was
carried out by an oppressed group called the helots. This was a
population of state slaves, bound to the Spartan government and
working on estates to support individual Spartan families.

The helots had been physically conquered and enslaved, and were
ready to revolt at the first opportunity; in order to prevent this, the
whole of Spartan society was geared for war. Education, politics,
eating and sleeping habits, the role of women and the state all
combined to maintain a tiny section of society ready to act against
the very people supporting it. And each year the Spartan
government declared war on the entire helot population, thus
absolving in advance any Spartan citizen who murdered a member
of this slave caste. In fact the murder of helots became a method of
state terrorism, designed to instil fear into the hearts of the slaves
and dissuade them from attempting rebellion. Just as a secret cult
adopts violence and secrecy to protect itself, the Spartans defended
their puny minority with guile in one hand and force in the other.
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A tradition called the krypteia that had evolved may have begun
as a form of initiation for youths into the Spartan citizen cult, but it
degenerated into a night-time slave-hunt. Adolescents who had
completed state-regulated education were afterwards required to
prove their fighting skills and their dedication to the survival of
Sparta. They would go out into the night on their own and move
covertly across the countryside, hoping to encounter a helot who
had broken the curfew. When they found one, they were fully within
their rights to kill him. This nightly curfew was in all probability a
measure designed to prevent slaves conspiring against the state. But
curfews had other uses: when a Spartan army assembled to march to
war, it left the city during nightfall, thus hiding its size from the
helot population, which might be tempted to revolt if it knew how
few Spartans had been left to guard the city.

Fresh youths eager to prove their manliness by going forth into the
night were not the only executioners of suspect helots; many slaves
were also subjected to organized execution by the state. One such
incident is related by the Greek historian Thucydides, who, in his
History of the Peloponnesian War, relates how the Spartar government
proclaimed that the helots should choose from among their own
number individuals who had best served Sparta, with the implication
that these slaves would be set free. Around 2,000 helots were selected,
and the Spartans, realizing that the most adventurous and high-
spirited would be the ones to nominate themselves, murdered all of
them, though no one ever found out how. Thus the Spartans rid
themselves of individual helots most likely to foment rebellion.

Deception and intrigue were the basic building blocks of Spartan
home affairs. In many ways the state resembled one of the security-
obsessed Eastern European governments before the collapse of
Communism or the China of today. Foreigners were closely watched
and their freedom of movement was often curtailed; occasionally
these unwelcome visitors would be forced out of the country in a
mass expulsion. The repression and murder of its own labour force
took place on a daily basis, and lies and propaganda were the only
forms of freely distributed information. Xenophon recorded two
cases (there were undoubtedly more) of a Spartan general who, upon
hearing of a defeat for the Spartans, declared the lost battle a victory
to his troops in an effort to sustain morale. Such was the
preoccupation of the Spartan hierarchy with the covert that it
developed a method of secret communication: the scytale. This was
a stick of a pre-determined length and breadth, around which a
leather ribbon was wrapped; a message, such as orders for a general
out on a campaign, would be written on the length of leather and
could be read only if rewound again on a stick of exactly the same
length and breadth to that which the general carried with him.
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Spartan citizens trained constantly for war and were forbidden to
take up any other occupation. All were soldiers, even at mealtimes,
when they joined their syssitia, or military-style ‘mess’. Every
Spartan, including the two kings that ruled over the state, were
forced to attend a syssitia. Each was a small communal dining group
from which a Spartan chose both his friends and his lovers, for the
Spartans believed strongly in homosexual partnerships, perhaps as
an aid to morale on the battlefield. This calculated manipulation of
its members’ emotions again reminds us of a modern religious cult
that conditions its adherents into accepting a set series of beliefs and
behaving in a set way. While the Spartans were as much
‘brainwashed’ as members of, say, any modern fanatical cult, they
accepted the conditioning through a basic need to see the survival of
the Spartan homoioi, not because of any promised religious or
mystical inner teachings. In this they differed from the Triad society,
the Knights Templar, the Druids and all the other cults of this book;
the Spartan government had more in common with Stalinist Russia
than the deadly Assassins.

Eclipsing Sparta’s hegemony over much of Greece in the fourth
century BC was the city state of Thebes, and crucial to this city’s
military dominance was the nature of its élite fighting unit. Called the
Sacred Band, its troops were all homosexual lovers. As in Sparta, it
was thought that warriors who fought beside past and present lovers
possessed an almost infinite loyalty to their brethren and would
willingly die for them. This bizarre group of men received both the
respect and the admiration of other Greek armies, and the nature of
the cult earned it a fearsome reputation. Little can be related
concerning the rituals of initiation or the customs of the Sacred Band,
but it is thought the appellation ‘sacred’ was derived from the Greek
word used in connection with citadels, and that the Sacred Band
originally began life as a castle guard. In fact, the unit was garrisoned
at the Kadmeia, the heavily fortified citadel of Thebes.

Whatever its origins, the organization had become fully
established by the time of the battle of Leuctra, and boasted 300
well-trained hoplite troops led by an elected commander. The
inspiration that was supposed to derive from fighting beside one’s
lover was something remarked on by the philosopher Plato, while
Xenophon, who, unlike most Greeks, disliked the concept of
homosexuality, could only pour scorn on the idea. But the Sacred
Band had a legendary ancestry, for Homer’s Iliad, the bible of the
Greeks, featured the exploits of the warrior-hero Achilles and his
lover, Patroclus. Indeed, in the Iliad Patroclus dies for the honour of
Achilles, spurring the great fighter to battle. It was this ‘mythic’
quality that elevated the Sacred Band beyond the level of a veteran
but still mundane fighting force.
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CHAPTER 2
Cults of the Roman Empire

Religious life in the Roman Empire was awash with cults, state gods,
hero-worship, exotic mysteries and philosophical colleges. Some of
the greatest religions of Roman times were in fact imported from the
lands that its armies conquered. The most successful were carried to
the very top of the social ladder and would be represented by the
emperor himself. As the reigning emperors began proclaiming their
own divinity, their role in a favoured cult became more that of an
avatar, the living embodiment of a god, than a religious leader. Not
all foreign cults were warmly welcomed. Those of Bacchus, Isis and
Cybele were at first strongly resisted by the Senate and popular
sentiment. Eventually, though, they became part of the diverse
tapestry of Roman religious life, successfully overcoming prejudice
or suppressing the sanguinary rites that they practised. One cult that
never made it as far as Rome, and would never have been accepted,
despite its contemporary associations with philosophy, was
Druidism.

The Druids
In the year AD 64 a great fire swept through the city of Rome, causing
untold death and damage. The emperor Nero, suspected by some of
starting the fire himself, was under considerable pressure to prove to
the people of Rome that other forces were at work. Nero’s ‘sinister’
forces were the Christians of the city; they were to be his scapegoats.
Quickly and efficiently, free-speaking and self-proclaimed
Christians were arrested, tortured and forced to name others. These
too were rounded up. The Christian prisoners, without trial, or any
evidence with which to conduct one, were executed for the pleasure
of the citizens of Rome. Some were publicly crucified, others were
dressed up in the skins of wild animals and torn apart by dogs,
while the truly unfortunate were burned alive after dark, lighting up
Rome as human torches. Such inhuman barbarity was almost
unrivalled in Rome, but would be equalled and even surpassed in
the centuries to come. .

Far off on the fringes of the Empire, the newly conquered province
of Britannia was proving something of a headache for Nero and his
advisers. The local tribes, warlike and hot-headed, were led by a
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caste of fugitive priests called Druids — fugitive because Rome had
sought to abolish their cruel and inhuman practices. One of their
most spectacular ceremonies involved incarcerating prisoners of
war, along with a variety of sacrificial animals, in huge wicker cages
constructed in the form of giant men. The wicker men were set
alight, burning to death the captives. within. These prisoners had
become sacrifices to the gods of the Druids, and such a major
sacrifice would be made at a time of great need, to appease the gods
or call for rainfall, healthy crops or an end-to disease. Why had Nero
and his predecessors decreed the total suppression of a religion that
carried out acts equal to Rome’s own? The people of Rome lived to
a curious double-standard. They relished flagrant displays of
violence in the amphitheatre, as well as the summary deaths of
enemies of the state. Death for justice or entertainment, and
preferably both, was seen as morally defensible. But to kill a person
in the name of a god was considered an abhorrent act, a sinful thing.

In Nero’s time, the Druidic elements of Celtic religion had already
been forced out of Gaul. At first, the emperor Augustus had
forbidden Roman citizens to join the cult, but his successor,
Tiberius, went further and expelled the Druids and their rites from
the whole of Gaul. Many, it would seem, fled to Britain — at that time
unconquered and free. A later Roman emperor, Claudius, totally
suppressed the cult in Gaul and it was at his instigation that the
Roman army invaded Britain in AD 43. Some modern writers have
speculated that the invasion sought to stamp out Druidism once and
for all. In fact, the earlier Roman general and adventurer Julius
Caesar believed that Britain was the cradle of Druidism, and had
spread the practice to Gaul. From there, Druids wishing to be taught
the great secrets of the cult travelled back to the British Isles for
tuition.

But there was more to Rome’s hatred of the Druids than the
practice of human sacrifice. The caste of priests constituted a threat
to the stability of the Empire in the western provinces. Caesar
claimed that the Druids in Gaul met every year at a shrine among the
Carnutes tribe and that a single Druid (an ‘Archdruid’) presided over
the meeting; it is likely that equivalent bodies of Druids gathered in
Britain and in Ireland. Although the Celtic tribes were distinct and
autonomous, the Druidic cult that operated within them was almost
pan-Celtic, as though the cult had made itself independent of any
individual king or tribal chief. The Druids took care of themselves
and accepted only portable gifts, rather than lands that would tie
them down to a specific tribal area. The frequent journeys and
meetings fostered a spirit of Celtic kinship and resistance, and may
have acted as a system of intertribal communication and perhaps,
Caesar feared, co-operation, especially in matters of war. Caesar was
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constantly assessing the threat posed by the Druids, since they were
a force he had to contend with in his conquest of Gaul and his later
expedition to Britain.

Druids, although exempt from taxes and military service, were
often involved in warfare to some extent. They had previously been
the arbiters of Celtic feuds and battles, and were able to stop
opposing armies from engaging even while they lined up to fight
with weapons poised. This obedience in war (and in other matters)
is spoken of by the Roman author Diodorus Siculus. Caesar, in his
writings, explicitly targets the Druids as political activists,
fomenting revolt and organizing anti-Roman resistance. Some
writers treat the Roman leader’s remarks sceptically, as mere
propaganda with which to scare the Roman Senate and exaggerate
the Druid threat. Caesar would indeed have stood to gain from such
slanderous statements. By giving the impression of Druidism as a
high-level resistance movement operating from unconquered Britain
and with active members in Gaul, he could get the Senate’s approval
for a raid across the Channel. He needed the prestige of such a raid
and the spoils of war that would come with it. But if Julius Caesar
was engaged in a mere propaganda battle, the later invasion of
Britain by Emperor Claudius in AD 43 and the persecution of British
Druids that followed are harder to explain.

Caesar does reveal another side to the Druids, and gives some
indication of the power that they wielded within their tribes. They
were the political advisers to the Celtic kings and had considerable
judicial power in criminal cases. The writer Dio Chrysostom credits
the priests with great authority, and not just as advisers. At a tribal
assembly, every king had his Druid with him but, it is related, the
king could not have his say until his Druid had spoken first. Such
was the authority of the Druid! The cult may even have been able to
influence the appointment of the Celtic rulers, since Caesar relates
how the Druids of the Aedui elected the ruler Convictolitavis and
goes on to say that such an election had happened before. The
source of their power may have sprung in part from the education
and great learning that they received, and was also in part due to
their hereditary origins. Apprentice Druids were taken from the sons
of the warrior aristocracy, and this would have legitimized the
sharing of wealth and power with the tribal nobility.

Caesar may again have been exaggerating the influence of the cult
in the tribal hierarchy, but this is unlikely since he was on personal
terms with a Druid collaborator called Diviciacus. Also a ruler of the
Aedui, Diviciacus had trdvelled to Rome and had met and talked
with the famous Roman politician and writer Cicero; from there he
returned to Gaul to aid Caesar in his struggle to pacify the Gallic
tribes. The Roman general used Diviciacus as a go-between to
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mediate with kings and the Druid certainly helped speed Caesar’s
conquest of the country. Caesar does not explicitly refer to
Diviciacus as being a member of the Druid sect, but Cicero certainly
does, and also speaks of his powers of divination. That the Roman
commander used a turncoat Celt as a mediator between rival tribes
is perhaps evidence enough that Diviciacus was no ordinary
warrior-chief, but a man skilled in diplomacy and someone who
could act as an arbitrator.

The writer Posidonius gives an altogether different account of the
priests, not as politicians but as scholars and teachers. Classical
philosophers saw in Druidism a system of thought that mirrored
aspects of their own, and the Druids were given the status of wise
men and ‘Magi of the West’. The word ‘Druid’ as we know it derives
from a Latin form of the Celtic original, which in Old Irish is Drui.
The meaning equates to ‘Wise Men’ or perhaps ‘Knowledge of the
Oak’, a tree constantly mentioned in connection with the cult.
Comparison of the word ‘Druid’ with the Greek word for oak tree
was made by the writer Pliny and he also associates the Druids with
the oak tree during their mistletoe-cutting ceremonies.

Strabo, another of Rome’s pre-eminent writers, categorizes the
Celtic priests as the Vates (or Ovates), who conduct sacrifices, study
natural philosophy and foretell the future; the Bards, who are the
poets and keepers of tribal lore; and the Druids, who study moral
philosophy — that is, the laws and customs of the tribe. It is unclear
whether these professions make up a single ‘Druidic caste’, but it
seems likely that both Bards and Ovates were of lesser rank than
Druids, and to reach that rank a candidate had first to officiate as an
Ovate and a Bard. This would explain both the extraordinarily long
apprenticeship and the overlap in role between Druids, Ovates and
Bards. Druids (specifically) are recorded as both composers of verses
and satires (which could kill a man) and conductors of augury. The
classical writers found it difficult to discuss the rele of the Druids
without superimposing their own ideas on to the priests. Scholars
were more interested in classifying and comparing the philosophies
of the Druids with those of other priesthoods in Persia, Egypt and
elsewhere. Little attention was paid to their important role within
Gallic and British life.

One of the reasons that philosophers showed such an affinity with
the Druids was the latter’s belief in life after death. The Druids
taught that the soul was immortal and upon death would go on to
another body in the afterlife. Diodorus compared this belief with the
teachings of Pythagoras and the ‘transmigration of the soul’ from
body to body on this earth. Although Posidonius states that the
Druids had assimilated Pythagoras’s teachings, there is little
evidence for this. But the similarities existed nevertheless, both
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Pythagoreanism and Druidism cherishing calendrical and
mathematical skills, according women a status unheard of in
contemporary cultures, and believing strongly in the existence of
another world in which life was regulated by the performance, in
this life, of good deeds. On the battlefield the Celtic warrior’s
courage and blatant disregard for death was attributed by Julius
Caesar to this belief that the soul is reborn in the afterlife.

Much of Druidic learning has been lost to us. Secrecy within the
cult was paramount and the Druids believed it was taboo to commit
to writing any of the order’s rituals or teachings. Instead, an oral
tradition had evolved and was used by the Druids to teach what they
knew to others, especially the sons of nobles. Novitiate Druids,
according to Caesar, could undergo training for nineteen years (the
Celtic Great Year, which was the time it took for the lunar and solar
calendars to coincide). This teaching included tribal history and
law, the stories of creation and the gods, astrology, divination (or the
reading of omens) and healing. This latter skill encompassed the use
of herbs as well as of magic, for in his writings Pliny the Elder makes
a reference to ‘the Druids and that race of prophets and doctors’,
which indicates that these priests were always close to the
supernatural. A late Irish source specifically refers to the Druids as
magicians, as does Pliny, who also depicts them as tribal medicine
men who conduct strange magical rituals.

The true nature of Druidism may never be fully known. Were its
practitioners resistance leaders, diplomats, philosophers, academics
or magicians? Each writer of the time put his own emphasis on the
Druids. What is clear is that the Druid cult played an important role
in both the mundane and the spiritual world of the Gauls and
Britons. The Druids’ activities as priests were paramount, giving
them both secular and theological power, as well as knowledge of
the supernatural.

Central to Druidic practice were the rituals of worship that the
Celtic gods demanded. In pre-Roman days, such worship took place
in the open air at numerous natural spots that had become sacred to
the Celts, and especially sacred were the magical groves deep within
the forests. Altars, effigies and ceremonial symbols could be found
there, and although animals were routinely sacrificed, occasionally
only a human being would do, and prisoners of war or criminals
were the usual victims of these rites. The god Esus demanded that
human sacrifices be hanged (presumably on a tree within the grove),
while Taranis demanded death by fire and Teutates, death by
suffocation. Tacitus, whose father-in-law was governor of Britain for
a time, relates how the soldiers of Suetonius Paulinus discovered
Druidic groves on the island of Anglesey. The altars there were
soaked in human blood. Such groves, called by the Celts nemeton,
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were used by Druids across Britain and Gaul. In Lucan’s Pharsalia,
Caesar stumbled upon an ancient sacred. grove deep within the
forests around Massilia. His army was laying siege to the city and
had entered the forests in search of timber with which to build a
huge encircling wall. The branches above the grove were
interwoven, creating an eerie darkness, and trees all around were
splashed with human blood. The legionaries were frightened by the
presence of hostile gods, images of which were primitively carved
on logs. Their terror increased as strange magic enveloped the
clearing. The earth shook, snakes slid across the ground and the
trees seemed to burn with a magical fire. Only Caesar, in typical
fashion, stood firm as his troops quaked. He took an axe and hacked
at a tree, shouting out his defiance of the spirits. His loyal soldiers
carried on their work, but with understandable trepidation.

Just as the ban on writing hid the thoughts and ideas behind
Druidism, the nemeton hid its ceremonies. Of all fears, fear of the
unknown is perhaps the greatest, and Romans must surely have felt
uneasy about such a clandestine religion. The knowledge that
human sacrifice also occurred only strengthened this unease.
Besides the burning of the wicker man, there are many other
accounts of human sacrifice among the cult. Female prisoners of war
suffered cruelly in the holy groves, and Dio Cassius reports that their
breasts would be sliced off and put over their mouths to honour the
Celtic goddess Adastra. Their bodies were then impaled on stakes
and hung in the nemeton. Some of the first-born of Celtic families
are also reported as victims of the priests, especially in Ireland,
where the attendant associations with fertility would bring blessings
to the people. The Dindsenchas records that the god Crom Cruaich
received a sacrifice of ‘the firstlings of every issue and the chief
scions of every clan’.

Buildings, too, were the objects of sacrifice, a human victim being
interred within the foundations to watch over it in future years, or
perhaps to placate the local earth spirits. Just as Roman governors had
suppressed these practices in Gaul and Britain, St Patrick and other
Christian missionaries attempted to put a stop to them in Ireland.

The Roman writers Strabo and Tacitus wrote of a ritual murder
carried out by Druids that was not technically a sacrifice. The man’s
death, as his body reeled from a fatal sword blow, enabled the priests
to predict the future, using as a guide the way he fell and convulsed
and how the blood seeped from his body. As would happen with a
sheep or a goat, his entrails were then scrutinized by the Druids for
further omens.

If most Roman rites and political machinations were held in
secret, the rituals of Celtic warriors were not. Roman legionaries will
have witnessed with their own eyes the Celtic custom of head-
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hunting that took place after (or sometimes during) a battle. The
head of one’s enemy was a powerful magical talisman that not only
acted as a trophy but also bound the dead man’s spirit to his killer.
In addition, magical symbolism credits the head with great potency.
Specially shaped niches in the walls of some Celtic sanctuaries have
been found that were used as ‘skull niches’ to display the heads of
vanquished enemies, and the human head featured prominently in
Druidic art as an object of great reverence and arcane power.
Presumably this is why some warriors in Roman accounts also drank
the blood of an enemy from his skull. Irish warriors had a similar
custom, drinking an enemy’s blood after washing in it. African
magicians used to eat the heart of a lion to gain that animal’s
strength and ferocity, and it would seem that Celtic blood-drinking
reflected a similar belief. But it purportedly went further. The enemy
dead were actually eaten by one tribe, according to a report by
Diodorus, presumably for the same magical reasons as drinking
blood. None of these practices survived in Gaul under the Romans,
although head-hunting by Gallic cavalrymen (after they had joined
the Roman legions as auxiliaries) was not entirely stamped out. The
practice must have been frowned upon.

It is not known exactly what role Druids played during battle. Irish
evidence seems to indicate that they bore arms, but there is no record
of them joining the fighting ranks. If it took as many as twenty years
to fully educate a Druid, then it seems unlikely that he would be
wasted in warfare. But the influence of the cult on the battlefield was
very strong. The last bastion of Druidism in Britain, following the
victories of Suetonius Paulinus, was the island of Anglesey (or Mona).
Here there must have been a sanctuary for refugee Druids from British
tribal centres across the country, and this cult centre organized a
resistance campaign against the Roman invaders. Suetonius Paulinus
moved against them, but his troops balked at the prospect of entering
combat with warriors who had the support of such a magically adept
priesthood. He forced his troops to cross the Menai Strait and begin
destroying the nemeton on Mona. A large hoard of offerings was
thrown into the waters of the lake Llyn Cerrig Bach by the Druids to
propitiate their gods. Modern examination of the treasure shows the
full extent of the influence of the Druid cult on Anglesey. Items had
come from all over Britain. If Britain had its Druidic centre and
regular meeting place, then Anglesey must surely have been it. The
island had become a religious refuge as well as an important supply
base, and it was crucial to Rome that it should be neutralized.

The account in Tacitus of the island’s invasion gives us a clear
indication of the Druids’ ability to organize revolt, as well as instil
fear in the enemy by the mere reputation of their magical powers.
The Druidic practice of augury has already been mentioned, but they
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were formidable magicians as well as prophets. Pliny stressed the
practice of the magical arts in Britain and rivalled it to the arcane
traditions of Persia. As we have already seen, woods and groves
played a part in their ceremonies, and oaks and mistletoe were
particularly special. Both were highly revered, and the growth of the
mistletoe on any tree, but especially an oak, was seen as a gift from
Heaven. The plant was considered essential in fertility and
medicinal magic. Although Strabo dresses the Druids in
embroidered gold and scarlet robes, Pliny says that they donned
white robes when cutting mistletoe. This ceremony was conducted
on the sixth day of the Moon and a golden sickle was used; as the
mistletoe was cut from the tree, it was caught in a white cloth. Two
white bulls were then sacrificed. Such a ceremony is likely to have
occurred, judging by the Celts’ veneration for mistletoe, but it is
unthinkable that white robes would have been worn. Surely this is
Pliny’s way of indicating the magicians’ status, with toga-like robes.
Similarly, the golden sickle must be a fabrication, since it is doubtful
a golden blade would be sharp enough to cut through anything;
bronze or even iron are far likelier materials.

Magical powers ascribed to the Druids include all kinds of
elemental spells, from raising storms to causing magical fires, floods
and blizzards. Day could be transformed into night and sunshine
and rain could be commanded at will. The Druids of Cormac created
a drought across the land but were foiled when a rival fired an arrow
into the ground, fresh water flowing from the spot. Even trees and
rocks could be transformed into armed warriors. There were other
powers available to the priests: one often mentioned is that of shape-
shifting into an animal; another was invisibility. And the magical
sleep said to be induced by Druids may have been a form of
hypnosis, if it existed at all. As the priests cast their spells, they
often adopted the ritual stance required of the Celtic magic user:
balancing on one leg with one arm outstretched and one eye closed.

When the Christian missionaries attempted to ‘do battle’ with the
pagan gods of the Celts, they needed magic as powerful as that of the
Druids, and constantly pitted their magic against that of the cult. St
Columba in Scotland and St Patrick in Ireland were endowed by
their chroniclers with extraordinary powers; one could even say
from such descriptions that they employed Druidic magic at least as
skilfully as the Druids they fought. The early Christian writers did
not depict this battle as holy faith against pagan sorcery, but as
Druidic magic against Christian miracle magic.

As the Romans suppressed the Druids by force, they also cut off
the social links that the cult had always depended upon. Roman
schools were set up to teach the children of nobles, when they
would previously have gone to the Druids for education. The
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judicial and political systems the Romans installed also isolated the
Celtic priests, until they were an out-of-touch and redundant
organization. But where Rome had not penetrated, there Druidism
still flourished. The religion was not crushed. Sacrifices were still
offered, but now they were symbolic, involving the drawing of blood
from a human victim rather than murder. Rome made no real
attempt to prevent the worship of Celtic gods, just as the British did
not outlaw the worship of the goddess Kali in nineteenth-century
India. The ritual practice can be banned, but a god is only an idea, a
thought, and can never be fully suppressed.

Perhaps this was the case with the Druid cult as well. Lewis
Spence in The Mysteries of Britain puts forward the theory that
Druidism survived as a radical Christian sect in the wilds of Britain.
The priests of this new cult were antagonistic to any Roman
authority and were totally independent. They were the Culdees,
who were active in parts of Scotland, England and Ireland from the
late sixth century. Culdee clerics occupied hereditary positions and
were free to marry, just as the Druids had been. In addition they
practised music as well as theology, and celebrated Easter a month
before their cousins in Rome. Condemned as heretics in AD 813, the
Culdee colleges were continually harangued by Christian scholars.
Rather than merely differing on points of doctrine, they had adopted
an entirely different doctrine. They condemned the Mass, refused to
recognize holy relics or saints, and would not pray for departed
souls. The Culdee church was not quickly suppressed but continued
to worship in York until Ap 936. In Fife, the Culdee sect shared the
Priory at St Andrews with the established clergy up until 1124! The
cult’s Scottish headquarters were on the island of Iona, the Celtic
name of which was Inis Druineach (‘the Island of the Druids’).

It was strange that the polytheistic Roman Empire, which was so
willing to absorb and adopt the religions that it came into contact
with, clashed so violently with Druidism. One could have expected
the wholesale sanctioning of their worship. However, Rome was
never tolerant when it encountered cults that dealt as much with
political as with theological and philosophical issues. The practice
(or merely even rumour) of human sacrifice simply added weight to
the argument for a policy of suppression. But if the Roman Senate
disliked the political interference of the Druids, the Druids in turn
despised Rome’s self-imposed imperial cult. As a religion, this state-
controlled emperor-worship aimed to unify scattered kings, tribes,
towns and cities across a cosmopolitan empire.

The Imperial Cults
The popular worship of a living sovereign was a peculiarly oriental

practice that Republic Rome found quite disturbing. The Egyptian
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Pharaoh had been worshipped as the son of the god Ra for thousands
of years, and Alexander the Great, always fascinated with the East,
shocked the Greeks by declaring his own divinity. The Roman state
would not stomach living god-emperars for centuries, but the cult
began innocently enough with Julius Caesar, who was first deified
after his death. This gave his successors a precedent and Augustus,
Rome'’s first emperor, was also made a god upon his death. Such an
honour seemed to be the next logical step from the extensive
honours bestowed upon the emperors in life.

It was during the reign of Augustus that appeals were made by one
of the provinces to raise a shrine to the emperor as he still occupied
the seat of power. Whether or not this appeal was actually inspired
by Augustus himself is still unclear, but he at least made a pretence
of refusing the request before capitulating and agreeing that a dual
cult should be created for the worship of Rome and Augustus. The
cult became established in the provinces, including Gaul, very
quickly; at Lugdunum in 12 BCc the Roman general Drusus
consecrated an altar for the new religion. This imperial cult
eventually extended to Rome’s empresses, and participation in it
became a test of loyalty and obedience for every province. The cult
was essentially a fabricated religion, designed for obvious political
reasons.

In Britain, the last bastion of Druidism, the imperial cult was not
the popular expression towards Roman benevolence it was in the
eastern provinces. Following the death (and deification) of Emperor
Claudius, the construction of a great temple was begun. According
to Tacitus, the temple became a symbol to the British of the Roman
conquest and pacification of the country, and was seen as a ‘citadel
of eternal domination’. In fact, it became more than just a symbol,
since wealthy Britons were required to donate large amounts for the
temple’s upkeep. This imposition on a province only recently
conquered and despoiled was seen by another commentator on
politics, Dio, as a major factor in the great Boudiccan revolt of AD 60.
The Britons were obviously not happy participating in a cult that
required worship of one’s oppressors.

Even more strongly opposed to the imperial cult were the Jews in
Roman Judaea, who were not only oppressed but also openly
monotheistic. The constant tension in that land erupted into violent
revolt in AD 66, when the priests of the Temple in Jerusalem refused
to carry out the daily sacrifices for the emperor and Rome. The
sacrifices were an act of loyalty that conflicted with the priests’
devotion to God. Fighting broke out between Jews and Romans in a
war that lasted until the destruction of Jerusalem in ap 70. Thirty
years before, the Roman emperor Caligula had also attempted to
violate the temple in Jerusalem but was assassinated before his
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orders could be carried out. Probably insane, Caligula had declared
his own divinity and loyal gentiles in the town of Jamnia had
erected an altar to him. When the altar was summarily destroyed by
Jews, Caligula became enraged and ordered a giant gilded statue of
himself as Zeus to be constructed and placed within the Temple.
The desecration, had it gone ahead, would have certainly resulted in
rebellion against the imperial cult, the Empire and the emperor. It
was only in provinces where the memory of conquest had faded and
prosperity under Rome had flourished that the imperial cult found
loyal supporters.

During the late Roman Empire religion in Italy and throughout the
imperial provinces was undergoing change. Mystery cults had never
been more popular, monotheism had taken root and the imperial
throne had been split in two. In AD 286 the reigning emperor,
Diocletian, appointed Maximian as his colleague and co-regent, and
both assumed the title of ‘Augustus’, indicating possession of almost
sacred power derived from the first emperor of that name. These co-
emperors chose ‘Caesars’ who would act as lieutenants and ease the
governing of the Empire, but the shift in power had influences on
the imperial cult, which became eclipsed by whatever god an
emperor seemed to favour. Aurelian had previously proclaimed
himself the living embodiment of the Unconquered Sun, and
Diocletian followed his lead by adopting Jupiter as his patron god.
Diocletian’s co-emperor, Maximian, became Hercules; both rulers
considered themselves avatars of their patron gods.

The choice of Jupiter as one’s alter ego was obvious — Jupiter was
king of the gods and the ultimate power in the universe. One
appellation declared him ‘Optimus Maximus’ (Best and Greatest). A
previous emperor, Alexander Severus, who ruled from AD 225 to
235, had also associated himself with Jupiter, but under the guise of
the Romano-Syrian deity Jupiter Dolichenus. Such a fusion of
religions was common everywhere in the Empire. Local gods would
be equated with a similar Roman deity, and their respective cults
would merge. This happened in Syria, where Rome encouraged
natives to see Jupiter as a version of their own Baal, or ruling god.
So successful was Jupiter Dolichenus with Rome’s soldiers that they
carried his cult to every corner of the Empire.

Syria was a source of labour (slaves and soldiers) for a thriving
Empire and these two classes were probably responsible for the
spread of the cult to the West, where it soon became the most
popular of the Syrian cults. Jupiter Dolichenus first originated in the
small town of Doliche in Commagene, and Roman depictions of the
god show him standing on the back of a bull in full military regalia,
carrying a double-axe and bolt of lightning. His consort, Juno
Dolichena, stands on a hind whenever she is depicted with him.
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Sometimes the deity is shown driving a chariot that is being pulled
by those two beasts. The cult’s sacred animals were the Roman eagle
and the Syrian bull, and the twin heroes of Greece and Rome, Castor
and Pollux, were holy figures that accompanied the god.

Dolichenus’s greatest attribute by far was his martial prowess, and
his appeal to legionaries as a god of war was great. But Jupiter
Dolichenus also found adherents much higher up the social scale,
among the Roman nobility. Senators and equestrians joined the cult,
and, as we have already seen, the emperor Alexander Severus
identified himself with the god. Not only did the cult have a large
sanctuary at Baalbek (Heliopolis) but its biggest temple in Rome was
actually on the Aventine Hill. Inscriptions there indicate that the
religion was organized into separate dining clubs, which may be
derived from worship originally in legionary messes. Alternatively
it could point to a Mystery-style organization, with small groups of
worshippers sharing the secret rituals of the cult. However, entire
units often dedicated themselves to Jupiter Dolichenus, which
contrasts with a rival Mystery cult of Mithras, whose members
offered up sacrifices on an individual basis. This suggests that
Jupiter Dolichenus was not interested in the personal and mystic but
favoured an extrovert and open religion.

The worship of Hercules by the co-emperor Maximian was just
one step in the sudden rise of a cult that boasted very humble
beginnings. The hero-god embodied all the classical military virtues
and found favour with emperors and soldiers alike. To the legionary,
Hercules was a mortal man who excelled in war; he was a hero
engaging in ceaseless tasks and courageous struggles. And for his
labours Hercules was welcomed on to Olympus as a god. Of course,
Maximum wanted to be associated with this hero. Hercules was a
man of action, half-man and half-god — exactly the traits that another
emperor, Commodus, saw in himself. This emperor encouraged the
growth of the cult as an alternative to the many Eastern Mystery
cults current in Rome, and considered himself a reincarnation of the
god. A statue of Commodus in the Capitoline Museum depicts him
dressed as Hercules, complete with lion-skin and giant club. His
obsession with the divine strongman went further. Commodus was
killed just as he was about to enter the gladiatorial arena in a test of
his Herculean fighting prowess! When paganism surfaced briefly
under Emperor Julian, who tried in vain to suppress Christianity as
the imperial religion, he was actually hoping that Hercules would
take Christ’s place. There were definite similarities: Hercules was
born semi-divine and performed many miraculous deeds during his
lifetime; following an agonizing death, his soul went to the
Underworld, but the gods raised him up to Heaven, from where he
guided and watched over his worshippers. But the cult had no
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interest in mysteries or revelations, and its emphasis was on
surviving the here-and-now.

Originally Hercules was an Argive folk-hero, with a tradition that
encompassed almost every town and village in Greece. As each
locality claimed an association with Hercules, the list of his
adventures continued to grow. Among his most famous are the
Twelve Labours given to him by the mythical King Eurystheus. The
worship of heroes like Hercules differed from worship of the gods,
and instead they were paid elaborate funerary rites in the hope of
gaining their protection. When colonists settled in southern Italy.
they took their heroes with them and it was at the beginning of the
third century BcC that the cult of Hercules reached Rome. At first it
caught the imagination of philosophers and scholars, as well as
more humble folk. Pythagoreanism and Stoicism focused on
Hercules as an example of moral fortitude and strength of character,
a figure worthy of admiration and imitation rather than worship.
This aspect of personal sacrifice would be echoed in the Persian cult
of Mithras, the sun god who also found favour among the legions.

Syncretization with the Unconquered Sun god was a future that
several popular Roman cults, including that of Hercules, looked
forward to. Roman philosophers regarded Hercules as a devotee of
Apollo, the Greek god of light. Some even believed he was an actual
incarnation of that god.

It was the emperor Aurelian who first established a cult of the
Unconquered Sun in AD 274 and elevated him almost to the rank of
Rome’s foremost deity. Aurelian had been inspired by Rome’s
emperor of some fifty years before, the Syrian boy-priest Elagabalus,
who reigned briefly from AD 218 to 222. The youth had so attracted
the Syrian legions that they made him an emperor and took him to
Rome, where he immediately established the cult of his native sun
god, Elagabal. This was the sun god from Emesa who originally
began as a Syrian Baal but followed the trend for the growth of sun
cults. The sun had commonly come to be appreciated as the most
powerful of the heavenly bodies, and the supreme symbol of
divinity.

While he reigned, Elagabalus had little grasp of imperial politics,
throwing open the Senate to all races and describing the members of
that august body as mere slaves. The fourteen-year-old priest even
imported to Rome from Emesa the god’s sacred black stone, which
was associated with Elagabal’s worship. With theology uppermost in
his mind, he began the process of usurping all other religions and
placing at the Empire’s head a single god and a single unifying faith.
Two temples were built for Elagabal in the imperial capital, but
young Elagabalus was assassinated before the cult could really take
root. However, the idea of a single, all-powerful deity that

49



WARRIOR CULTS

encompassed every other and was represented on earth by a god-
emperor would not go away.

Mithras, Lord of Light

It would be Christianity in the end that became the official religion
of the Roman Empire, but the pagan sun gods did not give up
without a fight. Constantine, the first Christian emperor, had
previously been a devotee of the Unconquered Sun, Helios. He had
replaced the head of the huge statue of the god Helios in the Forum
with his own, and his associations with the sun god were numerous.
Constantine repeatedly equated Christ with the pagan Helios; he
saw a great similarity between the two religions.

There was one sun god in the later centuries of the Roman Empire
who seriously challenged Christ for state recognition. The Persian
sun cult of Mithras competed with Christianity, and lost . . . just.
Contemporary writers sometimes thought of Mithras as a mere
shadow, a pagan copy of Christianity. There were definite
similarities, if not links, between the two religions, and this
relationship is remarkable, since Mithras was primarily a cult of
warriors not pacifists. On many levels, in fact, the worship of
Mithras stands out from that of both the traditional Latin gods and
the many imported Mystery cults. It was a Mystery religion with
massive appeal, a religion made for the traveller and soldier, a
religion that seemed to capture the very essence of the imperium.
Mithraism was the state religion that should have been.

The cult, like many in the late Empire, was an import from the
East. Mithras is commonly depicted wearing a forward-swept
‘Phrygian’ cap, which identifies him as coming from Asia Minor,
Rome’s major contact point with the East. It was a land long familiar
with Mithras. In the first century Bc his name was popularly taken
up by local kings, such as Mithridates of Pontus, as well as those in
Commagene and Cappodocia. The god also appears on a relief on the
mausoleum of Antiochus I (king of Commagene) at Nemroud Dagh.
It was during the military campaign against the pirates of Cilicia in
the mid-first century Bc that Romans first encountered this god.
Plutarch records in his Life of Pompey that the pirates made
sacrifices to several of their oriental gods on Mount Olympus, one of
which was Mithras. In the first century Ap, in his poem Thebais, the
poet Statius mentions Mithras and his famous struggle with the
mythological bull from which it would seem that the name of
Mithras was common knowledge at about this time.

When worshippers of Mithras began establishing temples in the
city of Rome, there was little public outcry and no senatorial
condemnation or fuss. Unlike several other Mystery cults, such as
those of Isis, Bacchus or Cybele, Mithraism became accepted almost
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overnight. It had been carried to Rome by the vast population
movements occurring on a daily basis throughout the Empire. Most
of this population was enslaved, and much of the traffic was from
east to west. As the slaves travelled, their faith came with them, for
as slaves they had nothing else. When large concentrations of slaves
were put to work together in Italy on the large state-owned farms or
in workshops, it is hardly surprising that old religions from
homelands far away were re-established and worship began once
more. So it was, too, with those provincial legionaries forced to
leave their native soil and spend a lifetime marching from one end
of the Empire to the other.

The old Roman frontiers have been the source of many
inscriptions and dedications from soldiers to Mithras, and the
movements of these troop units can often be tracked back to a station
in the East. Mithras travelled with these people, and temples were
eventually to be found around the entire Mediterranean. Many were
clustered in the ports and cities on important trade routes; it was
there that slaves, soldiers and other converts would meet and
establish a local temple for worship. In Rome, forty-five temples of
Mithras (Mithraea) were in use; similarly, at the great cosmopolitan
centres of Alexandria, Carthage and London Mithraea were in
abundance. The ports of Piraeus, Puteoli and Ostia also had temples
of Mithras. Although the god’s name originally meant ‘light’, it later
came to be associated with the word ‘contract’ and Mithras became
popular with traders and merchants as a deity of oaths and
obligations. Undoubtedly the greatest spread of Mithraea was
throughout the legionary forts and camps of the Roman army. Only
a small proportion of these have survived to be identified, but the
soldiers of the Empire were the most numerous worshippers of the
god. And his appeal was strong.

Imperial acceptance of the god was never very significant. The
first to acknowledge Mithraism was Nero, who invited Tiridates, the
king of Armenia, to Rome. According to Pliny the Elder, the king
(who was also a high priest of the cult) was accompanied by
members of a Persian priesthood called Magi. They initiated the
emperor into magic banquets, which must have been the
sacramental meal that was eaten by worshippers of Mithras.

In some ways, Mithraism and the plethora of other Mystery cults
were attempts to rekindle something that had been lost in Roman
religion. The traditional gods of Rome when it was no more than a
single city state had at first been local, the worshippers members of
the same tribe or district, and the rituals personal. The rise of the
vast Republic had turned these religions into state organizations that
appealed to Roman citizens and subjects far and wide. They became
impersonal, extrovert and very public. Perhaps it was the sheer size

51



WARRIOR CULTS

of these official religions that allowed the Mysteries to gain a
foothold. In addition, they provided worshippers with answers —
about the universe and life itself. Some, such as the cult of Bacchus,
offered immortality to the faithful and divine punishment for the
uninitiated. The establishment feared them, not least because they
promoted licentiousness and an emotional emphasis to worship.
Mithraism was certainly one of these Mystery cults, but it was at the
same time remarkably different. The initiates were bound to follow
the god’s moral guidelines of truth and chastity. Mithras himself was
not just a spiritual force but had a detailed life history, beginning
with his birth from the rock and culminating in his heroic struggle
with the sacred bull. This is the most common depiction of Mithras,
standing astride a bull with a dagger plunged deep into its neck. It
is the Tauroctone, the god’s sacrifice of the cosmic bull for the
benefit of humankind. From the animal all life and fertility flowed.
With sadness, the hero carried out the duty given to him by Ahura-
Mazda, supreme god of light. Mithras’s trials and labours were all
well known, but none of his life had been ritualized, as was usual
with the Mysteries. Unusually, there was no annual drama
celebrating the birth, death or life of Mithras. Perhaps an important
factor in the lack of a rebirth drama lay in the fact that Mithras didn't
die each year, like Adonis or Bacchus or Persephone in the Eleusian
Mysteries. He had died once and been reborn as a god; he had
become immortal and, with perseverance and sacrifice, so would his
initiates.

The Mithraic aspect of sacrifice and asceticism did appeal to
Rome’s soldiers, and much of Mithraism mirrored army life. With its
emphasis on austerity, toil and struggle, the cult spoke directly to
the tough legionary. He could identify with its ideals, as opposed to
the self-consuming and contemplative cults of the intellectuals.
Mithras was not a god of violence and killing, but of soldiering in
general. For the soldier, Mithras was the unconquerable god; one of
his later titles was ‘Sol Invictus’, the Unconquered Sun. The god had
struggled through many adversities, but his courage and
determination guaranteed him success. For initiates of Mithraism,
life itself was seen as a battle between good and evil, angels and
demons, and his worshippers could easily have seen in the great
wars of their time some cosmic significance. The cult was able to
elevate the warrior from apologist for his crimes to fighter on the
frontline for the destiny of the universe. And for initiates this
conflict continued even in death.

The cult’s military-style organization revolved around seven ranks
that a worshipper could pass through; the membership was all-male
and the emphasis was on ordeals and initiation trials. Initiates had
to match Mithras’s toughness and austerity, especially during the
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ritual tests for entrance and promotion. It is difficult to say whether
Mithras ‘the Warrior’ was worshipped in Asia Minor, from where he
originated, or whether this aspect of the god was an invention by the
Romans, but the martial nature of Mithras certainly flourished and
developed with the legions. One of the ranks, attainable by passing
a test, was actually called ‘Soldier’. The worshipper had to push a
crown from his head so that it fell to his shoulder. As he did this he
would state, ‘Mithras is my crown.” Other ordeals tested the
initiate’s courage and determination and allowed him to prove
himself to his god. One test involved the aspirant’s hands being tied
behind his back with chicken guts, then he would be thrown across
or have to jump a water-filled pit while blindfolded. At the
Mithraeum excavated at Carrawburgh a pit used for this purpose has
been found. Other horrible rites took place in the temples, including
ritual brandings and tortures. Bloody swords are reported and
depicted, to be used in a ritualized mock murder. But rumours were
circulated of actual human sacrifices during ceremonies. Whether
true or false, the emperor Commodus insisted that an actual
execution be carried out during his initiation. The emperor’s
extravagance was a blasphemy; the ordeals and staged murder were
an invention to create fear for fear’s sake, not to enact a Mithraic
fable. The ordeals would have helped the new member to feel a
sense of personal achievement and a bonding that was far stronger
than that created by mere attendance. Again, this was a military
reinforcement, somewhat similar to the harshness of basic army
training, seemingly so cruel, pointless and brutal, but for a purpose.

The titles of the initiation levels were all masculine, which
reflects the restriction of membership to men, and their meanings
were astrological, each rank representing one of the planets. These
levels, in ascending order, were:

Raven The Raven was Ahura-Mazda’s messenger and represented Mercury. On
frescos and mosaics the initiate holds a cup and the caduceus (the winged staff with
two serpents entwined around it).

Bride Since the congregation was all-male, this title had a masculine ending. The
Bride carried a lamp, and wore a diadem and yellow veil, representing Venus.
Soldier Unsurprisingly, the rank of Soldier was equated with Mars, and initiates at
this level are depicted in brown clothes and carry a spear and legionary’s pack.

Lion The Lion represented Jupiter and he clutched a lightning bolt in one hand and
arattle in the other. He was associated with fire. Since water was hostile to fire, honey
was used to wash with during Lion initiations. It was commonly regarded as a
magical substance that preserved and sweetened, cleansed and purified.

Persian Initiates who had attained this rank are depicted in grey clothing and wield
the implements of agriculture: a scythe, a sickle and ears of corn. Astrologically, the
Persian was the moon.

Messenger of the Sun As the title would imply, this rank was associated with the
sun. In mosaics the emblems of a crown radiating light, a burning torch and a whip
are featured. The whip was used to drive the sun’s chariot across the sky each day.
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Father This was the highest rank in Mithraism. The Father was usually chosen by
the worshippers of that temple and he presided over worship, initiations and the
astrological destiny of the cultists. He is represented as a red-robed figure wearing a
Phrygian cap and holding a sickle and a staff. He is Saturn.

It is tempting to think that during ceremonies worshippers would
have donned the clothing and paraphernalia appropriate to their
rank, but for that there is no evidernce. Together the congregation
would gather in the small Mithraeum and conduct its sacred rituals.
Few excavated temples could hold more than 100 worshippers;
most were much smaller. The oblong temples were symbolic caves,
imitating the mythical cave in which Mithras slew the sacred bull.
To this end a Mithraeum was usually of a sunken design or a
converted cellar. Long benches lined the sides of the tiny room, and
at the far end stood a statue of Mithras wrestling with the sacred
bull, flanked on either side by his retainers, the dadiphori. These
torch-bearers accompanied Mithras in much of the cult’s artwork.
Reliefs and altars also decorated the end of the Mithraeum and the
room would have been filled with the sweet smell of pine-cone
incense. Mithraism actually practised baptism and the members ate
a sacramental meal. Other ritual acts included the imitation of
animals sacred to the god — initiates flapped their arms like the
raven and growled like lions. Reliefs in Mithraea that have been
excavated show worshippers wearing animal and bird masks to
support these reports. It is likely that some of the ceremonies ended
with the sacrifice of a bull to the god. Much as Mithras enriched the
world with the life-giving fertility of the dying bull, so too his
worshippers would kill a bull, not for the benefit of the god but for
the benefit of mankind.

The Tauroctone was the central event of Mithras’s life and
provides the theme for much of his worship. He was given the task
to capture the first living creature — the sacred bull — by the Persian
supreme deity, Ahura-Mazda, who sent the order via his Raven
messenger. Both Mithras and Ahura-Mazda fought on the side of
good against evil, represented by Ahriman, Lord of Darkness, and
his army of demons. The entire basis for Mithraism is the dualism of
light and darkness: the eternal fight between good and evil. When
Mithras had captured the bull, he dragged it into a cave and, against
his wishes, he slew it. Many statues and paintings preserve this
moment, often with the sun and moon flanking the struggle,
sometimes along with the two torch-bearers, Cautes and Cautopates.
Mithras’s faithful hound accompanies the god, while Ahriman’s
demons, Snake, Ant and Scorpion, attempt to poison the dying bull
and prevent this miracle of life taking place. Mithras is dressed in
typical ‘Persian’ costume, with long trousers, tunic and pointed
Phrygian cap. There is a look of sorrow on his face. To the cult, this
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event has as much importance as the Crucifixion — from death life is
born. Although there were several concurrent interpretations as to
the meaning of the Tauroctone, the central idea is that all life flowed
from the bull. To release it, the bull must be killed. Some
representations of the bull depict corn-stalks flowing from the knife
wound, or give the bull three stalks of corn where his tail should be.
This symbolizes the fertile nature of the bull and illustrates its
importance in agrarian societies. Mythologically, bull's blood is
magically potent, even poisonous. An inscription in the Sancta
Prisca Mithraeum in Rome reads: ‘And you saved us by having shed
the eternal blood.’

The death of the sacred bull allowed all life to flourish, including
the first human couple. Mithras protected them from the ravages of
Ahriman and then made ready to depart the mortal world. He
brought together his disciples, Cautes and Cautopates, and ate a
celebratory Last Supper. This event was remembered in Mithraism
by a ritual meal of bread and wine. Then Mithras ascended to
Heaven in the sun god’s chariot, and from Heaven he continued to
watch over his followers. Some accounts tell of his eventual return
to destroy the world in fire and lead the faithful to Heaven.

The cult had an interest in astrology, no doubt brought from its
origins in Persia. The advancement of initiates from planet to planet
and further into the Mysteries was seen as the ascent of a ladder up
which the soul travelled. The ultimate goal was Heaven. Ladder-
shaped amulets of bronze have been discovered in tombs, along with
incriptions bearing the names of the planets.

There are two opposing accounts of Mithras’s birth into the world.
Usually he springs from the Generative Rock, fully armed with knife
and torch and ready for action. His alternate birth is from the Cosmic
Egg (often surrounded by the zodiac circle, in Mithraic iconography).
This account clearly indicates some Greek influence in later
Mithraism. Greek influence in the religion began almost as soon as the
West learned of its existence. Mithras as bull-slayer is also not a
Persian artistic idea, but may have been directly copied from a Greek
Victory sculpture at Pergamum in Asia Minor. The cult never did have
a unified mythology, since there was no unified cult. Each Mithraeum
carried out its worship independent from the rest. The different
monuments and inscriptions show little consensus of symbolism,
although the character and nature of the cult seem to have remained
geographically uniform. It would appear that some Fathers of Mithras
did not understand what their artisans were painting or carving. For
example, in some instances Mithras is put in opposition to the sun, in
others he is the sun. As to his birth, is he born of rock or egg?

At the time of the emperor Commodus, who ruled from ap 180 to
192, Mithras was becoming increasingly associated with the sun.
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The god’s solar aspect went back over two centuries, and his
increasing popularity had led to his assimilation of Ahura-Mazda.
To the Romans now he was Mithras the Warrior, and also Mithras
the Lord of Light and Supreme God. As we have already seen, other
sun gods would also find popularity in the Empire, merging to
become the single ‘Sol Invictus’ that was championed by Elagabalus,
Aurelian and Licinus. The sanguinary interest of Commodus with
the cult did not dissuade potential initiates; rather, the religion
expanded further, becoming ever more popular. One definite
advantage for Mithraism was the religion’s relaxed approach to the
worship of other gods. Mithras was not a jealous god. In fact,
sculpture and reliefs devoted to other gods, such as Aion, Cybele
and Serapis, have been discovered in Mithraea.

Some scholars have likened Mithraism’s non-alignment, coupled
with its secrecy, to that of Freemasonry. It crossed social, political
and religious borders, yet bound together the initiates with both fear
and camaraderie. Like the Masons, devotees of Mithras pledged to
help each other no matter what, forming a close-knit brotherhood.
Whether a worshipper was a senator or the lowest legionary, he had
a chance of reaching the rank of Father and leading the rituals. Even
educated slaves and freedmen were among the initiated. Women,
however, could never join the cult, but it is doubtful that a Roman
female would find the god appealing. The Mystery cult of Cybele,
which had close links with Mithraism, will have instead catered for
Roman women. As an alternative, Christianity also welcomed
women into its congregation.

Christianity offered the same cross-class equality as Mithras. It,
too, required its worshippers to live morally upstanding lives. But,
unlike Mithras, it welcomed women, who were attracted by the
religion’s tenderness. This was a trait that was denied by Mithraic
worship. By the third century Ap both cults found themselves in
competition with one another for the status as the major religion of
the Roman Empire.

The similarities between Christianity and Mithraism may not
seem significant, until certain aspects of the warrior god’s mythic
past are examined. Mithras was born on 25 December and, one
account has it, shepherds were present at his birth. Throughout his
life he strove to help humankind, and constantly fought on the side
of light against the evil forces of darkness. His greatest deed was a
cosmic sacrifice — a murder carried out so that all life could prosper
— and before he ascended to Heaven with the aid of his master, he
ate a sacramental meal with his followers. When the end of the
world is close, Mithras will return to engulf it in fire and he will lead
his worshippers to immortality. Only those loyal to him in life will
join him on this journey. The similarity is quite striking. Did Mithras
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borrow from Christianity or was Mithras the inspiration for the
worship of Jesus Christ? Ancient writers also asked this question,
and came up with few answers. In Celsus’s True Discourses (dating
from ¢. AD 178-180) the writer directly compares the two religions.
Justin Martyr believed that the pagans had copied the Christians and
incorporated myth and ritual into their own worship. More modern
thought favours the reverse, particularly in connection with the Last
Supper and the practice of baptism. In addition, early Nativity
scenes depict the Magi in ‘Persian’ costume, with Phrygian cap and
long trousers, rather than as kings. It is unlikely, however, that
wholesale plagiarism occurred. As Christianity grew, it obviously
took its converts from other religions, and these were most probably
(since they had much in common) other Mystery cults, of which
Mithras was one. It was not difficult to imagine ex-Mithraists taking
with them ideas about the universe, and how this could be
translated into ceremony, across to Christianity. In the eyes of the
ancient world, Christianity must have seemed to be just another
Mystery cult, offering some of the same comforting rituals and
beliefs as the others.

To support this idea, it is an interesting fact that the Christian
apologists, so virulently anti-pagan, bitterly attacked the Mysteries
and thoroughly condemned them. This may at first not seem to be
proof that many early Christians had connections with the Mystery
cults, but it was the resemblance of Mystery rituals with Christianity
that frightened and disturbed these writers.

In the end the religion of Mithraism could not compete with
Christianity. As paganism battled with its rival, Mithras was
syncretized with the other sun deities, namely Apollo, Helios and
the Syrian Baals. Aurelian’s newly fashioned Unconquered Sun, or
‘Sol Invictus’, and its cult became virtually monotheistic, absorbing
the characteristics and attributes of the other pagan gods. When the
Roman emperor Constantine, a staunch devotee of the Unconquered
Sun, became a Christian, the demise of the traditional gods and of
Mithraism as the prospective state religion was final.

This is not to say that some elements of the cult’s beliefs and
teachings did not survive. Christianity absorbed much from the
pagan West, including the cosmic struggle that was Mithras’s raison
d’étre. The concept of the opposed forces of light and darkness
provides Christianity with its basic moral theme, the defeat of the
Devil. One of the early Christian scholars, Augustine, reflected this
dualism in his City of God and City of the World. In addition, it was
taken up not as a theme but as a definitive religion in its own right
by the heretic Christian cult of the Gnostics. The Gnostic teachings
penetrated deep into the heart of Christianity and were important in
the thoughts and beliefs of later medieval groups such as the
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CHAPTER 3
The Order of the Knights Templar

The greatest military adventure of the Middle Ages, the Crusades,
had by 1099 culminated in the defeat of hostile Arab forces and the
capture of Christendom’s most holy city, Jerusalem. From there
other realms were carved out by the knights and lords until a loose
chain of Crusader territories existed in Syria and Palestine. The Holy
Land was an important prize for the Christian nobles who were
settling there and beginning to raise families. But the Crusader states
were never to be permanent kingdoms and were constantly menaced
by the Muslim states surrounding them. Crucial to their defence was
a group of pious knights, small in number but highly disciplined
and skilled in combat. They were the Knights Templar.

This knightly order constitutes a medieval conundrum. Its origins,
its activities and beliefs, and finally its ignominious demise are all
shrouded in mystery. Much has been written about these warrior-
monks who fought in the Crusades to defend Jerusalem from the
marauding Arabs. Few of the questions asked have been
satisfactorily answered. In fact, views of the order have varied
throughout history. Nineteenth-century writers often depicted the
Order of the Knights Templar as a satanic brotherhood dedicated to
Devil-worship and the practice of heretical and blasphemous
ceremonies. More recent scholars have tended to look upon the
order with some sympathy, seeing in its persecution and fall the
machinations of European power politics. A more radical theory
contends that the Knights Templar were involved in an age-old
conspiracy to discover and guard the Holy Grail, not an actual cup
or chalice but some secret concerning the real events surrounding
Jesus’s death and the survival of his bloodline into medieval times.

Whether occult practitioners or holy warriors, the Knights
Templar were indisputably extremely powerful. No other body or
individual equalled or exceeded them in authority apart from the
Pope. Blessed by this pre-eminent Bishop of Rome, the order was
also destroyed by the Pope’s own Inquisition. Rumours and stories
circulated of a vast Templar treasure, of a planned Templar state, of
high-level diplomacy between European kings, as well as attempts
at reconciliation between Jews, Muslims and Christians. These
stories have a firm basis in truth; yet the order began most humbly.
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The Knights Templar were inspired by an already existing
knightly order, the Knights Hospitallers. These were performing
generous and charitable services for the thousands of pilgrims who
were flocking from Europe to the new Christian Jerusalem. Many,
however, did not make it to the city, but were attacked and robbed
or even killed on the roads. Arab bandits were proving a constant
threat to travellers, and in response the French nobleman Hughes de
Payens formed a group of knights to ensure the safety of Christian
pilgrims. At first only nine men strong, the tiny order called itself
the Soldiers of Christ. It may have been active from as early as 1111,
but by 1118 the group was granted part of the king of Jerusalem'’s
palace for use as its headquarters. The part given over had
previously been a mosque of great significance and was thought to
be the site of the Temple of Solomon. Because of this latter
association, the order became known as the Order of the Knights of
the Temple of Solomon in Jerusalem, or the Knights Templar. Why
King Baldwin II should have given over a portion of his palace to
nine bedraggled knights on a mission to make safe the roads of the
Holy Land is still a mystery.

The great strength of this new order was its permanence. Local
soldiers were part-time warriors fighting to defend the land that had
become their home. Other knights and their vassals from Europe
fought for a short period and then returned to their estates. But
Jerusalem needed a standing army of devoted soldiers if it was to
survive, and it seemed that the Knights Templar were to be that
force. But only nine men? The Holy Land covered a vast area, much
of it inhospitable wilderness, criss-crossed by ancient travel routes.
How could nine men defend such an area or watch over the
thousands of pilgrims making their way to Jerusalem?

However they performed their avowed task, the Templars were
eminently successful, mixing martial ardour with vows of poverty,
chastity and obedience. Such morality was unequalled among
knights of the period, who seemed to favour ostentatiousness and
competition. A measure of the order’s poverty and brotherhood is
signalled by a seal of the Temple which depicts two knights
mounted on a single horse. Clothing worn by the order during the
first few years was second-hand, and nothing that could encourage
pride was allowed; humility and obedience were the central tenets
of the cult. Frequent references to ‘the poor fellow soldiers of Christ’
are made in official Templar documentation, as if to emphasize the
order’s humble philosophy. Other self-imposed restrictions existed,
all revolving around the unique loyalty that the order owed to the
Church. Hughes de Payens visualized his knights as a body of
warrior-monks, devoted to God and the Church, as well as to the art
of warfare.
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Funding for the fledgeling order was quickly forthcoming. King
Baldwin II had already granted part of his palace to the Templars,
and various sections of the Church in the Holy Land followed his
generous lead. When Hughes journeyed to Europe, he was warmly
met by members of the clergy there. The founder of the Cistercian
Order, St Bernard, the Abbot of Clairvaux, was an immediate
supporter of the Templars and continued to be so until his death. In
fact, Bernard’s uncle, André de Montbard, was one of the group’s
founder members. Bernard ranked as perhaps the most influential
ecclesiastic in Christendom, being able to advise (and even make
nominations for) the Pope. It is this man’s considerable influence
with the papal authorities that gained the Knights Templar such
close links with Rome. Western nobility, too, paid generously to
support the activities of the order. All thought the cause a worthy
one, since by funding the Templars, they were helping further the
cause of the Crusaders in the Holy Land and could be ranked among
the friends of the monastic order without actually going as far as to
join it. The practice of religious orders depending on the charitable
donations of influential patrons was a common one in medieval
times, and gifts of territory and money were readily forthcoming. It
seemed that every influential lord wanted to display his piety,
wealth and commitment to the fight against the infidel by making a
donation.

By far the greatest gift that was bestowed upon the Order of the
Knights Templar was papal blessing, first from Pope Honorius II and
then from Pope Innocent II. In the twelfth century, all nations, all
kings, looked to the papacy as the ultimate authority in
Christendom, and to have the Pope’s blessing meant a great deal.
The ties with established religion would grow as the order itself
grew. At first, the knights had followed the Rule of the Order of St
Benedict, but the rapid develepment of the order required that a
separate and specific rule be created to cater for the order’s unique
mission. King Baldwin II encouraged Hughes de Payens, as the
leader of the knights, to approach the papacy and seek a new rule.
The mediator was to be Bernard of Clairvaux. His influence with
Pope Honorius II was strong, but the Pope was already well disposed
to the knights and saw in them great potential for the Church, both
in the newly conquered Holy Land and in Europe. If the papacy
were to take the Templars under its wing, it would at last have a
fighting force independent of the feuding kings and princes. The
Templars had already shown themselves an effective and popular
force in Jerusalem, and one that could support the development of
papal authority in Syria. Honorius may even have seen in the
warrior-monks the flowering of a papal army capable of marching
against any secular opposition.
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In 1128 the Knights Templar received their rule. The Council of
Troyes, which decided the matter, was attended by the most
influential men in France, with the exception of St Bernard, who
was ill. The Abbot was involved in the drafting of the new
constitution, however, and the rule incorporated much of what was
already in the Benedictine Rule. Hughes de Payens was pronounced
the first Grand Master of the order,”and a say in the order’s affairs
was granted to the Patriarch (or Bishop) of Jerusalem, as well as to
the Pope. The rule was long and its seventy-two articles covered
every aspect of daily life. Of paramount importance was the
emphasis on monastic matters. The order would be entirely
communal, sharing food and material goods; even personal letters, if
received, were to be read aloud before the Master of the order.
Prayers were to be said several times each day, as in any other
monastic order, and meals were to be eaten in strict silence. New
articles were later added. In fact, modifications were made several
times and hundreds of new articles were eventually added to the
rule. The Master of the order was fully authorized to modify the
Rule of the Temple.

With the recognition by the Pope of the Knights Templar as a
monastic order, the power and wealth of the group grew rapidly. The
Council of Troyes had given a seal of approval to the order and the
number of recruits and donations of both money and land increased.
Hughes de Payens donated all his lands to the cause, and new
recruits, the young nobility of Europe, were expected to do likewise.
Almost immediately the Templars changed from a tiny group of less
than a dozen knights and hardly any land to an international
organization with estates, lands, officials and a capital in Jerusalem.
Hughes de Payens and other influential knights of the order
travelled to all the major European kingdoms to drum up support.
They were very successful.

By the middle of the twelfth century, the Knights Templar were one
of the most wealthy and influential bodies in Europe. They owned
large tracts of land in England, Scotland, France, Spain, Portugal,
Germany and Austria. These estates were sources of revenue vital for
the order’s survival, for they were not simply donations of land but of
farms, animals, bondsmen, mills and other elements of the rural
economy. While the Temple of Solomon site in Jerusalem became the
order’s headquarters, these European territories were its money-
making colonies, providing not just financial help but food, political
support and personnel. Only the papacy itself could boast more
extensive international connections. Preceptories were established as
local bases from which to administer the Temple’s lands and admit
new recruits. The order’s first preceptory was founded at Troyes on
land donated by one of the councillors.
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Some of the distinctive hallmarks of the Temple were not adopted
immediately but came to the order some time later. The white robes
worn by the Cistercians were copied as a symbol of the purity of life
that was expected of the knights, and the famous emblem of the red
cross came during the start of the Second Crusade. This may have
served a dual purpose, as much to differentiate themselves from the
Cistercian monks as to advertise the knights’ special relationship
with the Church. In 1162 this relationship became even more special
with the issuing of a papal bull by Pope Alexander III that granted
the Knights Templar freedom from all tithes and taxes and awarded
them the unique judicial position of being unable to be tried in a
court of law. Knights of the order were legally responsible only to
the representatives of the Pope. This edict set up the Temple as
virtually a church within a church. It even possessed its own burial
grounds and chaplains, and was able to receive tithes from its
estates, just as the Church did.

The Growth of Templar Possessions

Jerusalem became the headquarters of the Knights Templar from the
moment they moved into the king of Jerusalem’s palace. It became
the first of many Templar possessions and a base from which others
could be founded. The portion of the royal residence granted to
them had, prior to the conquest of Jerusalem in 1099, been the Al-
Agsa mosque. This in turn was built on the presumed site of the
great Temple of Solomon, centre of ancient Israel. The king’s palace
was dominated by the distinctive Dome of the Rock, and this latter
building featured on the seals of the order’s Master. The Dome of the
Rock influenced the Templars both architecturally and symbolically,
since it was built by Islamic architects with eight interior walls
designed to hold up the famous golden dome. The octagon within
the circle became an important geometric symbol to the order, and
octagonal chapels were constructed in imitation throughout Europe
on Temple grounds.

Preceptories, the local headquarters of the order, sprang up in
every region where there were estates to be managed. These land-
holdings were organized into large Templar provinces, each
commanded by a Master who was appointed by the order’s Grand
Master. This latter position at the very head of the cult was
automatically given to the Master of Jerusalem, the region which
was, after all, the most powerful and influential of the Temple’s
provinces. By far the most productive province was France, but good
relations were not always maintained with the French throne. In the
end it was the French King Philippe who pounced on the Templars
in 1307 and utterly destroyed them. The reaction of other nations to
the sudden growth of this wealthy military and monastic order was
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varied. Spanish Templars were well liked by their government,
principally because of the need in that land for a well-armed fighting
force to challenge the Muslim armies of the south. Attacking
originally from North Africa, the Arab invaders had been a thorn in
the Spanish side and the defence of Christian lands had constituted
a ready-made crusade. The Templars there were rarely shipped out
to the Holy Land or elsewhere; after all, there were infidels in
abundance to be killed right there in Spain. That each Spanish
Templar swore an oath of fealty to his king gives some measure of
the degree of co-operation between the two.

During Hughes de Payens’s visit to England in 1128 to advertise
the existence of the order, he was warmly welcomed by King Henry
I. Two preceptories were conferred upon the Grand Master at this
time, one at Dover and another at Shipley, in Essex. An English
Master was also established to oversee the new (and rapidly
widening) territories being donated. Hugh d’Argentein was the first
Master. He was followed by Osto de St Omer and he in his turn by
Richard de Hastings. In Britain, as in other European countries,
power was secured at the very highest levels, ensuring that the order
was well connected and in a position to get what it wanted. The
English Master of the Temple was given the right to sit in on the
government’s Parliament, mainly due to his position as one of the
major landholders of the realm, and he was also head of all the
nation’s orders, not just his own.

Henry I's successor, Stephen, was even better disposed towards
the Knights Templar, since his father had been one of the leaders of
the First Crusade. King Stephen allowed the organization to spread
across the entire country and preceptories were established on lands
donated by such august personages as the Earl of Derby, the Earl of
Warwick and even Stephen’s wife, Mathilda. London became the
centre of Templar operations in England, with the first headquarters,
the ‘Old Temple’ at Holborn, forming a self-sufficient community. It
was quickly replaced by the ‘New Temple’. Today this is known as
Temple Bar, and the original round church used by the order still
stands. The Master of England assembled the country’s chief officers
here for an annual meeting, and the Templar precinct was important
not just for the Templars but for London as a whole. It was the
presence of the Temple and its wealth that helped the city become
an international centre of finance.

The next king, Henry II, remained on good terms with the knights,
and they in turn tried their best to defuse the ecclesiastical row with
his archbishop, Thomas a Becket. But the close association between
the Temple and the English monarchy reached a peak during the
reign of Richard I, known as the Lionheart. He took the throne in
1189 and spent much of his life in the Holy Land, as a prominent

64




THE ORDER OF THE KNIGHTS TEMPLAR

participant in the Third Crusade to recapture Jerusalem from the
Muslim leader Saladin. It would have been unusual, then, if Richard
had not been familiar with, and strongly allied to, the Knights
Templar. In fact, he seems to have been something of an associate
member, able to make use of the order’s facilities and ships, but not
required to take the obligatory monastic vows. When the king fled
from the Holy Land, accused of plotting the murder of a Christian
ally, he wore the uniform of a Templar and travelled incognito with
members of the order. The assassination had been connected to
Richard via a mercenary sect of Muslims called the Assassins, who
were thought to have been commissioned by the king, and the
Templars had relations with this group too. Chapter 4 tells the story
of this strange cult and the way in which it could have been linked
to Richard. The king had numerous dealings with the Knights
Templar, and after he had captured the island of Cyprus, he sold it
to the knights for use as a base. For a time, the island did become a
Temple stronghold and the centre of its eastern operations.

Extensive properties across England were the source of the order’s
power in the country rather than special political affiliations with
the government and the crown. Such relationships existed and were
closely bound, but they were based on real power in the towns and
villages of the land. The holdings of the Temple are impossible to
calculate today, encompassing as they did hundreds of farms,
churches, villages and small estates. Modern estimates suggest that
there were seventy-four major Templar possessions, and there were
thirty well-established preceptories in England. But the knights did
not depend on land-ownership alone for their income. Their need to
transport knights, horses, supplies and arms to the frontline in the
Holy Land had meant the development of an entire Templar naval
fleet. With the tremendous business acumen that characterized their
existence, the Templars employed the large vessels as cargo ships for
exporting wool sheared on their lands. Pilgrims wanting safe
passage to Jerusalem put their faith in the military might of the
Templars and sailed with them, but were required to pay
handsomely for it. La Rochelle was the centre of Templar naval
activities on the Atlantic coast, and it saw much traffic both to and
from the Holy Land. The last leg of the journey to England ended at
either the Thames wharf of the London preceptory or at Bristol. At
this latter port, the Temple dominated much of the local economy,
since it based the greater part of its naval strength there while it sat
in English waters.

While Bristol depended on the Knights Templar for a great deal of
its prosperity, there were other, smaller, towns that owed their very
existence to the order. Baldock, a village in Hertfordshire, was
founded by the order and derives its name from the Old French for
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‘Baghdad’, reflecting the single-minded obsession of the
organization. The common occurrence of the word ‘temple’ as a
place-name even today testifies to the prevalence of their
possessions in England. There were tracts of Templar land and
Templar buildings in Scotland and Ireland also. The major Scottish
preceptory was near Edinburgh, at the modern village of Temple,
and another preceptory is known to Have existed at Maryculter, near
Aberdeen. In Ireland there was a preceptory at Dublin and at least
five others existed elsewhere. The details of many other holdings in
both Scotland and Ireland are now lost to modern historians.

In England the Templars were able to gain unprecedented powers,
the most fundamental being the ability to receive tithes while being
immune from the tax-collector. Metal Templar crosses adorned all
their buildings, warning away the collectors. Unfortunately for the
crown, some enterprising city-dwellers also mounted the Templar
crosses outside their own houses in an attempt to avoid paying
taxes. However, the subterfuge did not go unnoticed and Henry III
tried to put a stop to it. Exemption from taxes was not the only
privilege enjoyed by the knights. They were not liable to pay tolls on
roads and rivers, they created their own local law courts and ran
Templar fairs. Such power had never been seen before, and the
Knights Templar obviously wielded considerable high-level
influence to be able to ignore such basic laws of the land.

Power and Prestige

The Church during the Middle Ages had developed considerable
prestige and extraordinary authority, but it did not possess a
physical presence with which to back up its power, lacking troops,
commanders in the field and a fleet. It was primarily due to the
Church that the Knights Templar were able to receive all of these
things. That a small body of worldly knights would devote their
lives to the way of God was seen as a spiritually uplifting
phenomenon. But the hard political facts behind the theological
trumpeting were stubbornly secular. The Pope had seen in the first
glimmerings of Hughes de Payens’s order a thoroughly loyal fighting
force, divorced from petty national squabblings and dynastic
conflict. Like the established Church, the Temple took on some of
the former’s money-making powers and, coupled with its own
formidable military might, it became an international banking
organization, creating wealth for the sole purpose of keeping its
troops in the field. It had no subjects to feed in times of famine, no
cities to maintain or duties other than to itself. The order existed to
fight for the freedom of Palestine, and the profits from every
farmstead, orchard, tithe, court fine or sale of wool were poured into
this endeavour. Money became such an important aspect of
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supporting a permanent Crusader army that it seems to have blurred
the order’s focus later on. Greed and the tendency to avoid open
conflict became a characteristic of the knights who vowed to remain
poor and suffer hardship.

One of the greatest paradoxes of the Knights Templar was the
initiates’ vows of poverty and their abandonment of all material
comforts while at the same time joining the richest organization in
the world. Their wealth was legendary, as was their haughtiness and
pride. The phrase ‘to drink like a Templar’ was current in medieval
times, and it is unlikely that they stopped at drink, despite initiates’
vows of celibacy. Such wealth was not a fleeting thing, gained in a
flurry of donations and spent on failed Crusades. The Templars may
have been responsible for the financial institutions that we know
today, since they took the creation of wealth deadly seriously, even
establishing a type of international medieval bank with the ability to
lend money and grant credit. In fact, the sophistication of the system
was such that a depositor could take away with him a letter of credit
from one Templar preceptory and present it at another. There, if the
secret codes used to identify the depositor were validated, he would
be able to withdraw the sum on the note. Only a well-established
and highly competent international group could have run such a
system.

Many other financial dealings were undertaken; loans were made
not just to merchants and minor property-owners but to lords and
kings. In theory this practice was forbidden to the Knights Templar,
since usury was not allowed by Church law. But the compulsive
desire to make money, coupled with clever wording in the definition
of money-lending, overrode this obligation and the Temple began to
dominate this traditionally medieval Jewish occupation. English
kings often made use of the order’s copious funds. King Edward I
borrowed and repaid Templar money, as did King John and King
Henry III. The latter got so heavily in debt as a result of the constant
warfare during his reign that he actually pawned the crown jewels
to the Knights Templar for a period of six years. This indicates great
trust in the order’s security — so much trust, in fact, that part of the
French royal treasury was based at the order’s Paris preceptory; the
knights there guarded their own treasures as well as those of the
French crown. A similar arrangement was established in England,
with the London preceptory serving for a time as one of the
country’s treasuries. The order’s immunity from taxes has already
been mentioned, but as if that were not enough, the Temple also
collected the taxes and donations due to the Pope, as well as a
portion of those due to the crown. In fact, along with more mundane
debt-collection, the Temple seems to have been involved in virtually
every type of financial transaction. Trust funds, pensions, dowries
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and inheritances all concerned the cult, and anyone with money
entrusted it to the Temple.

Investors could deposit sums of money and be sure that it would
remain untouched for years to come, even after their death. Such
monies were inviolable. Even kings, who tried on occasion to lay
their hands on the funds of disgraced_lords, were rebuffed. As well
as being secure, the Temple preceptories were discreet, allowing
nervous nobles to hide there. King John spent quite some time in
one or other of the order’s preceptories, and so did Richard the
Lionheart. Other dignitaries, from diplomats and minor lords to
archbishops and representatives of the Pope, were welcome guests
of the Knights of the Temple of Solomon. One Templar who sought
the protection of the preceptory in Sidon did not enjoy its security
for long, for he was kidnapped by soldiers acting for the king of
Jerusalem. The knight, one Walter of Mesnil, had broken a treaty
with the sect of Muslim fanatics called the Assassins and the secure
preceptory was not secure enough to save him.

As the Temple grew in power and strength, and as kings entrusted
both their kingdoms’ wealth and their own lives to the order, the
knights became arrogant about their place in the world. They
realized that few individuals or organizations could challenge their
financial might. Unlike other knights or rich landowners, the
Templars lived the frugal lifestyle of monks. According to the rule,
members of the order possessed few items of value besides their
arms and armour, their horses and riding tack; and those who
undertook agricultural work, usually the sergeants, also had the use
of farm implements. But nothing was above the sturdy and practical,
and even food was basic and bland, with a little wine and some
salted meat. The Knights Templar sought not to squander the vast
revenues that they were accumulating. The ever-spiralling costs that
resulted from the maintenance of a permanent army in Palestine had
to be met. By hard toil in the rural areas of Europe, by trade and
commerce, by a multitude of tithes and taxes, and by the generous
donations of lords, kings and archbishops, the Temple was able to
meet this cost.

Soldiers of Christ

What service had the Knights Templar promised to perform that
prompted such largesse? The cult’s original directive was to protect
all pilgrims in the Holy Land. This in itself was a worthy cause, but
with an initial membership of only nine knights for the first nine
years, it would seem to have needed a force of new members more
than an abundance of gifts. There are two mysteries surrounding the
foundation of the Templars: the first concerns the exact date that this
occurred. The Crusader historian Guillaume de Tyre, writing
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decades after the event, declared that the order was founded by
Hughes de Payens in 1118, and goes on to say that the Templars
accepted no new members for nine years. However, other sources
state that a handful of knights had joined the cult in the years before
1126, the earliest being the Count of Anjou in 1120. If Guillaume de
Tyre is correct in his assertion that nine years passed before new
recruits joined the fledgeling order, then the Knights Templar may
have moved into the king of Jerusalem’s palace in 1111 or before.
The second mystery is the fact that Guillaume wrote of the
Templars' activities in around 1180, but King Baldwin II's own
chronicler, Fulk de Chartres, whe wrote about all minor and major
events in the Holy Land at the very time of the order’s inception,
fails to mention it at all. Hughes de Payens, his holy knights and
their much-lauded mission to protect the pilgrims against Muslim
raiders go unrecorded. Why?

The Order of the Knights Templar began as a secret organization,
but upon emerging into the limelight of the Second and Third
Crusades became a small cadre of élite warriors engaging in both
military conflict and negotiation with the Muslims. What set the cult
apart from other Christian forces was not their martial skill (they did
lose battles as well as win them) but their discipline, esprit de corps
and independence from greater powers. Charges of collusion with
the infidel were brought against the Temple in the last years of its
existence and these charges helped precipitate the order’s downfall.
Unlike some of the other charges wielded like swords by the
Inquisition, these had a definite foundation in truth. The Knights
Templar may have set themselves up as champions of Christendom
and the protectors of Palestine, but did in fact have little
compunction about dealing with the enemy, co-operating and
allying with the Muslims, and even fighting other Holy Orders.

By the time that the Temple had become well established in
Palestine and Europe, rumours began to circulate of pacts made with
Saracens and of unholy practices. Even the Pope began to doubt the
order’s commitment to the Church. The rumours became fact when
the Templars allied themselves with the Emir of Damascus in 1259
against their arch-rivals, the Knights Hospitaller. Other pacts were
formed. The order became familiar with the communities of Muslim
fanatics called Assassins that occupied fortresses close to Templar
territory and it eventually forced them to pay regular tribute.
Unfounded rumours were current that even accused the Templars of
hiring the sinister cult to commit political murders. The death of
Conrad Montferrat at the hands of the Assassins, and the way in
which King Richard I, an associate member of the Templars, was
implicated in the murder turned rumour into plausible speculation.
If Richard had paid the Assassins to kill his rival, would he not have
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negotiated such a deal through the Knights Templar, who were not
just neighbours of the sect but regular extorters of money from them?

Deals, alliances and diplomacy in general became the order’s trade
far more often than their skill in battlefield carnage. The Templars in
Palestine were often well disposed towards the neighbouring states,
whether Christian, Muslim or Jewish. Part of the answer to the
order’s tolerance of its sworn enemies must have been the regular
contact that it had with Arabs and Jews. The latter’s domination of
scholarly and financial institutions brought them into regular
contact with the order, and in Jerusalem Masters of the Temple often
took Arab secretaries into their employ. Many knights actually
learned Arabic, sometimes as a result of being held as prisoners of
war, and all Templars wore beards in the fashion of the Muslims —
the only Christians in the Holy Land to do so. One story of a visiting
Arab to the Temple indicates this close relationship between the
order and the Muslims. The Arab wished to pray at a small shrine
that had survived the Templar takeover of the Al-Agsa mosque and
was freely allowed to do so by the knights; however, a new Templar
recruit saw the man and tried to stop him praying to Mecca,
insisting he pray as Christians do. Several times other knights tried
to hold back the recruit, until he was eventully removed from the
area and the Muslim continued to worship.

It is not impossible to envisage this tolerance as one of the initial
ideas behind the Knights Templar, for it is unlikely that the avowed
purpose of the Templars, to defend the Christian pilgrims as they
travelled, was seriously pursued. But as guides and scouts, the
Templars may well have played a crucial role. The cult was a
permanent force and was well placed to learn much about the nature
of the terrain, the enemy and the politics of the region. The close
proximity of the Muslims and the long-standing relationship that
the order had with them, while other Christian forces came and
went, testify to a new kind of strategy. In its secrecy, low
membership and sometimes questionable alignment, a picture is
painted of an armed diplomatic mission rather than an élite fighting
force. There are modern-day examples of well-trained soldiers
becoming so deeply involved with the natives of the land they have
invaded that they prefer their ways to those of their fellows. The war
in Vietnam provides us with an analogy. Elite Special Forces
personnel from the American army were sent to live and work
alongside the primitive mountain tribes on Vietnam’s border in an
effort to train them to resist the invading North Vietnamese. These
Special Forces often saw in the tribesmen'’s tough fighting spirit and
plain, uncluttered way of life something that had already been
instilled into them during training. In comparison, the conventional
US Army soldiers were thought of by many Special Forces as crude
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and ignorant of local ways. And the élite forces of any war, not just
those in Vietnam, are taught to fight like their enemy to be victorious
— to become accustomed to the terrain, the language, the clothing
and lifestyle of the enemy to such an extent that when fighting
occurs, the élite troops are forearmed with local knowledge and an
understanding of the enemy’s methods.

As a fighting force, the Knights Templar were far superior to any
other Frankish (i.e. Christian) army in the Holy Land. Such strength
came not from numbers, for the Temple never had a large standing
army, but primarily in determination and discipline. Each knight
was forbidden to retreat from a foe unless he was outnumbered by at
least three to one. The knights’ tenacity in battle was legendary, their
courage unswerving. It was as though they had adopted the Spartan
system of preparation for war almost wholesale. Like the Spartan
men, the Templars lived in enforced poverty, away from women,
constantly training for the battlefield and loyal to their brothers unto
death. Templar castles and strongholds were the most impregnable
known at the time, for war was their trade and the order never
lacked for opportunities to practise it.

Newly arrived in the Holy Land, the Templars joined King
Baldwin II in his attack on the Muslim city of Damascus in 1129, but
victory for the Frankish forces was not forthcoming. The Order of
the Templars was not seriously damaged by the defeat, however, and
the disastrous Second Crusade some years later gave the knights the
opportunity to really show their mettle.

Both King Conrad of Germany and King Louis VII of France set out
from Europe to restore the Crusader kingdoms after the Christian
state of Edessa had fallen to the Arabs. After an abortive march to the
Holy Land, the two kings launched an attack on Damascus in 1148.
It did not go well. At first the Franks seemed in an ideal position for
a siege and wore down the defenders inside Damascus until victory
seemed likely. Suddenly a command was given to shift a large
portion of the siege army to the south-west, under the guidance of
(so some rumours purported) the Knights Templar. No food, water or
shade was to be had in the new position and the Franks began to
complain bitterly, eventually striking camp and marching
unvictorious from Damascus. Charges were later levelled at the
Templars, accusing them of taking bribes from the besieged in
Damascus and advising the change in position while knowing full
well that, as a permanent and knowledgeable force in Palestine,
their suggestions would be heeded.

Despite such sinister accusations of complicity and bribery, the
Knights Templar had pledged to obey every command of their own
Master and vowed never to retreat in battle. For this, and for their
steadfast courage, King Louis commended them. He wrote that he
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could never have ‘existed even for the smallest space of time in
these parts’ without the aid of the Temple. It seems that the Frankish
cause in Palestine would have come to a dismal end there and then
had it not been for the heroic efforts of the Templars. But the
rumours that circulated concerning the order were kept alive despite
King Louis’s praise, and they were to follow the Temple to its
destruction. In 1153 the Egyptian port of Ascalon was blockaded by
the Frankish army of Jerusalem and an impressive force of Knights
Templar that had been mustered especially for the siege. The city
was successfully captured but not without incident. Part of the city’s
walls had collapsed due to mining operations undertaken by the
Franks, and the Christians rushed forward to enter Ascalon.
However, according to one account, the Templars passed through
the wall first and prevented their allies from joining them. Bernard
de Trémélai, the Master of the Knights Templar, led thirty-nine other
knights into Ascalon, intent on securing the richest booty for
themselves. Greed turned into disaster as the Egyptians rallied their
forces and turned on the tiny force of Templars, killing them all.
Other eyewitness chroniclers only praise the work of the Temple in
securing Ascalon, which suggests that the story just told may have
been yet another rumour — an alternate version of events believed by
few and remembered by many.

Not every military incident was followed by accusations and bad-
feeling towards the Temple. Jerusalem had always been the very
heart of the Crusader kingdoms and in 1152 was in serious danger
of being captured by a surprise force of Saracens, who had advanced
in a series of forced marches to camp in secret on the Mount of
Olives. The daring plan was well timed, for King Baldwin III of
Jerusalem and the Master of the Knights Templar, Bernard de
Trémélai, who had not yet led his troops to their death at Ascalon,
were away fighting other Muslim armies. Baldwin III was at Tripoli
and Bernard was at Nablus with a contingent of knights. Fortunately,
the Muslim army was spotted and the remaining Templars at
Jerusalem joined with knights of the Hospitallers and a hastily
raised citizen force to ambush the Saracens at night while they slept.
The Christians were able, by dint of a surprise attack of their own,
to rout the Muslim forces and crush them as the fleeing soldiers
tried to cross the River Jordan. Again the valiant Templars had saved
the Crusaders from a catastrophic defeat.

The Templar Ritual and Religion

Every aspect of life within the Order of the Knights Templar was
carefully regulated and controlled. The rule by which its members
lived followed closely that of the Cistercian Order, led by St Bernard
of Clairvaux, who was so prominent in championing the virtues of
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the Templars in the first place. Both Cistercian and Templar orders
grew in wealth and importance at a prodigious rate, and it is quite
possible that their fortunes were linked by such powerful
personages as André de Montbard (who was also St Bernard's
nephew) and the Count of Champagne. When a Templar desired to
leave the order he had but one option open to him, to enter an even
stricter monastic order, and the Cistercian monasteries accepted
many Knights of the Temple of Solomon, including an ex-Master,
Everard de Barrés. He had secured many benefits for the Templars
but did not wish to live out his entire life in Palestine.
Unfortunately, the position of Master of the Temple required that the
leader do just that and no exceptions to the rule could be made.

The rule touched on every aspect of life, from daily work to
prayers and punishments for misdeeds, and also to details of
organization and the obligations of rank. The members of the Order
of the Knights Templar were roughly divided into three ‘castes”
knights, sergeants and chaplains. The knights were all of noble birth,
warriors and men of deep commitment to the cause who brought
with them to the Temple their lands and property. Sergeants were
members of the middle classes and formed a fully fledged infantry
force that accompanied the mounted knights into battle. Some
estimates put the number of sergeants to knights as high as nine to
one, and unlike the knights, who wore white mantles, the sergeants
wore tunics of black. The sergeants also acted as a kind of rear-
echelon group, preparing the knights for war and carrying out a
wide range of tasks within the order, being also farmers, grooms and
stewards. Sergeants formed bodyguards for important Templars and
were able to reach positions of importance; they were not a despised
underclass. The governor of the port of Acre was always a sergeant,
and a member of this rank carried the order’s famous standard into
battle. Fear was struck into the hearts of the Saracens when they saw
the half-black and half-white standard called Beauséant unfurled.
Across the standard were written the words: ‘Not unto us, O Lord,
not unto us, but unto Thy Name give the Glory.” Beauséant also
became the war-cry of the charging Templars.

Knights were allowed up to three horses, while the sergeants,
ranking below the knights, had only one mount each. Charged with
the non-military aspects of the organization were the Tempiar
chaplains, who were the official priesthood, ministering to knights
and sergeants alike. The chaplain’s role also included the non-
military tasks of administration. '

At the very head of the Knights Templar was- the Master of the
Order of the Temple of Solomon of Jerusalem, to give him his full
title. Later historians often, and erroneously, refer to him as the
order’s Grand Master. In his tasks and powers the Master of the order
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played much the same role as an abbot would in a traditional
Christian order. As the pre-eminent member of the most powerful
international empire in existence, he was extremely influential, but
his decisions were not always fully his own, for in some matters the
Master consulted a small chapter of knights. Knights also formed
part of his personal entourage: there were two champion knights on
his staff, a cook and a blacksmith, a secretary, a chaplain and an
interpreter. In addition, a sergeant and two servants attended to the
Master’s safety and other needs. An officer titled the Seneschal was
the Master’s executive officer, deputizing for him in times of need.
Below the Seneschal was the Marshal, responsible for military
matters first and foremost. The burden of this position was great,
encompassing as it did the distribution and maintenance of horses,
weapons and armour, the supplying of the order’s knights, and the
formulation of battle plans and overall strategy. When the Templars
rode into the fray, the Marshal was expected to be at the very front
of the charge. These three offices in essence formed the hub of the
order, the heart of a web of command and control that spread
commercial and feudal links out from Jerusalem to other Holy Land
cities, to Eastern Europe, Germany, France and beyond.

A second tier of ranks administered this sprawling empire,
beginning with the Commander of the City of Jerusalem. The
Commander had very little to do with politics but was primarily
concerned with the day-to-day needs of the Templars in the Holy City.
As the Templars expanded, the Commander’s duties widened too, and
he became responsible for the protection of pilgrims along the
highways of the Holy Land. It is strange that the single raison d’étre of
the Templars was now a side-mission delegated to a local commander.

What was now the basis for the Master’s grand strategy? What
single objective drove the order onwards and justified the lavish
donations? Rumours of the Templars as guardians of the Holy Grail
were rife during the Middle Ages. Whether they did in fact possess
this object is a matter of pure speculation, but the order did own a
fragment of the True Cross upon which Christ was Crucified. It fell
to the Commander of the City of Jerusalem to safeguard this holy
relic, perhaps the most valuable object in Christendom at the time.

Other regional commanders lacked the prestige of the Commander
of Jerusalem but in their own territories were highly influential
people. The Holy Land boasted two very powerful local Knights
Templar, the Commander of Antioch and the Commander of Tripoli.
These were virtual Masters in their own regions, and in Europe their
equivalents were actually called Masters, so there was a Master of
England, a Master of France, etc. The Templar structure was also
duplicated in each province, so there was a provincial Seneschal
and a provincial Marshal, and every Master had an officer called a
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Draper who undertook to organize the clothing and bedding of the
knights in his care. With the vast revenues that originated in Europe,
the Masters of these provinces were responsible for immense sums
of money and the fortunes of entire kingdoms. Only if the Master of
Jerusalem entered the country did the provincial Master relinquish
his control.

Parts of the province, divided up into castles, estates, farms and
other holdings, were properly called ‘houses’. There were several
offices concerned with administering these houses — the
Commanders of the Houses who were responsible in all matters to
the Master, and the Commanders of the Knights who were in their
turn subordinate to the Marshal of the province as lieutenants of the
warrior-knights. The knights themselves formed the cutting edge of
the Templars on the battlefield, but were little more than simple
monks when out of their armour. They were drawn from the sons of
European nobles, a class that continually trained for war, using
tournaments and jousts as a substitute for battle. A noble wishing to
dedicate himself to the Knights Templar brought to the order not just
his warrior skills but also all of his lands and estates. In this way the
order forced the recruit to ‘burn his boats’, by making it almost
impossible for him to return to the life he had known before.

Glory and pride were the central ideals that every recruit had to
abandon if he were to adhere to the rule and become a Knight of the
Temple. By relinquishing his lands and his wealth, the noble would
enter the cloistered world of poverty, humility and obedience.
Without money, he had to rely on his fellows and on the order itself.
Becoming a Templar set the knight above all others, but the price he
had to pay was that of personal glory, for there was little that the
outside world had to envy in the lifestyle of the warriors. Like all
monks, the Templars rose early and put on a simple robe over their
underclothes. The knights neither ate nor washed, but went directly
to prayer. Because expeditions, training or other tasks would take
them away from the preceptory’s chapel, it was common for the
knights to say all of the morning’s prayers in one session (unlike
traditional monks, who prayed frequently during the entire day).
Daily chores were exceptionally un-monastic, with military training,
lessons in tactics and the regular maintenance of weapons and body
armour, horses and riding gear. Typical Templar gear included a full
coat of chainmail, with a surcoat carrying the red Templar cross, a
shield, a spear and a long sword. Other weapons found their way
into the knights’ employ, ranging from hideous forms of poleaxes to
maces and flails. .

It was not until late morning or even midday that the knights had
their first meal of the day, and it was always plain but filling, and
eaten at long wooden tables. Every man provided his own cup,
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knife, spoon and bowl and no conversation was permitted during
the meal, just as in other monastic orders. Instead, passages from the
Holy Book were read out to the diners and any conversations that
took place at the dinner table were via sign language. Meat, when
available, was rarely served more than three times in a week. As the
heart of the order, the knights ate first, followed by their comrades-
in-arms, the sergeants, and then the lay servants, who carried out the
menial tasks within the preceptories and houses but were not
actually members of the order. The last to eat were the native
mercenary warriors who joined in the escapades of the Templars
without enduring the severity of full membership. A second meal
would follow the afternoon’s activities and the second period of
prayer, which was then followed by even more prayers as the
knights prepared for bed.

When the knights gathered together in an assembly to discuss
matters, it usually occurred on a Sunday in the chapel during a
weekly chapter. Here members were encouraged to confess any
misdemeanours that they may have committed that week. Those not
owning up to a crime who were then challenged by the preceptor or
commander suffered severer punishments than those who owned up
when given the chance. On a greater scale, and with far more
important matters to discuss, general chapters would be convened.
These were rarely scheduled and involved high-level officers of the
Temple in discussion about policy, strategy and the organization and
running of the order.

Templar chapters allowed the concerns of the order to be
addressed and must have had mixed agendas, for at one and the
same time the Temple was a church, a business and an army, with
none of these elements dominating. Between daily worship and
military practice, the knights gave alms to the poor and sold wine,
wool and grain from their farms.

The Templars were notorious for their seeming disregard for
traditional Christian beliefs. Charges levelled against them by the
Inquisition continually referred to satanic rites, and the rituals of
initiation were said to involve repudiating Christ and spitting or
urinating on the Crucifix. What brand of theology the order followed
has perplexed historians from the time of the Crusades to today. Did
their shadowy rites and ceremonies hide nothing more sinister than
the Freemasonry of modern times, or were they specifically
designed to hide secret and abhorrent rituals? There is reason to
suspect that the order had links with a powerful schism that had
developed in the Church and had its centre in southern France. This
heresy of Catharism predated the Order of the Knights Templar and
may have ‘infected’ the latter during the twelfth and thirteenth
centuries. As the Cathars were being systematically wiped out by a
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Papal Crusade, numerous survivors found refuge in the Order of the
Temple, and Cathars played a prominent part in the running of the
Temple in the Languedoc region.

The Templar Stephen de Staplebrugge, who confessed the crimes
of the order in 1311, said that the Knights Templar had picked up
their heretical beliefs from the Agen region of southern France. Agen
had been one of the Cathar strongholds during the Albigensian
Crusade and was part of the Templar province of Provence. In fact,
one of the Temple’s Masters of Provence, Roncelin de Fos, had for a
time been the Master of England, and may have spread Cathar
theology to that country. During the Inquisition, the Preceptor
Geoffrey de Gonneville alleged that the heresies that so afflicted the
Knights Templar were introduced by just one man, referred to in the
testimony as Brother Roncelin. Was this Roncelin de Fos? If indeed
it was, then it may date the influx of heretical practices to 1248
(when Roncelin became Master of Provence). Some of the order’s
other senior officers were actually from well-established Cathar
families, including one Master of the order, Bertrand de Blanquefort,
and both Cathars and Templars were rumoured at different times to
be the guardians of the Holy Grail. Finally, both incurred the wrath
of orthodox Christendom and were harried and persecuted by the
forces of the Pope.

Nestled in the fertile lands of the Languedoc region in southern
France is the small town of Albi, and it was here in 1165 that a
council of eminent clergy condemned the Cathars for their heretical
beliefs. The established Church had reason to fear the Cathar sect,
which had virtually displaced Catholicism from southern France. It
had to be stopped, and with this in mind Pope Innocent III declared
a Crusade against the Cathar strongholds — subsequently known as
the Albigensian Crusade after the town of Albi. The military
expedition marched into Languedoc in 1209 and began a campaign
of destruction that would last for forty years. The 30,000 troops
waged a war as fanatical as any against the infidel Muslims, because,
according to the Pope, the Cathars were ‘infidels’. All came under
the sword, men, women and children, Cathar and Christian alike.
When one Crusader asked how he should distinguish Cathars from
Christians, he was told by papal officers: ‘Kill them all. God will
recognize His own.’ Cities were put under siege, captured, sacked
and despoiled, among them Béziers, Narbonne, Carcassonne and
Toulouse.

What was it about the Cathar faith that persuaded knights from
across northern Europe to march into Languedoc and exterminate it
utterly? Besides the intrinsic power that the Cathar ‘Church’ had
gained at the expense of Catholicism, the heresy was slowly
spreading northwards into Champagne and Germany. It harboured
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plans to revise orthodox Christianity and remodel it according to the
Cathar system.

Both the Cathars and the Knights Templar were influenced by the
Persian doctrines of Manichaeanism as well as by early Christianity.
It seems likely that Catharism grew from the traditions of
Manichaean schools that had long been established in Spain and
southern France. The Manichees were a Christian sect that had been
established by a Persian mystic called Mani in the late Roman
Empire. Mani had absorbed the Gnostic teachings of his father and
created a fusion of Christian and Persian ideas. The new cult
incorporated elements of Persian Zoroastrianism and the far-
reaching warrior religion of Mithras. He taught that faith should be
replaced by personal illumination, and that light and darkness were
in eternal conflict for the human soul. Mani was executed in 276,
skinned and beheaded, but his cult survived and spread across
Europe, to the south of France in the west and to China in the east.

Among the Cathar priests (or ‘Perfecti’) was a belief that flesh was
intrinsically corrupt and that the purpose of life was the elevation of
the human spirit. Cathar theology claimed there were two equal and
opposite gods representing good and evil, light and darkness. The
good god held sway over the immaterial, the spiritual and the
emotive, while his opposite ruled over the material world and the
universe as a whole. The battle between these two deities involved
the struggle for human souls, and the renouncing of the material
world for the principles of love. The great stumbling block with
Christian orthodoxy was the fact that Jesus claimed his own divinity
while manifesting in a physical body. Cathars rejected the material
as evil and so too rejected that Jesus was the son of God. By the same
token, the Perfecti renounced the materialistic Catholic Church,
with its wealth, influence, property and elaborate ritual. It aimed to
replace the established Church (and society in general) with one
modelled on the Cathar cult, with its emphasis on personal worship
and knowledge of God rather than pure faith. This radical and
revolutionary concept threatened the secular world just as much as
the theological, and provided the Pope with the arguments he
needed to galvanize European nobility against the Cathars. As with
the Crusades to liberate Jerusalem, it was not high-minded piety that
convinced the knights and their lords to spend years away from
home, risking life and limb; it was the material gain to be had. As
well as ridding Languedoc of the Cathar heresy, the rich territories
of the region would be available for plunder and annexation.

Rituals that were supposedly carried out by the Cathars and that
were confessed during torture often matched closely the testimony
of Templars sixty years later. This may indicate a similarity of beliefs
between the two organizations, but any evidence originating from
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the barbaric and horrific torture chambers of the Pope’s Inquisition
must be suspect. Even so, alleged rituals, such as spitting on the
Cross. denying the divinity of Christ and wearing the ‘little cord’
(cordula), and the practice of the obscene kisses of initiation, bear
witness to a degree of identity between the two. Crucial evidence to
any connection was the testimony of Brother John of the Order of St
Benedict, which stated that the Templar, at his initiation, was
presented with the ‘little cord” which he then wore at all times over
his mantle. Brother John may not have recognized the meaning of
this evidence and its heretical nature, for the cordula was the Cathar
badge of faith.

It was aspects of the initiation ritual which so disturbed the
investigating medieval Inquisitors, but how much was actually
fabricated by them to provide material with which they could
prosecute the order is not known. Knights confessed to holding
initiations in candlelit chapels at the dead of night, behind locked
doors and under guard. The recruit was forced to deny his faith, to
spit, trample or urinate on the Crucifix and hear the leader of the
ceremony denounce Christ as a false prophet. If true, the act of
defiling the Cross may have directly reflected the Gnostic and Cathar
belief that, as the symbol of Christ, it was inherently evil,
representing the death of a mortal Jesus and the evil machinations of
the materialist God, called by the Cathars ‘Rex Mundi’.

More mundane elements of the initiation included the taking of a
vow of obedience by the candidate following a serious discourse in
the stringent requirements of the order; the hardship, the chastity,
the poverty and the obedience that were expected of all Templars
were bluntly described. In return the candidate was asked if he had
already taken vows to other orders or a vow of marriage, or had an
outstanding debt that required paying. Even the existence of any
diseases had to be disclosed to the examiners. It seems that most
Templars were illiterate and depended upon their examiners for full
administering of the rule. Even some chaplains lacked a full
knowledge of Latin and required that the rule be translated into
French - this occurred in 1139 under the Master Robert de Craon.
Interestingly, a strange amendment was made to the rule during
translation. The Council of Troyes’s original rule stated that a knight
who had been excommunicated from the Church could not join the
order; in the new rendering the rule stated explicitly that the Temple
was to actively seek out excommunicated knights! This hardly
seems to be a translator’s or copyist’s error, but a distinct policy
change (the Master did have the authority to rewrite the rule at any
time he so wished). By accepting men who the Church had rejected,
the Temple was asserting its almost total independence and setting
itself up as a rival.
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According to the testimonies of many Templars under
interrogation, the induction climaxed with a series of obscene
kisses. The candidate kissed his initiator on the mouth, navel, penis
and anus (or alternatively in the case of the latter, with deference to
magical symbolism, the ‘base of the spine’). For many modern
historians, the accounts of the kisses are purely the product of a
desperate Inquisition constantly forced to fabricate more and more
un-Christian acts with which to pillory its enemies. Others see in the
kisses an occult tradition stretching back to Zoroastrian and Sufi
lore. According to various Eastern schools of mysticism, the navel,
genitals and perineum (the area at the base of the spine between the
anus and the genitals) are the chakras or psychic centres of the
human body. Could the Templars have absorbed aspects of Eastern
philosophy during their stay in the Holy Land? A further practice
was alleged to take place during initiation, namely an act of sodomy
with the officiating chaplain, but it is impossible to ascertain the
truth of this and other aspects of the rituals. Between the élitist
affectation of secrecy and mystery (compare the strict anonymity of
the British Army’s Special Air Service élite troops, even when
appearing in the courtroom) and the virtual psychopathic fantasies
of the Inquisition, the real truth behind the theology and beliefs of
the Knights Templar may never be known.

The most bizarre accusation made by the Inquisition, based on
the accounts of many Templars, was that members of the order
worshipped a false idol named Baphomet. Too vague and abstract
to be the invention of the Church, Baphomet was real, a Templar
belief that defies explanation, although many have tried. The
Inquisition could make no sense of the matter either, but
established that some sort of ‘cult of the head’ had existed and that
Baphomet was part of it. Although tortures produced confessions
that referred to Baphomet, similar information was extracted
without such radical measures and the name was also encountered
by agents of the king of France, who had secretly infiltrated the
order to obtain incriminating evidence. References to holy idols in
the form of heads repeatedly occur in the testimonies of knights,
and it is thought that Baphomet was a skull or the image of some
symbolic head worshipped by the order. Apparently it was believed
that the head was able to make the land fertile, enrich the people
and secure prosperity in general. This echoes almost exactly the
properties prescribed to the head of the Celtic war hero Bran the
Blessed, as well as the famous Holy Grail, legends of which were
contemporary with the Knights Templar. What exactly was this
supposed to represent? The head of Jesus Christ? The head of the
cult’s founder, Hughes de Payens? An interesting theory put
forward by Ian Wilson speculates that the head could have been the
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Turin Shroud, the funerary cloth that covered Christ after he was
taken from the Cross and which bears an image of him. Folded and
displayed as the face of Jesus, it may well have been an object of
worship for the Templars, who would not conceive of their
veneration as heresy. It is known that the Templars took pride in
collecting holy relics, and the Shroud could have come into the
order's possession following the sack of Constantinople. By a
strange coincidence the Turin Shroud appeared in France long after
the dissolution of the Temple in the possession of the family of
Geoffrey de Charnay, the Preceptor of the Temple in Normandy,
who was burned at the stake, along with the last Master of the order,
Jacques de Molay.

The origin of the word ‘Baphomet’ is shrouded in mystery and
speculation. One of the more commonly suggested theories is that it
is a rendering of the phrase ‘Prophet Muhammad’, and is an allusion
to the Templars’ dealings and suspected sympathies with the
Muslims. Far more likely is a derivation from the Arabic word
abufihamat (which in Moorish Spanish becomes bufihamat), which
can be translated as ‘Father of Wisdom’. Such is the title of a Sufi
master, an Arab religious mystic. In fact, the venerated fount of all
wisdom for the Arab cult of Assassins with whom the Temple had
so many dealings was the Imam, the living embodiment of God’s
wisdom on earth. Not all Templars came from Europe. The Master of
Jerusalem, Philippe de Milly of Nablus, was born a Syrian who was
elected to lead the Temple in January 1169; he and other local
knights may have brought into the order facets of the Sufi teachings
that remained hidden beneath the order’s cloak of secrecy.

It was not just the Temple’s beliefs and initiation rituals that were
kept secret, but even the rule of the order was only known in its
entirety to the higher ranks. Such subterfuge was an unnecessary
trapping of the cult, one that would give the Temple’s enemies more
than ample fuel to destroy it. But something was needed to set the
knights apart from the secular warrior nobles, something other than
stringent duties and high-quality training. As has already been
noted, modern-day élite units, like the British SAS, the American
Special Forces and Russian Spetsnaz troops, revel in the mystique
granted to them. Such troops wear uniquely coloured berets, often
remain anonymous on operations and are allowed simple freedoms
denied to the rank and file. Elite units have always required some
special ceremonies or practices to set them apart from the traditional
soldiery. What worked against the Knights Templar was their
constant emphasis on their own legendary status, as sorcerers and
alchemists, and on their position as guardians of the mysterious
Holy Grail. In The Perlesvaus, a medieval Grail romance, the
Knights Templar are depicted as the mysterious and occult initiates
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charged with the protection of the fabulous object. The Knights had
little reason to suppress this propaganda.

The Downfall of the Order

As mysterious as the sudden rise of the Temple is the obscure
demise that it suffered at the hands of King Philippe IV of France. It
is impossible for historians to pinpoint the exact reasons behind the
persecution of the Knights Templar. Several theories have been put
forward, and it is likely that it was not just one but the sum total of
these reasons that persuaded Philippe to act. A major turning point
in the life of the order was the retaking of Jerusalem by the Saracens
in 1291. This was soon followed by the expulsion of all Crusaders,
including the Templars, from the entire Holy Land. A last stand at
Acre failed to create the centre of resistance that was hoped for, and
the order found itself without a home, without an enemy, without a
cause. The security of Palestine and the Crusader states had been the
Templars’ very reason for existence, and with that gone the massive
fund-raising efforts throughout Europe became the pursuit of wealth
for the sake of wealth itself. Other orders weathered the storm. The
Teutonic Knights, for example, had gained territories in Germany
and established themselves there, away from the great powers of the
age. The Hospitallers, always rivals of the Knights Templar, were
able to fall back on their public service of healing the sick and caring
for the old and infirm. Similarly, the Cistercian and Franciscan
monastic orders had a place within the communities that they
served, unlike the Temple, which had set itself outside the
community, and above all laws but the Pope’s. With no Crusades on
the horizon, the nobles and monarchs who had given so much to the
Temple began to ask what it had all been for.

For a time the order retreated to the island of Cyprus, but this
proved wholly inadequate as a place from which to attack the
Muslims. So the Temple looked back towards its rich hinterland in
western Europe with the idea of creating for itself an independent
Templar kingdom. This is what the Teutonic Knights had done in
the harsh wilds of northern Europe, but the Knights Templar were
not willing, as the Teutonic Knights had been, to live on the fringe
of Christendom. Their power and wealth lay in England and France,
and in particular in the south of France, in Languedoc. Here the
Cathars had held out against the forces of the Pope, and it seemed
that the Templars found the region both economically and culturally
to their liking. The connection of the Knights Templar with the
Cathars has already been mentioned.

King Philippe IV of France, known as Philippe le Bel (the ‘Fair’),
was not predisposed towards the idea of an independent kingdom
being carved out of his territories and ruled by arrogant, haughty
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knights who were still extremely wealthy and also formidable
opponents in battle. The Templar arrogance and greed had
previously been tolerated, since the order was the most powerful
fighting force in Palestine, and perhaps the only thing that stood
between the Saracens and the fall of Jerusalem. But now that the
order had been humbled by its losses, the continued arrogance and
secrecy of the knights provoked angry reactions from the Western
kings. Philippe in particular saw the Temple as a part of his great
strategy for European domination, and unlike previous kings, who
would not challenge the Pope’s favoured knights, he had
successfully subverted the papacy with his own candidate. If he
chose to fight the Knights Templar, no one would stand in his way,
for now that the Pope was his, the Order of the Knights Templar had
no friends willing to support it.

No other king had ever gone as far as to plot the downfall of not
one but two Popes and effectively create his own papacy. Pope
Boniface VIII had been in constant conflict with the French crown,
with charges being constantly levelled at each other. A kidnap
attempt by the king failed, but Boniface died in mysterious
circumstances soon after. So too did his short-lived successor,
Benedict XI. In 1305 the king was able to force his own papal
candidate on Rome, Bertrand de Goth, who became Pope Clement V;
Philippe also ensured his survival by transferring the papacy to the
French city of Avignon. This unheard-of move created the so-called
Avignon Captivity and produced both a string of rival Popes and a
papal schism that lasted for sixty-eight years. Philippe had shown
himself to be ruthless and ambitious, and his plan to dominate the
European kingdoms had moved one step closer. He had secured the
papacy; now he needed to secure the downfall of the Knights
Templar. '

Not only were the Templars themselves plotting to create their
own state on French soil, which may have been reason enough to
oppose them, but they had personally snubbed Philippe. Several
nobles had been honoured by the order by special lay membership,
conferring upon them the use of preceptories, Templar bodyguards
and suchlike. Perhaps the most important lay member had been
Richard I, king of England. Philippe’s bold initial plan revolved
around becoming a member of the Templars and, as a warrior-king
with the order at his side, attempting to unify the European
kingdoms into one Christian super-state. But the Templars were not
willing to play along and snubbed the king’s request for honorary
membership. If he needed any other excuse to destroy the order,
then the vast wealth guarded by the knights could provide it. The
king was approaching a financial crisis. He owed the Templars vast
amounts of money and risked bankrupting the country. In addition,
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he had seen for himself the vast wealth that the Templars had
accumulated when, in 1306, he was forced to seek shelter in the
Paris preceptory from a rampaging mob. The wealth of the Temple
was legendary and proved too much of a temptation for King
Philippe.

When two fugitive members of the Knights Templar approached
the king in 1307 looking for protection from the order, Philippe
granted it on the condition that they provide incriminating evidence
with which he could charge their fellows. The king got his damaging
testimony and proceeded to plan a mass arrest of all Templars in
France. He prepared charges against the knights using the reports of
the two fugitives and the information supplied by royal spies within
the order. The king struck suddenly and without warning on Friday,
13 October 1307. His officers around the country opened sealed
orders simultaneously and marched on preceptories to seize both
the knights and the treasures they found there. However, the great
treasure of the Templars seems to have slipped through Philippe’s
fingers and the Paris preceptory, the great prize of the order, yielded
little for the greedy king. Rumours circulated of the preceptory’s
treasurer fleeing France in the company of a bodyguard. Later
confessions by knights confirmed the story and reported that the
treasure of the Templars had been loaded aboard eighteen Templar
galleys bound for an unknown destination. Somehow the Temple
had foreknowledge of the king’s actions and thwarted his attempt to
capture Templar treasures.

Almost immediately, knights of the order were put on trial and
interrogated. Torture was a popular tool of the prosecution, and was
used openly and without mercy. As the testimonies of the knights
were collected, the secrets of the order became apparent: the
worship of the strange head called Baphomet, the obscene
initiations, homosexual practices, the denunciation of the divinity
of Christ . . . the list grew longer, incited by the agents of King
Philippe. Somehow, the king had to arrange matters so that none of
the knights could re-form the order and strike back at him, and to
this end he had to convince his royal cousins abroad also to begin
persecuting the Templars. Pope Clement V was quickly brought in
on the Templar scandal and forced to back up the accusations made
against them. This fuelled persecutions outside France, as the
governments of other countries saw that it was possible to attack the
Knights Templar without papal retribution. Everywhere the
temptation of the order’s treasures was too great to ignore. For close
on 200 years the Order of the Knights Templar had stood firm as one
of the immovable pillars of medieval Christendom. It had become a
permanent fixture in the economy of every European land and one
of the most distinguishing features of the Crusades.
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With the papal authorities involved in the scandal, serious
pressure was put on the gaoled knights. A papal bull was issued that
attempted to force the kings of Europe to follow King Philippe’s lead
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