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before they’re released.

Gamer input. We value your comments.
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Internet. Visit us on the World Wide
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by John Tynes
As Dan Quayle told us from first-hand experience, it is

a terrible thing to lose one’s mind. For this reason, I sug-
gest that you close this book right now and never open it
again. Actually, you can read the rest of this foreword. It’s
safe. You see, I wrote this foreword. But I’m not Ken
Hite. It’s the rest of the book, the stuff written by Ken
Hite, that you gotta watch out for.

The man is a freaking lunatic.
I know – I know. He wrote this book. Everyone

knows that writers are normal, well-adjusted people.
He’s even married! Freaking lunatics never get mar-
ried, right? Unless it’s to each other, and I’ve met his
wife and she’s not a freaking lunatic.

But Ken Hite. He is a freaking lunatic.
I wonder when it happened. Perhaps he has a

secret origin, like a super-hero: “Browsing one after-
noon in a conspiracy bookshop, young Kenneth Hite
found himself at the epicenter of a mammoth earth-
quake and was buried by books. When rescuers dug
him out of the rubble a week later, he emerged as –
The Freaking Lunatic!” Cue tights.

The man makes more connections than United
Airlines. Hollow-earth Nazis and mystic architec-
ture? Check. JFK and the man who walked around
the carriage? Check. Tarot and television? Check.
There are no topics so diverse that Ken Hite can’t
bring them into brilliant, screaming collision.

And in the process, he makes men mad. You can’t
read this stuff for very long without that sensation of
terrible coherency stealing over you like a vodka
buzz, that sensation that tells you the whole world
makes sense in such an awful way that there is no
response save madness.

The end is coming – I mean the end of this fore-
word. You can put the book down or you can turn the
page. You can live to reason another day or you can
leave your island of ignorance in the midst of black seas
of infinity and voyage far, ultimately foundering on the
shoals of chaos.

The choice is yours. May Ken Hite have mercy on
your soul.

John Tynes is a horror writer, game designer, and locus of a knot of
hellishly intertwined corporate shells somehow tied to Hastur the
Unspeakable, including Armitage House and Pagan Publishing.
He lives in Seattle.

Ken Hite handed me an ice cream cone. “Ripple,”
he said.
“A ripple!” I cried in alarm. “A ripple in space?

In time?”
“No, you lumbering cretin. Butterscotch 

ripple.”
“Oh,” I said, taking the ice cream, abashed.
We sat in silence for a little while. Ken

regarded passers-by from the limpid pool that
was his brain.

“This town’s really going to the dogs,” 
he said.

“The werewolves of London?” I blurted,
horrified, tossing the ice cream cone over my
shoulder in a fevered panic, not observing its
graceful trajectory through the four dimensions
of space-time, oblivious to its sugary collapse
on the sidewalk near the puddle of a urinating
poodle. “The canine aliens from Sirius? The
Dog Police?”

“No, you ice cream-squandering repro-
bate. This city is filling up with people who
wouldn’t know a brutalist skyscraper from 
a postmodernist park bench. Idiots, the lot 
of them.”

“Oh,” I said, wondering where my ice
cream had gone, and what was that smell?

Ken fished in his pocket and pulled out
two dollars. “Here, go buy another cone.”

“Iä ! Cthulhu fhtagn!” I wailed, glimpsing
the eye in the pyramid on the back of one bill
and the portrait of Adam Weishaupt on the
front of the other. I ate the bills and then 
sat there with my eyes tightly shut, muttering
“Transubstantiate . . . go on . . . you can do it 
. . . transubstantiate . . . ”

“You enormous sack of cholera!” Ken angri-
ly barked – perhaps channeling the dog-men of
Pluto. “Buy your own darn ice cream!”

“Darn ice cream?” I asked, nervous. “I’ll need
an adamantine needle with molywire to darn ice
cream. It’s slippery stuff.”

Ken put his face in his hands and sighed.
“Hey,” I piped up, freakishly cheerful all of a

sudden. “Did I mention that I read your book?”



“There is no excellent beauty that hath not some
strangeness in the proportion.”

– Sir Francis Bacon, On Beauty

So what’s a nice guy like me doing with a column like this, anyway?
Anything he wants to, that’s what, and it’s all Scott Haring’s fault.
That’s what I tell the men in the black Lincoln Continental who

ask me that question in their grating, almost mechanical-sounding,
voices. Of course, the way they stare at me, the three of them with
their flat black sunglasses mounted on the oddly pitted, almost artifi-
cial skin of their faces – it makes it hard to remember exactly what I
say. But I do know I always try to mention Scott Haring. Many,
many times, if need be. Because, you see, it really is his fault.

“Woe to you, ye perverted in heart, who are watchful to
obtain an accurate knowledge of evil, and to discover 
terrors. No one shall assist you.”

– Book of Enoch, Chapter XCIX: 6

Scott was starting a new thing, or rather transforming an 
old thing into a new thing; Steve Jackson Games’ magazine,
Pyramid, was metamorphosing from a glossy print magazine that
lost rather a lot of money into a virtual electronic Web-based
magazine that, hopefully, wouldn’t. All this under Scott’s direction
as editor. Scott offered me a spot as a columnist, based on the fact
that I already had a weekly game review and industry news column
somewhere else.

As a freelance writer, you soon learn that the answer to all such
requests is “Sure.” And so it was agreed, and it was all Scott’s fault.
The official mission statement of my column, as hammered out by
the two of us, is as follows: “Ken will rattle on about whatever he
feels like, so long as it isn’t game reviews or gaming industry news.”

Now, I just had to decide what it would be about. First off, it had
to relate to gaming somehow, Pyramid is a gaming magazine, after
all. That doesn’t narrow it down much; everything can be about gam-
ing. With deadline rapidly approaching, I went with what I knew and
wrote the essay on pp. 6-8; those four genres (alternate history, secret
history, conspiracy, and horror) have pretty much defined the column
ever since. This book, then, is a collection of most of the first year of
“Suppressed Transmission,” from April 1998 to March 1999, slightly
modified from its Pyramid appearance, and annotated, cross-referenced,
and indexed for extra utility.

“It is better, of course, to know useless things than to know nothing.”
– Seneca, Epistles, 88, 45

by Kenneth Hite
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INTRODUCTION

But truly, everything is Illuminated, everything is
weird, if you look at it long enough. Mankind is a pattern-
finding animal, whether there exists one to find or not. The
real trick comes, as Heraclitus knew, in expecting it, in lis-
tening for it. So, tune your mental dial, warm up those
crystals, and get set to receive some Suppressed
Transmissions.

ABOUT THE AUTHOR
Kenneth Hite is an editor and writer liv-

ing in Chicago. Since the last paragraph on p.
8 was written, he has become Line Developer
for the original-series Star Trek Roleplaying
Game from Last Unicorn Games. Additional,
possibly relevant, writing credits include por-
tions of Mage: the Sorceror’s Crusade, the
Cainite Heresy sourcebook for Vampire: the
Dark Ages, part of Back East: The South for
Deadlands, and a chapter in GURPS Y2K. His
wife Sheila perseveres.

Kenneth Hite is an NPC on p. 116 of Atlas
Games’ Unknown Armies. He knows quite a bit
about certain historical elements behind the
secret masters of the occult underground, who

manifest in ripples of coincidence and symbolism.
Kenneth Hite is an alias of convenience used by

an extrusion of empyrean pneuma into the material
plane. Under this alias, he is known at many of the

more poorly-organized bookshops ornamenting the
North American Tectonic Plate during this Aeon.

So what does that mean to you, the reader? If you’re a
gamer, you’ll find plenty of stuff you can use right away,
especially if your game involves any of those four themes I
mentioned earlier. If you’re not a gamer, don’t worry;
there’s plenty of normal weirdness here, too. Just substitute
“writing” (or “daydreaming”) for “gaming,” and “story” for
“campaign” while you read. Who knows? You might even
want to pick up another game book. I mostly cite GURPS
books in these essays, for a number of reasons. I like
GURPS, first of all. Also, GURPS players are Pyramid’s
core audience, GURPS has a number of game settings and
sourcebooks that naturally match the topic matter, and
finally, it’s easier to say, for instance, “a GURPS Black Ops
game” than “a conspiratorial game of elite UFO-hunters in
an action-movie idiom.” Even if you don’t play GURPS,
there’s no shortage of stuff to steal from GURPS books;
that’s the way they’re written.

And the way this book is written, too. Hopefully, there
will be specific topic essays here that you can work into
your game (or your reading) right away, but there are cam-
paign frames, scenario ideas, GMing tips, and things I
think are cool scattered throughout. You may have to
wrench them a bit, or knock some things around, but one
good thing about High Weirdness is that it’s used to that
kind of treatment. Look up stuff in the index, follow the
cross-references, or just read bits at bibliomantic random.
Toward the end of this book, there’s some general notes on
putting this sort of high-strangeness Illuminated universe
together, but I think that even reading the essays should
give you some idea of what we’re all about here, and how
to do it.

“Research, mostly.  Very obscure, totally useless
research . . . Sacrificial rituals of the ancient
Scythians.  The secret meaning of the Book of
Genesis.  Trying to find a pattern in NYSE 
figures between April and June of 1957.”

– Angelica di Rienzi, in Waking the
Moon by Elizabeth Hand

Speaking of how to do it, people always assume that
I’m channeling some kind of secret Lemurian mind-ray
with the aid of blasphemous tomes in Aklo and puissant
herbs scraped from the walls of Inca tombs. Whether that
would work or not, I also get good results by reading a
wide variety of nonsense and books about nonsense. For
every essay, I’ve given some indications of specific works
to consult; in the body, in the annotations, and in the
quotes. (I’ve also wrapped a Bibliophany around my essay
on the subject, starting on p. 123.) The rest is just my trick
memory (one of those that does well on standardized
tests), and a 20-year head start on most of my readers.

“If you do not expect it,
you will not find the unexpected,
for it is hard to find, and difficult.”

– Heraclitus

ABOUT THE AUTHOR



The First Transmission
“You know about the suppressed transmission, of course.”

– Been On The Moon Since The Fifties, Slacker11

With those words, those of us watching Richard Linklater’s indie film
classic for the first time (which, for me, I seem to recall was the
spring of 1992) sat up, nudged our friends in the ribs to shut up their

incessant chatter, and realized that we were in the presence of greatness. Not
many people knew about the suppressed transmission in the spring of 1992,22
but I’ll bet a lot of the ones who did were GURPS players. They’ve always been
my kind of folk, even when I nodded off during discussions of power-train ratios
versus hull configuration in vehicle building. That’s why I’m especially delighted
that Scott Haring has offered me a slice of Steve Jackson Games’ valuable band-
width to discuss all kinds of suppressed transmissions – those little pieces of
weirdness that only Steve, of all the game designers out there, seems to think
are important enough to write sidebars around. I’ll be making the phosphors
dance every couple of weeks until They catch up to me, so I thought I’d start
out with a few sidebars to get us all started and to let you know the kinds of
things that make me ask “Now how can I work this into a game?” Because that’s
the kind of thing I’ll be sharing with you good people.

CONSPIRACY
So, I’m reading Paul Johnson’s new History of the American People, and he toss-

es off a mention of an interesting rumor about Abraham Lincoln. To wit, appar-
ently some folks thought that Abe was just too good a politician to be some rural
nobody from Illinois. There had to be some deeper secret to his birth. Namely,
that he was actually the son of either John Marshall, the great Supreme Court
Justice, or of former Vice-President John C. Calhoun, the most eloquent defend-
er of the slave-owning South. Horsefeathers, you say. But, of course, frontier
records are pretty fragmentary. It’s not until he begins his meteoric legal career in
Illinois that Lincoln begins to leave a paper trail.

Could Abraham Lincoln be part of some secretive aristocracy that even in
1809 was working to preserve or create vital bloodlines for some unguessable pur-
pose? Could Lincoln be connected to the shadowy Merovingian Prieuré de Sion33

and its quest for a sacred royal bloodline tied to the Holy Grail and the
Crucifixion? Have the Merovingians got their hooks into America’s democracy
after failing to keep the Thirteen Colonies under a monarch in 1776? After all,
it was only chance that George Washington turned down the crown in 1783
and that the Stuart heir Bonnie Prince Charlie was seemingly prevented from
coming to America to take up a crown the following year. Perhaps the Prieuré
was actually attempting to force the issue of the Civil War, hoping to create a
Stuart aristocracy44 in the seceded South. Or perhaps the bloodline has anoth-
er purpose, related to the “Faculty X”55 mutation that, according to Colin
Wilson, produces both genius and visionary depression. Lincoln was certainly
a genius, and he both saw ghosts and visions in the White House and, later,
haunted it himself. (He still does.) Is this group breeding ghosts?

In GURPS Timeline, (p. TI94-96) Chris McCubbin reminds us that 1809
also saw the birth of Edgar Allan Poe (speaking of genius and visionary depres-

sion), Charles Darwin, and Grail poet Alfred, Lord Tennyson. Lincoln and
Darwin even shared the same birthday! Was 1809 a “harvest year” for a bumper

crop of psychic influences? Perhaps the Prieuré agent in America was the mysteri-
ous “pirate” Jean Lafitte,66 who arrived in New Orleans in 1809 with absolutely
no verifiable past. This is the kind of thing whole campaigns can be made of, and
it’s all true. Well, most of it, anyway. With the proper conspiratorial mindset,
everything is campaign material. And I haven’t even mentioned the coolest thing
that happened in 1809.77 Maybe in another essay.
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This first column was originally titled
“Suppressed Transmission” when Pyramid
posted it on April 3, 1998. For this collec-
tion, I’ve rearranged the essays into some
sort of thematic order; if you’d rather retain
their dizzy historical sense by reading them
in their original sequence, these first annota-
tions for each essay will tell you the next 
column to read. The next column to read,
thus, is “Six Degrees of Sir Francis Bacon,”
on p. 105.

11 In Slacker, writer-director Richard
Linklater follows a rough chain of associ-
ations through the streets of Austin,
Texas, over the course of 24 hours. A
series of casual encounters with people,
none of whom seem to have much to do
with their time at the moment, spurs
rambles into conspiracy theory, sociolo-
gy, personal observation, and quasi-mys-
ticism. The people themselves are usually
only tangentially  connected, although
they can all be seen as part of the grand
“slacker” subculture, and any given scene
may follow anything or anybody that
looks interesting, sometimes away from
the action and into the next scene.
Compulsively watchable and cleverly
structured, Slacker isn’t one of those life-
changing movies like Chinatown, but it
certainly informs the spirit of these
columns.



SECRET HISTORY
Closely related to conspiracy is the notion of secret history. While conspira-

cy assumes that some group of plotters is behind every interesting fact, secret
history assumes only that some even more interesting fact lies behind it, and
that conventional history just doesn’t know which questions to ask. The novels
of Tim Powers are the best examples of secret history that I
know of off hand. On Stranger Tides, for instance, takes the true
history and career of Blackbeard the pirate and rewrites it as a
voodooistic initiation ritual. The Stress of Her Regard, meanwhile,
explains the oddly parallel careers of the English poets Keats,
Shelley, and Byron as the result of their dealings with a pack of
vampires. Last Call discusses Bugsy Siegel’s career as a cover for a
Tarot-powered Grail quest.

Obviously, you can take any secret history and tie it into a
larger conspiracy theory or theories much as I did with the
“secret history” of Lincoln’s career above. For example, the
explorer Meriwether Lewis (of Lewis and Clark fame) commit-
ted suicide in 1809. Without any reference to any conspiracy
theory, a GM could decide that Lewis committed a ritual suicide
designed to reincarnate his body into the infant Lincoln, or into
“Emperor” Joshua Norton (born in 1810, and who deserves his
own essay, really).88

Of course, other folk have already explored the fertile
ground of Lewis’ death,99 arguing (secret history) that he was
murdered or (conspiracy) that Thomas Jefferson had him killed
because he Knew Too Much. After all, he was killed by two (or
was it three?) pistol shots – an odd M.O. for suicide. One of the
men who found Lewis’ body died six months later in
Washington, D.C. of an apparent opium overdose, while the
Indian agent who had been traveling with Lewis at the time of
his death vanished completely in 1812. So what exactly did
Lewis and Clark discover up there in Bigfoot country that
Thomas Jefferson would kill to cover up?1100 That’s up to the GM, of course.

HORROR
I’ve run a lot of horror roleplaying campaigns of one sort or another in my

time, and even written a book on the subject (Nightmares of Mine, from Iron
Crown, and thanks for asking). My players have occasionally been known, with
some justification, to wonder if any campaign I run doesn’t turn into a horror
roleplaying campaign at some point. I use liberal dashes of secret history and
conspiracy theory to fill them out, of course: I put great store in the H.P.
Lovecraft dictum that the “piecing together of dissociated knowledge” opens up
“terrifying vistas of reality,” at least in roleplaying games.

To continue with the 1809 theme, let’s look at Edgar Allan Poe briefly. I’ve
run part of a dimension-hopping game in a world where Poe’s visions were
accurate – where mad orangutangs kill Parisians, strange things lurk in the hol-
low earth below Antarctic oceans,1111 and dreams are full of disturbing visions of
death and dismemberment. It went over wonderfully, and I owe part of its suc-
cess to Rudy Rucker’s The Hollow Earth and Roger Zelazny and Fred
Saberhagen’s The Black Throne. Rucker’s book is an odd novel (which is pretty
much par for the course with Rucker) about a journey to the Hollow Earth with
Poe in a balloon, which just gets weirder from there. It’s worth it for steampunk
GMs, certainly. The Zelazny/Saberhagen is more mood-driven and involves
Poe’s obsessions as major and minor themes, including his obsession with his
mirror images. Neither of these books is any substitute for reading the real
thing, but they both added a lot to the game’s atmosphere.
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33  For the Prieuré, see notes on p. 41.

44 The Stuarts have been traditionally
identified, by the people who do that kind
of thing, as the protectors of esoteric
Freemasonry: hence, for example, the
Scottish Rite Freemasons.

55 British writer Colin Wilson’s notion of
“Faculty X” has no doubt evolved over his
long career from respected “young Turk”
literary critic to weird Atlantis cultist and
Ripperologist. Basically, this Nietzschean
concept argues that around 5% of human-
ity possesses a mutation granting them
exceptional sensitivity and, if they can
harness it, great personal charisma and
power. (This 5%, pretty much by defini-
tion, includes everyone famous, but espe-
cially writers, artists, psychics, and politi-
cal leaders. If it’s a mutation, of course, it
might be genetic, and hence the tie to the
Prieuré.) In The Occult (see p. 125) and
Mysteries, Wilson seems to be trying to
defend it empirically. Probably the most
painless exposition of the Faculty X
notion appears in Wilson's Cthulhu
Mythos novel, Philosopher's Stone.

22  I certainly didn’t, although I knew
about the Interrupted Transmission, when
the test pattern for KLEE-TV in
Houston, a long-defunct television sta-
tion, somehow appeared on televisions in
England in 1963.



66 Not for the last time, let us recall that
the oath of initiation for the Masonic
third degree reportedly makes one
“brother to pirates and corsairs,” accord-
ing to John Robinson’s workmanlike,
though not entirely trustworthy,
Templars-into-Masons book Born In
Blood, which independently expands on
the themes of The Temple and the Lodge, a
sequel to Holy Blood, Holy Grail by two of
its authors. Apropos of Lafitte (or
Laffite), just popping his name into
AltaVista along with the word “conspira-
cy” leads one to the following unsubstan-
tiated assertion: “In 1848, the pirate Jean
Lafitte met Frederich Engels and Karl
Marx in Paris, to give them $50,000 in
gold for the support of revolutionary poli-
tics and communism.” The best historical
estimate is that Lafitte died around 1825
(although his exit is almost as murky as
his entrance). And people ask me why I
love the Web.

77 The coolest thing that happened in
1809 was the vanishing of British diplo-
mat Benjamin Bathurst. On November
25, in a tavern courtyard in Perleburg,
Germany, witnesses reported seeing
Bathurst “walk around the horses” and
never reappear. The British government
mounted a vigorous search, and Napoleon
offered his services in resolving the enig-
ma. Besides an odd advertisement in a
newspaper a year or so later, no trace of
Bathurst was ever found. Charles Fort
(see p. 124) discusses Bathurst in Lo!, and
H. Beam Piper wrote a superb alternate
history story on the topic, “He Walked
Around The Horses.”

88 See pp. 73-76 for Norton’s essay.

99 See, for example, Suicide or Murder? The
Strange Death of Governor Meriwether
Lewis by Vardis Fisher, or better yet The
Jefferson Conspiracies: A President’s Role in
the Assassination of Meriwether Lewis, by
David Leon Chandler, which fingers
Jefferson and Aaron Burr, and drags in
the French and Spanish governments.

1100 Although you’d have to explain why
Lewis’ partner William Clark lived a
long, relatively productive life in govern-
ment service, dying in 1838 at the ripe old
age of 68 years and one month.

1111 See pp. 98-100 and those linkages, for
more on Antarctica.

1122 www.anotheruniverse.com/Mania

ALTERNATE HISTORY
Finally, let me posit an alternate history, or rather a couple of Reality Seeds

dealing with our year 1809. Obviously, you’ve got the McCubbin Scenario of
mad baby-killers wiping out Lincoln, Darwin, Poe (and Felix Mendelssohn),
which would be changepoint enough. But without positing time-travel, it’s
interesting to note that both Napoleon and his nemesis Wellington are engaged
in heavy fighting at opposite ends of Europe. Napoleon actually sustains a
wound at Regensburg in April, while Wellington is fighting in a Spanish cam-
paign that has killed his predecessor Sir John Moore. If Wellington had died in
1809 would the British have found another general who could simultaneously
deal with the Spaniards and use Napoleonic tactics as well as the master? If
Napoleon had been killed in 1809, would France have avoided its suicidal inva-
sion of Russia two years later? Oddly enough, either death looks like it might
have swung the pendulum toward the survival of the French Empire in some
form. Both deaths might have sealed the deal.

JUST WHO ARE YOU AGAIN?
I’m Kenneth Hite, and I write stuff. Sometimes I edit stuff, and sometimes

I do “developing,” which is everything else that happens to games besides write
and edit. I wrote Secret Societies and Major Arcana (and pieces of some other
books, titles available upon request) for Chaosium’s game of occult roleplaying
Nephilim, and I write a weekly RPG news-and-reviews column called “Out 
of the Box” for the webzine Mania!1122 Closer to home, I’ve written pieces of
Heaven and Hell and Fall of the Malakim for In Nomine, and I also edited
that first one, as well as The Final Trumpet. And, along with the very talented
Craig Neumeier and Michael S. Schiffer, I wrote GURPS Alternate Earths
and GURPS Alternate Earths 2, with both of which I am more than just a 
little pleased. And, most relevantly of all, I’m writing this column regularly 
for Pyramid.
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The essays in this section exam-
ine alternate history and alter-
nate histories. The genre of

alternate history doesn't traditionally
lend itself to the weird and fantastic,
usually attempting a kind of "hard his-
torical SF." Although I discuss more
conventional alternate history and how
to use it in the following essays (and,
in more detail, in GURPS Alternate
Earths and GURPS Alternate Earths
2, with Craig Neumeier and Michael
S. Schiffer), I'm mostly interested here
in the turns history and reality can
take together. This section begins with
relatively straightforward gamemaster-
ing advice, runs through a number of
thematically linked alternate-historical
campaign frames, and concludes by
questioning History herself as an
unreliable narrator.

10 Using Alternate History
in Any Campaign

13 The Slightly
Alternate History

16 In Honor of
Technomancer: Five
More Magical Revolutions

19 Clio’s Nightmares: Four
High Alternate-Historical
Horror-Fantasy Settings

23 Six Flags Over Roswell
27 A Lie Agreed Upon:

Hollow History



Pyramid originally posted “Using Alternate
History in Any Campaign” on May 29, 1998.
The next column in publishing-order sequence is
“Top Ten Books For High Weirdness in Your
Campaign,” on p. 123.

11 Whig Progress is, loosely, the teleological
notion that everything in history moves,
ineluctably, toward “our illustrious selves,”
and some sort of progressive end, usually
one typified by the ideology of the historian.
When the concept was championed by
Thomas Macaulay, that end was British lib-
eral aristocracy. The theory is now more
characteristic of Marxist historians (a trajec-
tory which might in itself disprove the
notion). Hence, Chesterton’s (and my)
objection to “a Communist” depriving him
of alternatives.

22 The best imaginable source for informa-
tion on alternate histories and alternate his-
tory novels, short stories, etc. is Robert
Schmunk’s Uchronia, at www.uchronia.net.

33 In Robert Cowley’s satisfying alternate-
military-history anthology What If?, military
historian Geoffrey Parker makes the case
that the dramatic opportunity 
of the Armada was the English fireship
attack on Calais on August 8, 1588. Had it
been repulsed, Parker believes the Spanish
could have rescued their strategic plan,
much as my example indicates.

44 The most interesting, and possibly the
most complete, source I have for the Sallee
Rovers (a mostly-autonomous pirate “com-
mune” in the Port of Saleh, Morocco, flour-
ishing between 1627 and 1668) is Peter
Lamborn Wilson’s Pirate Utopias. It argues,
possibly seriously, for a connection between
the large number of converted European
Muslims among the Sallee Rovers and the
roughly-contemporaneous Rosicrucian soci-
eties with their mysterious “Eastern wis-
dom.” Morocco is a center of Sufi tradition
to this day.

55 On pp. WI18, WI54, WI114, and WI122,
to be precise.

66 Henry Cornelius Agrippa (1486-1535) was
the primary systematizer and expositor of
the Western magical tradition; his Three
Books of Occult Philosophy (available from
Llewellyn Books in a nice annotated English
translation by Donald Tyson) served as the
template for every important theoretical
magic work until Aleister Crowley and the
Golden Dawn. 

Continued on next page . . .

Using Alternate History
in Any Campaign

“To me all the past is alive with alternatives,
and nobody can show, nobody has really attempted to show,
that they were not real alternatives.”

– G.K. Chesterton, “On Fate And A Communist”

If I love any kind of pointless speculation best (and indeed I do), that kind is
the alternate history. For an amateur historian and professional world-
builder, there is no greater joy than finding yet another road not taken,

another bump or side trail in the dry suburban route of Whig Progress,11 another
weird happening that should, by rights, be as central to History as 1492 and
1941. I’ve collected a lot of them in my time, but there are always more to be
found.22 And if you don’t restrict your net to the real, but start considering unre-
al and downright surreal alternates (and allow a little judicious time travel), an
alternate-history campaign can give you the perfect hook for all (and I do mean
all) your GURPS books. Especially, of course, GURPS Alternate Earths.

Let’s start with a nice, easy alternate, and work our way up from there, okay?
Alternate histories stemming from the victory of the Spanish
Armada in 1588 aren’t as common as they used to be (the best
by far is Keith Roberts’ Pavane, although John Brunner’s Times

Without Number is a nifty crosstime brouhaha step-
ping off from there as well); but say that the
Duke of Medinia-Sidonia had somehow slipped
past Drake (or met Parma on time, or just lis-
tened to Recalde, or any number of ifs and ors),
with the result that Parma’s tercios had landed

and marched on London, plopped James VI of
Scotland on the throne, and ended the Tudor
experiment with national Protestantism before

two generations had passed.33 The thing about
decisive battles, unfortunately, is that not all of them are really
decisive. Unless something happens to take France down a peg,
Spain is only trading one annoyance for another much closer to

hand. So, let’s say that James VI pays back Spain and helps out
the Guise party at the Battle of Ivry, smashing the Bourbons and

leaving the Guise kings of France as Spanish puppets. The
Dutch rebellion fails, too, without British moral and covert

support. Without England, France, or Holland to worry about, the
Spanish Holy Roman Empire can ride out the troublesome 17th century in
placid hegemony.

What kind of game is that? The best darn GURPS Swashbucklers game
ever, that’s what kind. With all the Main Spanish, the pirates will be forced to
make common cause not just with each other, in the loose Tortuga Brotherhood,
but with every opponent of Imperial Spain from the Natchez and Cherokee
Indians (GURPS Old West, sort of) to the Moorish emirs of Morocco (and lords
of the Sallee Rover pirate republic,44 not to mention the Barbary Pirates, oh, and
GURPS Arabian Nights), to the escaped cimarron slaves in the wilds of Cuba,
Hispaniola, and Brazil (GURPS Voodoo, and now you’re catching on). Don’t for-
get that the Spanish Inquisition (and the much-feared Jesuits) will have made a
lot of enemies of their own, from witches (GURPS Wizards) to vampires
(GURPS Blood Types) to the mysteriously Rosicrucian Alumbrados (GURPS
Illuminati). Call it Alternate High Historical Fantasy, and get ready to rock and
roll.
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Continued from previous page

Theophrastus Bombastus von
Hohenheim, who styled himself Paracelsus
(1493-1541) was likely Agrippa’s superior
as an alchemical experimenter, and his
career was certainly more successful.
Other possible “magical Newtons” include
Basil Valentine (1394-1470) of Mainz,
Denis Zachaire (fl. 1550) of Paris, and
Bernard (1406-1491) of Treves.

77 See also p. 17 for more development of
this alternate.

88 See Peter French’s John Dee: The World
of an Elizabethan Magus for the grimy
details, and William H. Sherman’s John
Dee for a corrective to French’s enthusias-
tic “John Dee as magus” portrait.

99 For more on Dee, Raleigh, and
Croatoan, see pp. 39-42.

1100 For the Spanish under the thumb of
Alien Masterminds, see p. 23.

1111 Leyenda Negra, the “Black Legend,”
began with Italian intellectuals involved in
the resistance to Spanish imperialism in
Italy; it painted Spain and the Spaniards
as particularly cruel and rapacious due to
their alien (Moorish in this context)
blood. From Italy, the image spread to
England, which used the Black Legend in
its propaganda wars during the 16th cen-
tury. The Spanish reforming bishop
Bartolomé de las Casas (1474-1566), the
most influential progenitor of the Black
Legend, argued in Destruction of the Indies
that God had judged Spain for its horrific
sins in the New World, which he did not
hesitate to exaggerate to make his point.
Unsurprisingly, Las Casas’ works sold
much better in English translations.

1122 Morrison wrote Doom Patrol from
issue #19 to #63. The “Orkqwith” story-
line is in issues #20 to #24, handily
included in the Crawling From The
Wreckage collected graphic novel.

1133 “Cliological” is a coinage from “cliolo-
gy,” the science of history, named for
Clio, the Greek Muse of History. Clio,
daughter of Zeus and Mnemosyne
(“Memory”), holds a water-clock, a scroll-
case, or a heroic trumpet in traditional
art. Her nickname is “the Proclaimer.” I
first ran across the word “cliology” in
Michael Flynn’s excellent libertarian
steampunk secret history novel In the
Country of the Blind.

“In short, I believe that, again and again, man was at the cross-roads
and might have taken another road. Nobody can prove or disprove it
metaphysically, but I am the more content with a philosophy which 
permits of occasional miracles, because the alternative philosophy does not
even permit of alternatives. It forbids a man even to dream of anything
so natural as the Ifs of History.”

– G.K. Chesterton, “On Fate And A Communist”

You may have noticed that alternate histories can involve a lot of things you
wouldn’t normally have thought of as part of alternate history: things like magic,
horror, or conspiracies. That’s because once you start changing things, it’s like eat-
ing popcorn: there’s no point in stopping until the movie gets really good, and
even then it only makes the movie better. Adding magic to alternate histories is
simple: Randall Garrett’s brilliant Lord Darcy series wasn’t the first to do it,
although it certainly did it best. (But check out Poul Anderson’s Operation: Chaos
and Harry Turtledove’s The Case of the Toxic Spell Dump for two more wonderful
versions.) The “steampunk” wizards in GURPS Wizards55 stem from just this sort
of foolishness; in our 1588 branch-point, there are plenty of possible inventors of
practical magic puttering around. Agrippa66 and Paracelsus (the two best) both pre-
date the Armada by about 40 years, but the GM who wants the battle against the
Spanish Armada fought between aetherick galleons suspended high above the
Channel by powerful levitation spells (or pieces of lunar matter . . . ) might be
well-advised to use their researches as the “scientific revolution” of magic.77

For a secret-magic 1588 campaign, of course, the ideal centerpiece is
Elizabeth’s court wizard John Dee, reputed to be the model for Prospero in
Shakespeare’s The Tempest, and the holder of the first code-number 007 in British
Intelligence.88 Let Dee and his Rosicrucian cohorts Sir Francis Bacon and Sir
Walter Raleigh spirit Elizabeth away to Faerie (GURPS Celtic Myth) or to the
Secret Refuge of Croatoan99 (or somewhere else in the wilds of mysterious North
America); they can either be the Unseen Allies of the pirate PCs, or the nucleus of
a group of sorcerous PC Special Ops. If, as we all suspected, the Spaniards are in
league with Demonic Powers, Vampire Lords, or worse yet, Alien Masterminds,1100

the truly ambitious GM could build an Alternate High Cinematic Swashbuckling
Black Ops campaign. (All of this is terribly unfair to the Spanish, who have been
the victim of perhaps history’s best-ever propaganda campaign, the “Black
Legend.”1111 Suffice it to say that, while they were no walk in the park, they weren’t
really that bad. It’s just that everything is more fun when you’ve got a good villain.)

“People talk about the dead past.
The past isn’t dead. It isn’t even past.”

– William Faulkner, Intruder in the Dust

You can, of course, use alternate history as a cool excuse for horror gaming (as
on pp. 19-22). Kim Newman does something of the sort with Anno Dracula, a
pulp-horror tour de force that diverges during Chapter 7 of Bram Stoker’s Dracula
(no kidding). Thus, Dracula becomes Prince Consort of the British Empire, and
vampires rule the roost. Brian Stableford’s Empire of Fear has a similar shtick,
although his vampires start earlier; Attila the Hun brings vampirism into Europe,
and the Plantagenets, among others, rule the vampiric roost in the novel’s 17th
century. For our 1588 alternate history setting, we can turn it around: Count
Dracula was real, but in our alternate, rather than ignominiously dying in 1476,
Vlad Tepes rose in dark vampiric glory. By 1588, perhaps England and Spain must
fight side by side, doctrinal differences forgotten, against Dracula and his horde of
ghoulish janissaries. Perhaps the vampires from our first setting have opened a
worldgate to this one, or perhaps the Vampire Lord from our Black
Ops/Swashbucklers crossover has opened a worldgate to each: Crosstime High
Alternate Swashbuckling Cinematic Fantasy-Horror.
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1144 A dynasty descended from Empress
Mathilda (“Maud”), widow of the Holy
Roman Emperor Henry V, and daughter
of King Henry I of England. In our histo-
ry, Mathilda married Geoffrey
Plantagenet upon the Emperor’s death,
but a putative werewolf-friendly
Mathildine Dynasty would be descended
from her and some German princeling
such as the newly-single Frederick II
Hohenstaufen of Swabia. One gets the
sense, reading the history, that whomever
Mathilda married would found England’s
ruling dynasty. She was that kind of girl.

1155 Francis Stewart (1563-1624), 5th Earl
of Bothwell, plotted to murder his cousin,
King James VI Stuart of Scotland. As the
son of a bastard son of King James V,
Bothwell had an outside chance of
becoming King if James VI died without
issue.  In 1589, Bothwell’s chances
dimmed when James married Princess
Anne of Denmark, and he and his coven
of witches attempted to brew up storms to
sink the King’s ship on the way to
Denmark, and to extract the poison from
a toad and anoint the King’s shirt with it.
In 1590, Bothwell attempted to kill the
king with a waxen image, by drowning a
cat baptized ‘James’ with human fingers
tied to its paws (this attempt sank one
ship, but only caused the ships with James
and Anne aboard to spring leaks), and
finally by leading a party of armed men to
kill James in Holyrood Palace,
Edinburgh. Driven off by the palace
guards, Bothwell saw his witches tried for
regicide and burned for sorcery. In 1593,
Bothwell was acquitted, but fled Scotland
after leading another abortive rebellion.

1166 In Sandman #13, specifically;
Morpheus, Lord of Dreams, grants
Shakespeare the gift of genius in order to
promulgate certain ancient stories within
the plays.  See pp. 35 and 40 for more
secret-historical Shakespeare.

1177 Rhodes’ 1877 will endowed a society
to federate the English-speaking peoples
according to Platonic ideals, and “bring
all the habitable portions of the Earth
under their control.” His later wills
retreated from this grandiose dream,
merely endowing the Rhodes
Scholarships to train the mandarins of the
New World Order (such as, of course,
Rhodes Scholar Bill Clinton).  Rhodes
was either a key founder, early victim, or
both, of the Round Table Conspiracy (see
p. I57 or Gary Allen’s classic screed None
Dare Call It Conspiracy).
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What if the alternate history itself is your villain? Jorge Luis Borges’ story
“Tlon, Uqbar, Orbis Tertius” tells of a parallel world which is slowly replacing
ours; what if worldgates are actually centers of a quantum cancer eating away at
our reality and replacing it with another? (Grant Morrison ripped this notion off,
repeatedly and beautifully, for his run on Doom Patrol: check this out, especially
the story arc involving “Orqwith,” to find out how to make it really scary.1122)
Perhaps more than one alternate history competes for ecological/cliological1133

niches on Homeline; if each is tied to a specific occult threat, your PCs could find
themselves chasing the Chinese hopping vampires back to a reality where the
Ming Chinese conquered England in the 17th century, and turning around to
harry werewolves back into a High German empire descended from an unbroken
Mathildine Dynasty.1144 The whole soft-time spot notion can stay hidden and
localized, or it can overwhelm the world as in Murray Leinster’s story “Sidewise
in Time” or as in the old West End roleplaying game Torg.

Alternate history makes a less satisfying secret history: if the story depends
on a secret explanation for history, it seems like cheating to change the effect
and the cause. Of course, if you really want to have your cake and eat it too, the
way to go is the way Melissa Scott and Lisa Barnett do in their novel Armor of
Light. Here, Sir Philip Sidney and Christopher Marlowe (both of whom were
dead in Our 1596), defeat the secret plans of the Earl of Bothwell to murder
King James VI of Scotland by magic!1155 Elizabethan England is rife with con-
spiracies and plots which are confusing enough in our history; changing the
players, adding secret magic or secret mysticism, and throwing in a lot of
Shakespeare and Marlowe will drive your players batty with delicious frustra-
tion. This, needless to say, would be an intrigue-heavy game; don’t go into it
without players who like that sort of thing, and take a lot of notes. Tie it into
Neil Gaiman’s secret-historical explanations for Shakespeare’s career in
Sandman,1166 and let the PCs travel the faerie trods or the fields of dream to
alternate Englands existing only in the minds of Elizabeth’s courtiers. (Look
into Michael Moorcock’s Gloriana if you go this route.)

Finally, a word or two about conspiracy and alternate history. The absolutely
very best story of such is John Crowley’s “Great Work Of Time,” which you sim-
ply have to find and read. This one deals with a secret society founded by Cecil
Rhodes (his first will, in fact, left just such a provision)1177 that uses time travel to
build a series of interlocking alternate histories where Britain rules the world.
Crowley is also quite fond of our boy John Dee; his novel Aegypt will get you
started or finish you off, one or the other. Consider, however, John Dee as the
center of a vast conspiracy stretching from Arthurian Britain (GURPS Camelot)
to Zone London (GURPS Reign of Steel). For this one, Dee uses aethyric mag-
icks to hurl PCs back and forth through the multiverse, linking the great feng shui
sites of the world (GURPS Places of Mystery, or, of course, Feng Shui from Atlas
Games) through Stonehenge and into a seamless perfection: a Camelot across
time and space. Is this what Zone London (p. RS28-31) ponders? Is this what
Malory meant by the “once and future king”? Is this really a Good Thing For
England? For the world? Does everything, finally, come down to a pitching deck
in the English Channel in 1588? Only the GM knows for sure.

Every ENGLAND
expects every MAN

to do his DUTY



Pyramid originally posted “The Slightly
Alternate History” on August 7, 1998. The
next essay in publishing-order sequence is
“Chess,” on p. 91.

11 The High-Frequency Active Auroral
Research Program (HAARP) is a complex
of 180 72-foot towers on a 23-acre com-
pound near Gakona, Alaska, jointly admin-
istered by the U.S. Navy and Air Force.
The projector, scheduled for completion
by Raytheon/ARCO Power Technologies
in 2002, is capable of beaming a 3.6-
megawatt radio wave (at 2.5-10 mHz) into
the ionosphere. Its stated purpose is auro-
ral research; its likely purpose also encom-
passes submarine and other military com-
munications research. Its conspiratorial
purposes are alleged to include death-ray
projection, atmospheric heating, deep-
earth surveillance, weather control, alien
combat, and mind control. HAARP tech-
nology really ought to be the result of
experiments with secret Tesla technology
(note 6, p. 24) or even retroengineered
Grey plasma drives. See Nicholas Begich
and Jeane Manning, Angels Don’t Play This
HAARP, for the environmentalist-conspir-
atologist anti-HAARP details. See
http://w3.nrl.navy.mil/projects/haarp/
index.html for the Navy version.

The Slightly
Alternate History

“Less is more.”
– Ludwig Mies van der Rohe

As problematic as this dictum may be when applied to architecture, it has
an interesting effect on roleplaying game campaigns. Rather than hordes
of dragons laying waste to the Empire of Esbergia, the threat centers on

one pesky cockatrice in a quarry in Shropshire. Instead of Men In Black manipu-
lating the stock market by means of HAARP11 projectors and the oracular severed
head of Robert F. Kennedy,22 there are two disgruntled CIA contract employees
and a pound of gelignite wired to the starter of a Chilean exile’s car. Instead of a
world where the Nazis won and America lies supine beneath the conqueror’s
jackboot,33 a world where SS second-in-command Reinhard Heydrich survived
the war and hides out in Syria. Low Fantasy, Small-”c” Conspiracy (as Nigel
Findley labeled it on p. I108), Slightly Alternate History. What can minimalism
do for you, anyway?

Well, quite a lot. It’s a different feel from the one that the high-octane endor-
phins that a Gosh-Wow Sense of Wonder and Crazy Doins’ campaign gives you,
that’s for sure. And it’s not for all players – some folks game to get as far from real
life as possible, and they won’t necessarily see the beauty of a mere dusting of the
fantastic. Even if they see it, they might just pass on it. But for some players, who
appreciate gaming for the problem-solving aspect, or for an examination of anoth-
er time and place, or who trust you to tell an entertaining story and run an enter-
taining game in any genre, it might make a good change-up. And you can always
blow the doors off the campaign later and drop in Smaug the Merciless, Atlantean
Saucer Ghosts, or time-traveling Mongols if everyone starts looking for the exits.

“It started small. But then that’s how 
everything always starts . . . very small.”

– Egg Shen, Big Trouble In Little China44

Historical campaigns seem to have a strong attraction for minimalist gamers
and minimalist GMs; there’s something about the desire to evoke the past that
feeds into a desire to not monkey about with it too much. But historical games
have their drawbacks. If the players know more about the given milieu than the
GM, it becomes hard to keep a suspension of disbelief going when the GM makes
an error. In the occasional historically-based game I run where one or more of my
players knows more than I, I usually assign that player the job of writing up the
historical background handout for the other players. That way, I learn what I
don’t know and I can spend more time working on the plot. If that’s not an
option for whatever reason, a Slightly Alternate History may be just what Clio55

ordered.
In a Slightly Alternate History, you start out with things being “wrong” from

the perspective of Real History. That right there helps you cover up any mistakes
you might make later on: if you put Mark Twain at the Battle of Vicksburg, who’s
to say he wasn’t, in your “alternate”? It’s a good idea, assuming a historical game
is the point, to keep the alterations fairly minimal, or else it can be difficult both
for you to do new background research and to evoke the past effectively. I’ve pre-
viously mentioned Melissa Scott and Lisa Barnett’s excellent Armor of Light,66 in
which Elizabethan poet-soldier Sir Philip Sidney and playwright Christopher
Marlowe both live longer than in Our History – but neither Sidney nor Marlowe
have the kind of effect on larger affairs that would make the rest of the back-
ground too unfamiliar.
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22 The heads of Celtic hero-kings such as
Bran the Blessed often spoke prophetical-
ly, which may partially account for legends
that the Templars possessed a magic head
which they worshiped. They didn’t, and
even if they did, it probably wasn’t RFK’s,
although Lynn Picknett and Clive Prince
argue in The Templar Revelation that it was
John the Baptist’s. Which brings us back
to the Prieuré de Sion (note 9, p. 41).

33 Such as “Reich-5,” on pp. AE33-51.

44 John Carpenter’s masterpiece, an
Americanization of Hong Kong wuxia
action films, should be required viewing
for anyone wanting to run a modern-day
Fu Manchu-style Weird Menace game.

55 See note 13 on p. 11 for Clio.

66 On p. 12.

77 For more details on actual paranoids,
see Richard Hofstadter’s seminal (if dated
and one-sided) 1967 work The Paranoid
Style in American Politics and Robert S.
Robins and Jerrold M. Post’s scholarly,
psychological Political Paranoia: the
Psychopolitics of Hatred. (Eric Hoffer’s clas-
sic 1951 study The True Believer is a close-
ly related study of mass movements.)
Daniel Pipes’ Conspiracy: How the Paranoid
Style Flourishes and Where it Comes From
gives an excellent historical and global
overview and update of Hofstadter, and
Mark Fenster’s Conspiracy Theories: Secrecy
and Power in American Culture examines
the broad scope of the phenomenon
(including GURPS Illuminati) from an
academic viewpoint. Finally, to just dive
in and sample (or gawk at) the many
broad types of fin de siécle oddness, politi-
cal and otherwise, Adam Parfrey’s jour-
nalistic essay collections Cult Rapture and
Apocalypse Culture are not to be missed.

You can even do this with a major alteration if you set the campaign soon
enough after the point of divergence. A few years back I ran a pirate game set in
1692 – four years after the failure, in my game, of the Glorious Revolution in
England. The differences in Caribbean history were minor enough that none of
the research I did was invalidated, but the changes were potentially momentous
enough that I could justify almost anything I did as stemming from that alter-
nate. Oddly enough, this can also liberate players from any concern they have
about their own inadequate knowledge – if the whole world is an alternate, they
only need to know what the GM tells them; there aren’t any unforeseen traps
lurking out there in the historical woods. Gaming in a Slightly Alternate
History also helps give players a sense of control over their characters’ destinies,
and assures them that their PCs can affect the game world: History can’t be pre-
determined – it just ran off the rails four years ago, for Pete’s sake!

The nature of the change can also send a signal. For example, if the players
find out that their PCs’ world seems exactly like ours except that John F.
Kennedy was shot in Houston on November 24, 1963, by a lone gunman named
Carl Edward Schermer, this sends a strong message that There Are
Conspiracies At Work Here. Even if the PCs have no legitimate reason to turn
paranoid, the players are going to. (Which, of course, makes for a perfectly real-
istic simulation of how actual paranoids think.77) It’s probably best to play fair
with those expectations unless your players are the world’s best firewallers or the
world’s most tolerant gaming group – don’t toss in a Kennedy assassination vari-
ant and then keep the rest of the campaign straight Espionage.

“But the moment Ruritania had come into my head
I was eaten up with a curiosity to see it.”

– Rudolph Rassendyll, in The Prisoner of Zenda,
by Anthony Hope

Try changing events just enough to alert your players that things are differ-
ent. For players with a consuming passion for history, this may not have to be
much at all: adding one anachronistic character or changing one name may be
enough. For other players, you may need to signpost things a bit by adding a
known fiction to the mix in the “historical adventure novel” model.

The Prisoner of Zenda takes place in The Real World With Ruritania. The
Horatio Hornblower novels take place in The Real World With Hornblower.
To an extent, any historical campaign, even a perfectly straight one, is likely to
follow this model, unless the PCs are playing actual historical personages – it’s
The Real World With The PCs. This can go one iteration further, of course, if
you run a Historical Fiction campaign; The Scarlet Pimpernel is set in The Real
World With Pimpernel, and a GURPS Scarlet Pimpernel campaign is set in
The Real World With Pimpernel And The PCs. For Slightly Alternate History,
just add a fiction you like, or one that sends a message about the type of world
the players are dabbling in. This may seem obvious, but what’s obvious in this
context can illuminate the technicalities and techniques of monkeying with his-
torical second- and third-stringers like Sidney and Marlowe in your own cam-
paigns. Look at the way Hope weaves Ruritania into English politics, or better
still, at the way George MacDonald Fraser weaves his fictional Harry Flashman
into nearly every interesting and lurid historical episode of the Victorian era.
The Flashman novels88 make a perfect example of how to put not only PCs into
history, but to put really interesting NPCs into the same milieu.
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88 George MacDonald Fraser’s Flashman
novels take a minor character from the
tiresome Victorian classic Tom Brown’s
Schooldays, the bully and coward Flashman,
and project his career in the British Army
headlong through the Afghan Wars
(Flashman), Crimea (Flashman at the
Charge), the Sepoy Rebellion (Flashman in
the Great Game), the slave trade (Flash for
Freedom!), Sarawak and Madagascar
(Flashman’s Lady), the Opium Wars
(Flashman and the Dragon), the Indian
Wars (Flashman and the Redskins), the Sikh
War (Flashman and the Mountain of Light),
John Brown’s Revolt (Flashman and the
Angel of the Lord) and even into the Prisoner
of Zenda (Royal Flash). Impeccably
researched and rousingly told, only
Kipling provides their equal as inspiration
for Victorian-era gaming.

A warning: Sherlock Holmes, Fu Manchu, Tarzan, Doc Savage, or similar
classic characters may be too, well, symbolically powerful to use as signposts.
They bring a lot of baggage. In a world with Holmes, is there Moriarty?
Mycroft? A Prince of Bohemia? Professor Challenger? Similarly, don’t intro-
duce Miskatonic University or Gotham City when Graustark or Black Rock will
do. You might find your carefully crafted historical game turning into pulp
adventure, occult mystery, or whatever before you have time to react. Stick to
explicitly historical fictions like Aubrey and Maturin from Patrick O’Brian’s sea
stories, or to Sabatini’s Captain Blood.

“Inconceivable events and conditions have a special handicap to
overcome, and this can be accomplished only through the maintenance
of a careful realism in every phase of the story except that touching
on the one given marvel.”

– H. P. Lovecraft, Notes on Writing Weird Fiction

Lovecraft’s piece of advice is a good one for the GM looking for a subtle,
suspenseful campaign. Reveal the weirdness bit by bit; expose the horror only
inch by inch. Try to milk the maximum potential out of your “one given mar-
vel.” See what stories and plots and character activities the cockatrice conjures
up all by itself before you bring in the centaurs. In a game where the players are
really roleplaying their PCs’ reactions to the hilt, just seeing one little hint will
alter the mood of the campaign as rapidly as dropping the party into the Dero
caverns of the Hollow Earth, and you will keep the advantage of control over
your own setting. There’s nothing wrong with the Dero caverns of the Hollow
Earth, of course, but it gets tough to interest the players in a lousy rain of carp
after that. Once the tone of a campaign has gone High, it never goes back. Treat
the fantastic like treasure and hoard it, doling it out in dribs and drabs to lead
the players deeper into the ever-so-slowly darkening maze.
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Pyramid originally posted “In Honor of
Technomancer: Five More Magical
Revolutions” on September 4, 1998. I wrote
it in a fit of inspiration after reading David
Pulver’s technomagical worldbook, GURPS
Technomancer, hence the title. The next
essay in publishing-order sequence is “Up,
Up, and Away (In My Beautiful Airship),”
on p. 43.

11 “Tekeli-li” first appears in Edgar Allan
Poe’s novel The Narrative of Arthur
Gordon Pym of Nantucket as the horrified
reaction of the natives of the antarctic
island of Tsalal to the sight of anything
white; later in the story, it is the cry of the
white birds emerging from the white mist
shrouding the Antarctic seas. H.P.
Lovecraft made it the call of the shog-
goths in his Antarctic novella At The
Mountains of Madness, and so I decided
that the Magickal Killer Penguins (pp.
T65-66) who command the south polar
continent in Technomancer must, of
necessity, utter the same enigmatic cry. In
case it hasn’t registered yet, the Antarctic
is creepy as hell. See pp. 53-55, 77-80,
and 98-100 for yet more polar dubiety.

22 Hermes Trismegistos (or Trismegistus,
in Latin) means “Hermes Thrice-Great,”
a title of the syncretic deity Thoth-
Hermes. Greek travelers in late Egyptian
times often combined their gods with the
Egyptian gods into syncretic deities, par-
tially out of a Greek rationalist conviction
that all the gods were really the same
group of entities, and partly as a reaction
to changing cultural systems. The Greek
Hermes and the Egyptian Thoth were
both gods of magic, learning, and
(specifically) creators of writing.
Around the 1st to 3rd cen-
turies A.D., this Greco-
Egyptian intellectual
community produced a
series of magical-philo-
sophical texts known as
the Hermetica, or the
Corpus Hermeticum.
Hence, the term “her-
metic” meaning “occult
or magical.” (Hermetic
sealing, of course, is the
process of confining some-
thing as tightly as a magical
secret.) In the Hermetic tradi-
tion, Hermes Trismegistos (now seen
as a magus rather than a god) built the
Pyramids, created hieroglyphics (literally,
“sacred writing”), and summed up all
magical wisdom in an Emerald Tablet
(further described on pp. WT42-43).

In Honor of
Technomancer:
Five More Magical
Revolutions

“Tekeli-li!”11

– cry of the Magickal Killer Penguins

Hey, adding magic to history rocks. David Pulver’s trippy-cool GURPS
Technomancer proves that all by its lonesome, as if Robert A.
Heinlein’s Magic, Inc. and Poul Anderson’s Operation: Chaos didn’t

already. (Yes, I know, I’ll get to those later on in the article.) What David did,
and what those authors did, is translate the modern world into a particularly sci-
entific magical worldview – magic as high-tech. Thus, any specifically modern
game takes on a whole new magical twist; it’s the equivalent gamewise of adding
a third dimension to the map. Suddenly, you can go up off the board of reality
and into the perfumed clouds of fantasy. The oldest stories become fresh again;
the old rules do not apply. But the airy who-cares of fantasy gains a grounding
in something you know – the Baltimore Orioles, the space program, race rela-
tions, terrorism. Fantasy brought home and reality set free; that’s what
Historical Magic does. In honor, then, of David’s liberating vision of Magick
Moderne, here are five more magical revolutions to play with.

“As above, so below.”
– from the Emerald Tablet of Hermes Trismegistos22

In 331 B.C., Alexander the Great ascended into Heaven.33 That wasn’t the
plan, but he had just uncovered the Emerald Tablet of Hermes Trismegistos
from between the paws of the Sphinx at Giza. Fortunately, he had been declared
a god before then, and Alexander Dulkarnein rules over his people even now. Of
course, his generals each claim Alexander’s special favor, and each has his own

Magi to prove it. Common folk call on common gods for such things as
sharpening knives or winning lovers. The mighty kings of Macedon

and Asia and Syria and Persia wage war with magics; the towns
have worshipped Hermes, god of merchants, all along and so as
cousin to Thoth-Hermes, god of magic, Hermes keeps them
safe from the bolts of the Cyclopes or the spear of Ares.

In the Hellenistic Magic world, all the gods, demigods,
angels, archons, aeons, and celestial riffraff of (at least) the
Eastern Mediterranean have returned. Sometimes they walk
among mankind, although they’re usually too busy squabbling
– Poseidon Earthshaker still won’t talk to Poseidon Horse-
maker, for all that they’re avatars of each other.44 The feel of

this world resembles Fritz Leiber’s Nehwon (no coincidence,
since he set at least one Fafhrd and the Grey Mouser story,

“Adept’s Gambit,” in the Hellenistic East) with a big dollop of Greg
Stafford’s world Glorantha and Avram Davidson’s novel Peregrine: Primus

stirred in. The magic theory, on the other hand, owes a lot to Harry
Turtledove’s novel Case of the Toxic Spell Dump. Tinker with the clerical magic
rules in GURPS Religion (but remember that pretty much anyone can get at
least a minor god to do something for them) or just assign a patron god or a
mystery cult to each spell or college.
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33 Alexander the Great believed himself to
be the son of Zeus, worshipped in Egypt
as Zeus-Ammon (another syncretic deity).
When the oracle of Siweh proclaimed
Alexander’s divinity, he was declared
Alexander Dulkarnein, “Alexander the
Two-Horned,” referring to the divine
rams’ horns symbolizing Zeus-Ammon.
Alexander’s worship continued until the
early Christian era, when he became iden-
tified in many countries as a demon
named “Sikander.”

44 Most of the Greek gods had many titles
or identities, such as Poseidon
Enosichthon (Earth-Shaker) and
Poseidon Hippios (Horse-Maker), which
stem from pre-classical horse gods and
earthquake spirits being combined as
“Poseidon” in the relatively late myth-
cycles of Hesiod and Homer. Any decent
reference book of Greek and Roman
mythology will list the best-known of
these epithets; I use Who’s Who in Greek
and Roman Mythology by David Kravitz
and the New Century Classical Handbook,
but only because they were literally the
first two I bought. See also note 7 on p.
63 for a discussion of Robert Graves’ The
Greek Myths, by far the best resource for
High Classical Weirdness.

55 Roger Bacon (1214-1294) was one of
the great minds of the medieval era. His
works foreshadowed the experimental
tradition in science, and he had a formi-
dable reputation as an alchemist and
heretic, for which he was imprisoned in
Paris from 1257 to 1267. In 1268, he pro-
duced his Opus Majus, essentially a com-
pendium of all knowledge, for the Pope,
who did, in fact, consider banning it, but
decided that its arts would be useful to
Christians beset by the Antichrist. Bacon
was confined again from 1278 to 1292; he
used to be credited with the invention of
gunpowder and spectacles. One excellent
version of his life is James Blish’s novel
Doctor Mirabilis.

66 Nicolas Flamel (1330?-1414) was one of
the greatest alchemists of legend, and one
of the few to actually mysteriously
become wealthy. By his own account, he
created the Philosopher’s Stone on
January 17, 1382. Like Saint-Germain
(pp. 67-69), he has been spotted many
times since his death. He has also been
fingered as a head of the Prieuré de Sion
(see note 9, p. 41).

77 See p. 11 for more on John Dee 
as heroic center of magickal resistance 
to Spain.

“It is true that these magnificent sciences, through which
great good can be wrought as well as great evil, should only
be known by certain persons authorized by the Pope.”

– Roger Bacon, Opus Tertium

1268. In a damp, smoky chamber in Oxford University, Roger Bacon55 has
just discovered the most magnificent science of all. Why, with magic, anything
is possible. Copies of Bacon’s works sent to the Pope receive immediate atten-
tion; there’s talk of banning them, but the new arts might prove useful when the
Antichrist shows up. The Templars volunteer to study the new magics, and the
Hospitallers likewise immediately thereafter. For a while, magic retakes the
Holy Land, but the Moors find the secret to the arts as well. Now, in 1308,
thaumaturge-knights like Templar Grand Master Jacques de Molay and bishop-
magi like Albertus Magnus (still sorcerously spry at age 115) work to secure
their privileges against the Moslems, against kings and Popes, and against each
other. You must read, and read Latin (or Hebrew) to use magic; the common
folk are, once more, left sweating in the dirt.

This medieval magic world might evolve into a world similar to Randall
Garrett’s Lord Darcy series, but not likely. Think of it as Ars Magica when the
wizards take over. Or rather, when the folks in power become wizards. This one
can even use Ars Magica for the magic system with only a little tweaking, or for
the lazy, standard GURPS Magic type stuff. Dragons and manticores and such
mostly live in India or Ethiopia, but they might start migrating west come the
Black Death . . . .

“There is no latent force in heaven or earth which
the magician cannot release by proper inducements.”

– Pico della Mirandola

Once you discover the Philosopher’s Stone, it’s all uphill from there. In
1488, Bernard of Treves finally unlocks the secret of Azoth, the Green Lion, the
Object of Desire for alchemists of all centuries. (Nicolas Flamel66 figured it out
last century but he just made himself immortal with it and skipped town, the
weasel.) Using it, enchantments can be affixed to material objects, as Leonardo
da Vinci is quick to discover. Azoth releases the inherent elemental properties of
the noble metals, letting silver give off elemental air or copper flow into water.
Azoth, unfortunately, must be distilled from mercury, which is mined in
Venetian Istria and Hapsburg Austria. The Spanish, using galleons enchanted
with elemental air, discover the largest mercury mines in the world, in the Inca
Empire. The azoth monopoly makes Philip of Spain and Austria the world’s
most powerful monarch in this Year of Our Lord 1586. Fortunately, John Dee
has a plan to save England;77 if a galleon could reach the moon, it could mine
lunar matter directly and break the Spanish-Venetian monopoly on flying ships.
All he needs are a few brave men to steal a Spanish flying galleon – perhaps an
accomplished swordsman or two, a clever thief, and a student of magic . . . 
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88 Finding decent, readable, clear, sources
on alchemy that don’t contradict them-
selves and each other is, quite simply,
about as easy as changing lead into gold.
Titus Burckhardt’s Alchemy, often recom-
mended, is very much in the camp of
“alchemy as metaphor for personal
growth,” which makes it less than useful
for gaming despite its depth. The two
best sources I’ve found are both sumptu-
ously illustrated European imports:
Andrea De Pascalis’ Alchemy: The Golden
Art (published by Gremese in Rome) and
Alexander Roob’s grab-all volume
Alchemy & Mysticism (published by
Taschen in Cologne, Germany). The
Web database and archive located at
www.levity.com/alchemy/index.html is
incredibly capacious and, when its search
engine is working, quite useful.

99 The alchemists connected metals to the
planetary spheres (“As above, so below,“
remember?). Gold represents the sun, sil-
ver the moon, copper is Venus, iron is
Mars, tin is Jupiter, lead is Saturn, and
mercury, of course, is Mercury. For more
on this Theory of Correspondences
(which can get as hairy as you could wish),
see the sources listed on p. 113.

1100 Eliphas Levi (1810-1875) can lay claim
to being the founder of the great magical
resurgence of the 19th century. A tireless
self-promoter and author of numerous
sloppy (but popular) compendia of magi-
cal theory and lore, he enjoyed a
European vogue. Reading the translation
of his History of Magic by A.E. Waite is a
delight, as Waite, in footnote after foot-
note, heaps scorn upon the main text. In
1854, Levi convinced himself that he had
conjured the spirit of the ancient magus
Apollonius of Tyana, but reading his
account, my best guess is that Levi just
scared himself half to death.

1111 On Laveau, I recommend reading
Robert Tallant’s Voodoo in New Orleans,
rather than his novel The Voodoo Queen.

1122 For Thule magics, see note 18, p. 80.

1133 For Crowley, see note 1, p. 119.

1144 For the Merovingians, see note 3, p. 119.

1155 The Si-Fan is, of course, the criminal
organization headed by the fiendish Fu
Manchu, of whom see note 13 on p. 22.

1166 See note 12, p. 59 for the Face on Mars.

This is magic a la GURPS Swashbucklers; just make up any kind of enchant-
ed item you want and use alchemical gobbledygook88 to explain it. The key is that
none of it works without being exposed to azoth, and the rat-bastard Spanish have
the source locked up. (The Dutch Sky Beggars might smuggle it for unheard-of
prices, of course.) Each metal has an alchemical power within it;99 assign each one
a GURPS Magic College; feel free to use any alchemical potions from those
rules, too. It’s all items and potions and flying ships; no fireball spells. Although
using Powder of Mars to liberate the inherent Red Lion within an iron tube
might be an interesting idea, a wheel-lock is faster.

“An idle man will never become a magician.
Magic is an exercise of all hours and all moments.”

– Eliphas Levi, Doctrine and Ritual of High Magic

In 1854, magus Eliphas Levi1100 summons the ghost of Apollonius of Tyana
and finally learns the Word of Power that makes it all clear; the final ingredient in
ceremonial magic falls into place. France, Britain, the United States, the
Confederate States, and the Empire of Brazil become the magical powers of the
age, although the Confederacy has freed its slaves after Marie Laveau, the
Voodoo Queen of New Orleans,1111 had her showdown with the South’s Order of
the Golden Circle – Emperor Pedro II did the same for Brazil’s slaves rather ear-
lier. Austria, Germany and Russia have collapsed in magical revolutions which
split the heart of Europe into hundreds of pocketbook kingdoms. Some of them,
like Bohemia, have real promise; the Free City of Krakow bargains its magical
school’s powers merely to keep its independence. Dark things are hinted about
the new Principality of Transylvania, though, and the Ruritanian government has
asked for British help warding its border with Prince Vlad’s country.

This is a world of Victorian Magic; the GURPS Voodoo system works like a
charm. Feel free to add ghosts and psychic phenomena if you wish, they both fit
the feel and the period. It can be dark, with vampires and demons and angry loa
(as in the standard Shadow War setting for GURPS Voodoo), or lighter and more
Castle Falkensteinish.

“Wonderful things.”
– Howard Carter’s first words upon looking into the

Tomb of Tutankhamen

On November 5, 1922, archaeologist Howard Carter bored a hole through
the wooden lintel above an unknown tomb sealed with the hieroglyphics of the
priests of Amen-Ra. It was the Tomb of Tutankhamen, and the light reflecting off
the Orb of Aten within was the glow of magic returning to the world for the first
time since the 20th Dynasty. Of course, 1922 was probably not the best time for
this to happen; the magical Thule Group1122 seized power in Germany under the
charismatic orator Hitler (rumor says Hitler’s men practice dark magics indeed on
the Brocken now). Aleister Crowley1133 suddenly got a lot more respect from
Mussolini’s government and his Thelema villa in Sicily remains inviolate despite
the whispers. The Bolshevik government of Mongolia has made some kind of
pact with the Subterranean Masters of Agartha, the Returned Pharaoh has thrown
the British out of Egypt, the Merovingian1144 Party has won the French elections,
Chiang Kai-Shek holds on for dear life against the Si-Fan1155 Triads, Admiral Byrd
has vanished flying over the resurfaced Continent of Mu, and the new messages
from the Face on Mars1166 don’t sound good at all. If it wasn’t for Harry Houdini
and his Magicians’ League, the good old U.S. of A. might be in trouble.

This is Pulp Magic, in a GURPS Cliffhangers setting cranked to eleven. Use
any and all magic rules you want; everything goes. Ratchet the weirdness as high
as you like for your pulse-pounding satisfaction. Oh, and don’t forget that
Lovecraft first mentioned the Necronomicon in 1922 . . . 
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Pyramid originally posted “Clio’s
Nightmares” for Halloween on October 30,
1998. The next essay in publishing-order
sequence is “A Dish Best Served Cold: The
Antarctic Space Nazis,” on p. 77.

11 For something of an explication of the
genre High Historical Fantasy, see
“Justinian and Arthur: High Historical
Fantsay,” on pp. 61-63.

22 This notion derives almost entirely
from 19th century anthropological and
folklore research, primarily that of Sir
John Rhys and Sir James George Frazer.
(See note 8 on p. 96 for more on Frazer.)
Rhys believed that the Catholic Feast of
All Souls (or All Hallows), on November
1, was a Christianization of the “Celtic
New Year,” Samhain (October 31-
November 1). Rhys maintained that the
Celts believed that the dead and the
faeries, particularly the malign Unseelie,
could enter our world while the year itself
died, making it magically or spiritually
vulnerable. The connection between the
“dying” year and the dead was a natural
one to make. Celtic magic, myth, and lore
made much of boundaries, gateways, and
so forth, so the idea of one boundary (that
of the year, or between summer and win-
ter) drawing all such boundaries (those
between the living and the dead, between
our world and the Faerie realms) to it is a
natural one.

Sadly, as Ronald Hutton demon-
strates in the superbly readable Stations of
the Sun, it’s also completely unsupport-
able by any genuine evidence. The Celts
did have a feast at that time called
Samhain, and they did tend to see a lot of
ghosts and faeries around then (according
to the stories), but anything else is specu-
lation. Of course, the worst anthropology
quite often makes the best gaming materi-
al (see, for example, p. 86), and Hutton’s
book goes out of its way to discuss
exploded theories in detail, thus still pro-
viding plenty of gaming goodness. If you
prefer to remain squarely in the romantic
camp, I recommend The Magickal Year, by
Diana Ferguson, as a well-illustrated
overview with lots of usable nubbins of
lore, poetry, and superstition.

For Celtic lore in general, Caitlín
and John Matthews are the modern heirs
of Rhys and Frazer; her Elements of the
Celtic Tradition is succinct, readable, and
painless. Alwyn and Brinley Rees’ Celtic
Heritage: Ancient Tradition in Ireland and
Wales is thicker in every sense, but has
lots of good tidbits withal.

Clio’s Nightmares:
Four High Alternate-
Historical Horror-
Fantasy Settings

“The backward look behind the assurance
Of recorded history, the backward half-look
Over the shoulder, towards the primitive terror.”

– T.S. Eliot, “The Dry Salvages”

It’s Halloween, and the subject must turn to horror. Although literally any
setting in any genre can be a scene of horrors, those places where horror
holds center stage often make the richest brew of evil. The following, then,

are four places that horrors rule; they begin with history but rapidly become
Alternate History with a horrific edge; High Alternate-Historical Horror-
Fantasy.11 They can be worlds pinched off of ours by powerful magickal wards
(now weakening), dimensions accessible from a haunted mirror or through the
madness of dream, or the plots and plans of some nefarious time-traveling lich.
Or, of course, an entire campaign can live, and die, and be horribly reborn, in
any one of them. Take the instructions in GURPS Horror and the horrors in
GURPS Undead to heart when gaming in these malign milieux. After all, it’s
Halloween, and the barriers between the worlds are thinnest now . . .22
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33 A.U.C. = ab urbe condita, or “in the year
after the city’s foundation,” as dated from
753 B.C., the traditional date for the
founding of Rome.

44 Elagabalus, or Heliogabalus, was a
Syrian-Roman priest of the god
Elagabalus (a Romanization of El-Gabal,
“God of the Mountain”), from whom he
took his name. As the grand-nephew of
the Emperor Severus (and possibly the
bastard son of the Emperor Caracalla), he
was proclaimed emperor in 218 A.D. by
the legions. After a career of more than
the usual debauched depravity and terror,
he was murdered by the Praetorian
Guard in 222. He was, indeed, rumored
to be self-castrated for ritual purposes,
much like the members of the later
Russian secret society, the Skoptsi.
Perhaps to compensate, he removed
Hadrian’s obelisk from the Roman
Circus, and hid it so well that it didn’t
turn up again until 1630.

In an essay entitled “Guts ‘n’ Roses”
in The Mammoth Book of Jack the Ripper,
“Simon Whitechapel” connects
Elagabalus to the Ripper killings via,
among other things, a cryptic coded
painting by Sir Lawrence Alma-Tadena
entitled The Roses of Heliogabalus, which
referred to Elagabalus’ alleged habit of
smothering dinner guests under a pile of
rose petals. Ties to the Rosicrucians
(who, like Elagabalus’ obelisk, also turned
up around 1630) are left as an exercise to
the reader.

55 Cybele was originally a Phrygian fertili-
ty and earth goddess, whose worship
spread throughout the Near East over a
millennium. Romans brought her cult to
Italy in 205 B.C. to protect Rome from
Hannibal.  That year, Italy had excel-
lent harvests, a suitable gift for a
fertility goddess. Her consort
Attis castrated himself, as
did her priests, and El-
Gabal may have been a
local version of Attis.
Lovecraft connected
Cybele and Shub-
Niggurath, and
Cybele is certainly
one of the bloodier,
less domesticated
goddesses of the
ancient world. More
details on Cybele appear
in J.G. Frazer’s Golden
Bough (see p. 96).

“Sacred rites were grossly profaned, and there were scandals in
high places. The sea swarmed with exiles, and the island cliffs were
red with blood. Worse horrors reigned in the city . . . ”

– Tacitus, The Histories

It is the year 972 A.U.C.,33 the year after the Emperor Elagabalus44 ascended
to the Purple. Rumors whisper of his devotion to the bloody mysteries of the
East, of the terrible castrating wound he dealt himself in religious ecstasy and of
the horrific ritual orgies within the Palace – all are true. This obscure Syrian is
the handpicked puppet of the Domina Cruciate, the Lady of Pain. She currently
dwells in Rome in the flesh of Elagabalus’ mother, but she is actually a demon –
an Empress of the demons. As Cybele,55 she is worshipped throughout the East
in rites of blood and torture and agonizing death, and now her court rules in
Rome. The gladiatorial games become harsher, the secret police clamps down
on dissent, and the crucified victims of Elagabalus’ reign serve as torches to light
the streets of Rome. Rome is in the hands of the demons (each of whom pos-
sesses the body of a high official), and they have brought horrific monsters from
their home dimensions to roam its sewers, feast on its tenemented poor, and
grow ever-stronger on torture and brutality.

Simply put, this setting is Hell on Earth, or rather Hell in Rome. Take all
the “urban horror” clichés from Jack the Ripper to Clive Barker and let them
loose in a city of a million people. Any monster, the more horrific the better, can
be justified, from zombie crocodiles in the sewers to giant flesh-eating bats
swooping down off the temples to intelligent six-foot cockroaches using the
swarming hovels of the poor as larders. This is not Secret History (unless the
GM wants it to be); Rome has openly become a place where demons live and
monsters breed. The situation outside the walls can be anything from normal,
to rapidly-collapsing wilderness, to inaccessible; the theme of this game is urban
horror and decadence. Drug rings, casual murder, the yawning chasm between
rich and poor; all under the delighted eyes of the demons. The PCs can be glad-
iators, vigiles (police), part of the army, and/or priests of Jupiter (or Christ)
determined to stop this vileness. Begin with GURPS Imperial Rome and
Lindsey Davis’ Didius Falco mysteries for Roman street flavor – the milieu also
works for Emperors like Caligula, Nero, Domitian, or Commodus; Roman his-
tory has no shortage of brutal, tyrannical madmen.

“The destroyer . . . fed the wolves; he trod on the eagle’s evening meal.
The battle-cranes flew over the rows of the slain; the beaks of the
birds of prey were not free from blood; the wolf tore wounds and
waves of blood surged . . . ”

– Egil Skallagrimsson

God has turned His face from His people. Christendom
writhes under the hammer-blows of inhuman fiends from

every horizon – werewolves pour off of long ships in
harbor and swarm from stockades deep in Europe’s
black forests; man-eating goblins riding hyenas pour
out of Magog66 in the east to sack, poison and
despoil; and the foul Saracen serpent-magicians flit
along the southern coasts accompanied by djinn and
ghuls. Nowhere in Europe is safe; Spain and Sicily
have fallen to the serpent-mages, werewolf lords

openly rule in York and Rouen, and the Magogar
goblin-lords sit in the Danube valley and breed war-

hyenas by the thousand. Truly the End Times will come
in 1000 A.D.,77 as predicted in Holy Scripture; these are

the times of tribulation when the saints must battle for the
sake of a saving remnant.88
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66 Magog, according to Ezekiel 38-39, is a
country to the north ruled by Gog, who
will oppose Israel in the end times; the
prophecy is repeated in Revelation 20:8.
By medieval times, Gog and Magog were
seen as evil twin giants. 

77 The level of medieval panic in the year
1000 has been greatly exaggerated by
anti-religious propagandists; most
Europeans weren’t even aware that it was
the year 1000. Sporadic outbreaks may
have occurred in France, and the
Emperor Otto III may have been aware of
the millennial date – or he may have faked
the millennial date (see p. 29).

88 The Saving Remnant, as a concept in
Christian eschatology, are those few
whose salvation saves the whole society.

99 Although I hadn’t read it yet when I
wrote this, I can’t help now but think of
David Icke’s deliriously delightful con-
tention that the British royal family is
actually a line of evil, shape-shifting
Reptoids. In The Biggest Secret, Icke claims
that this Black Nobility of serpent-people
has been secretly ruling the Earth since
ancient Sumer, and ruling England since
some time in the Middle Ages. See p. 82
for more Reptoid fun.

1100 William of Newburgh (1136-1198?) is
one of the few sources for vampire (or,
technically, walking dead) legends in
medieval Britain.

1111 Lord Ruthven was the vampire in John
Polidori’s 1819 story “The Vampire.”
Polidori based Ruthven on Byron.

1122 The best vampire reference is J.
Gordon Melton’s The Vampire Book: The
Encyclopedia of the Undead. I also very
much enjoy, if that’s the word, the ten-
dentious, querulous, credulous, dog-
scholarship of Montague Summers (1880-
1948), the defrocked priest whose books
combine giddy research with lurid tales
of, well, luridness. The Vampire: His Kith
and Kin and The Vampire in Europe were
Summers’ two compendia of vampire
lore, and both can be found in cheap
reprints and good libraries alike. Other
delightful Summers titles include The
Werewolf, A Popular History of Witchcraft,
and Witchcraft and Black Magic. Summers
was a complete believer in all of the above
topics, and you can taste his eagerness to
get the old witch-stakes fired up again
throughout them.

This setting echoes the real geopolitical situation of the early 10th century
A.D., when the Norse (GURPS Vikings), Arabs (GURPS Arabian Nights), and
Magyars (you’re on your own here, but you might want to look at the Steppe
Nomads from p. AN48 or the Mongols from GURPS Russia) very nearly
destroyed Western Europe in savage raids and invasions. Vikings, Moslem
pirates, and Magyars successively sacked the monastery of Luxeuil, in northern
Burgundy, between 886 and 924. Only the lack of cohesion among the attackers,
and the virtues of interior lines, saved Europe in Real History. In this milieu, it
will rest on the bravery (and piety) of the PCs – if the inhuman invasions are
indeed God’s punishment on Europe, the heroes must be both good and great
to prevail. This setting can be played as high adventure in the Robert E.
Howard vein, but there are plenty of possibilities for horror in a setting where
good suffers this much. Look at Beowulf for inspiration, for starters.

“But first on earth, as Vampyre sent,
Thy corse shall from its tomb be rent;
Then ghastly haunt thy native place,
And suck the blood of all thy race”

– Lord Byron, “The Giaour”

Nobody knows exactly when it happened; perhaps when the British selected
a king from a tainted German blood line,99 perhaps when an antiquarian baron
opened a certain 12th-century grave following the dark hints of William of
Newburgh1100 – but when George III went into his final dementia and Lord
Ruthven1111 became the undying Prime Minister of England in “the year without
a summer,” 1816, it became obvious. England was under the rule of the
vampire1122 lords. Now, black-shrouded ships bring undead ambassadors to the
chanceries of Europe, and thirsty new governors to India and the colonies. Only
the dhampir lord, Byron, and his circle of sorcerers and swordsmen dare to
stand against the vampiric menace. In America, a “vampire panic” disrupts the
Monroe Administration; in France the citizens wonder at the new vogue for all-
night parties in the Bourbon courts; in South America and Mexico vampires
seek to build new empires of blood.

This is a horror world that can begin as conspiratorial secret history in the
1770s or 1780s and slowly become more and more obviously horrific until
Ruthven’s vampirization of King George, leaving him immortal and mad, and
leaving Ruthven permanent prime minister, throws the horror into the open. It
draws from both the Gothic novels of the era, with their dark aristocrats and
decaying castles; and from the Romantic politics which saw the aristocracy as
literally a corrupt force draining the life from the people. GURPS Blood Types
will come in handy for this one, as might the flavor of Georgian England in
such novels as Tim Powers’ The Anubis Gates and John Dickson Carr’s Regency
mysteries. (Powers’ The Stress of Her Regard involves Byron, Shelley, and Keats
in vampiric conspiracies, as well.) Brian Stableford’s Empire of Fear and Kim
Newman’s Anno Dracula both put vampire aristocracies in control of Europe,
although they bracket the era in question by a century or so either way.
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1133 Fu Manchu is the creation of Sax
Rohmer (1883-1959), journalist and
member of the sorcerous Order of the
Golden Dawn (see note 4, p. 44). He
appears in a series of 13 novels, from The
Insidious Dr. Fu Manchu to Emperor Fu
Manchu. They’re breathless pulp, rather
politically incorrect, and great fun.

1144 Herbert West is the protagonist of
H.P. Lovecraft’s story “Herbert West:
Reanimator,” which was made into a
schlocktastic film by Stuart Gordon.

1155 The best book I’ve seen on the Spanish
influenza is Alfred Crosby’s Epidemic and
Peace, 1918.

1166 I use the term “Weird Menace” differ-
ently from CL81. Where GURPS
Cliffhangers defines it, basically, as a kind
of Scooby-Doo story in which a seeming-
ly supernatural danger has a mundane
explanation, I use “Weird Menace” to
refer to the pulp occult thrillers such as
those involving the Devil-Doctor of
Crime, the insidious Dr. Fu Manchu.

1177 See note 1, p. 119 for Crowley.

“Hunt up your wood-workers and cabinet-makers and set them to
making coffins. Then take your street laborers and set them to digging
graves. If you do this you will not have your dead accumulating faster
than you can dispose of them.”

– Philadelphia doctor to the San Francisco Board of 
Health, October 1918

It began in February, 1918, with a ship from China docking in New York.
Troop transports carried it to Europe and back again, and from Europe it spread
to every corner of the globe. A deadly virus, spawned in the laboratories of the
fiendish Dr. Fu Manchu,1133 struck down 55 million people over the next year
and a half – and raised them again as flesh-eating zombies. These ghouls, joined
by 21 million dead soldiers from the battlefields of World War One and by 10
million Russian dead killed by civil war, famine, and Lenin’s gulags, turned the
world into a charnel house. Every victim they struck down rose again as part of
the zombies’ unholy army. By 1923 the zombies controlled Philadelphia, San
Francisco, New York, and Denver and roamed in ever-increasing bands
throughout the East. Belgium, northern France, and the Rhineland held legions
of zombies armed with Mausers and Enfield rifles. Only one of every thousand
zombies still thought, but those master zombies controlled their armies with
psychic influence reaching hundreds of miles away. Soon, the zombies learned
to use their disease-spawned psychic gifts to animate tanks and even shattered
aircraft, launching waves of attacks on the rapidly-shrinking lands of the living.
Paris is burning, Berlin is overrun by the living dead, Russia is a howling waste-
land, and only voodoo magic and the elixirs of Dr. Herbert West1144 (America’s
top specialist on the reanimated dead) keep the Mississippi valley safe for
humanity. The supersoldiers created by Dr. West’s sera are the only beings who
can fight the zombies one on one, although some queasy generals fear that
West’s methods come perilously close to fighting fire with fire. From China, a
few brave spies report that the malevolent doctor plans a new battle against the
desperate redoubts, defended with salt and fire, that remain.

This setting starts with the horrible human waste of World War One and
adds the so-called “Spanish” influenza epidemic of 1918-1919, which did indeed
kill 55 million people (more than twice the toll of the war).1155 Stir in a lot of
Night of the Living Dead and a little GURPS Cliffhangers style Weird
Menace;1166 the animated tanks and planes are just thrown in for creepy and
unpleasant effect. The GM might want the heart of zombie-controlled territory
to hold even worse horrors, such as great composite-beings made up of many
animated corpses sewn or molded together. Don’t forget that Aleister Crowley’s
black magic,1177 Hitler’s mesmeric influence, and many other unpleasantnesses
can show up on the side of the zombies – or the side of the living. Which is
more unsettling depends on the GM.
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HEXAGRAM 24: FU

THE RETURN IN PERIL

THE POWERFUL ARE CORRECTED

CALAMITY AND DISASTER



Pyramid originally posted “Six Flags Over
Roswell” on March 12, 1999. The next essay in
publishing-order sequence is “Red, White, and
Real: Coca-Cola,” on p. 101.

11 UFO Crash At Roswell: The Genesis of a
Modern Myth, by Benson Saler, Charles A.
Ziegler, and Charles B. Moore, looks at the
Roswell story from a folklorists’ perspec-
tive. Studying the evolution and alteration
of the various versions of the Roswell leg-
end, which quite clearly follows the stan-
dard patterns of development and change
common to nearly all folk-tales. While not
quite coming right out and saying that the
Roswell story is hokum, it’s pretty clear by
the time you finish it.

22 “Fortean,” meaning specifically “akin to
or exemplifying the kind of thing Charles
Fort wrote about.” See p. 124. Phantom
kangaroos (see p. 72) and rains of carp are
both quintessential Forteana.

33 St. Elizabeth was accused by her cruel
husband of taking bread to the poor despite
his orders. She was, in fact, concealing such
bread in her scarf when he accosted her;
she denied it and claimed her scarf con-
tained roses. When he opened the scarf to
see for himself, the bread had miraculously
transformed to roses. Between the mystical
connotations of the rose, the myth of trans-
mutation, and the fact that Buena Rosa can
translate to “Rose-well,” is it any wonder
which saint I selected?

Six Flags Over Roswell
“My approach depends on examining the six versions as a
developmental sequence in which the considerable differences between
the core scenarios of each version – which appear at first glance to
confuse and obstruct analysis – actually provide essential clues that
reveal the true nature of these tales.”

– Charles A. Ziegler, in UFO Crash At Roswell:
The Genesis of a Modern Myth11

One of my favorite techniques for worldbuilding or scenario construction
in my own games is the old Fortean22 notion of the OOPS, or “Out of
Place Stuff.” Rather than phantom kangaroos and rains of carp

(although I’ve done my share of that), my OOPSes revolve around historical
events, or even whole historical-political systems. History contains more Neat
Stuff than I could think up in a month of Sundays; so, being fundamentally lazy,
I take a planet’s culture from Almoravid Morocco, or an NPC from the
Peloponnesian Wars, and put them into the 25th century. And, of course, if Real
History is so fertile, what unseemly crops must spring from the night soil of
That Other History? To show you what I’m talking about, I’ve taken the central
legend of UFO mythology and OOPSed it into five alternate times and one
alternate Truman. In each resulting Alternate History, the central story gets
twisted by the legends and paranoias of its time into a new form which still
recalls the shape of the old. And thus are myths, and more usefully, RPG scenar-
ios, born.

CRIMSON AND GOLD:
CRASH AT ROSWELL JULY 4, 1541

Riding across the Southwestern deserts in search of the Seven Golden
Cities of Cibola, Coronado sees a golden flash in the southern sky. The con-
quistador’s curiosity is piqued, and rewarded when a few days’ ride south
reveals ruins of an unknown metal. Coronado buries the three pygmies
whose bodies lie in the ruins, but while digging the graves, he finds
golden sand. Even more miraculously, the sand restores itself
overnight; this crumpled metal dish must be a broken alchemical
oven, possibly from Cibola. Coronado quickly builds a church
to St. Elizabeth on the site (the metal doesn’t seem to work if
taken away from the crater, although the gold can be
removed) and retires rich.

The Jesuits take over Santa Elizaveta de la Buena Rosa33

and slowly learn to harness the power of the new metal.
However, the priests and scholars who work there report
disturbing dreams – for a while. When the bodies of the
pygmies are exhumed and sent “to Spain,” no eyebrows
are raised; when three metal coffins arrive at an alchemist’s
den in Germany, no watcher notices. Soon, small gray men
are commonplace sights in the courts where Jesuits hold
power – and in the alleys of cities where the rulers oppose
the Society of Jesus. Whispers tell of alchemists’ vats where
these gray homunculi grow from elixirs and a pinch of soil
from Nuevo Mexico, but Jesuit gold or a mysterious disappear-
ance into “St. Elmo’s Holy Fire” silences speculation. Can a
party of bold GURPS Swashbucklers PCs root out the gray heart
of the Black Order and free Europe and the world from the grasp of
the homunculi from beyond the fixed stars?44
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44 See p. 11 for more harsh words about
the Spanish threat.

55 For some weird reason, the aliens are
often “Greys,” even if they’re colored
“gray.” See p. 81 for details on the Greys,
by the way.

66 Nikola Tesla (1856-1943), the
Croatian-born inventor of AC power, is a
fixture in conspiracy theory and High
Weirdness. He makes a perfect pulp mad
scientist, in fact; his inventive gifts
(which, most likely, did include the radio
separately from and previous to
Marconi’s work) were only outstripped
by his outlandish claims. He claimed to
have invented a means of reliably and
efficiently transmitting power without
wires, constructed death-rays and earth-
quake projectors, and communicated with
Mars. Cultists believe he was a Messiah
from the planet Venus, conspiracists
believe that the government and various
Evil Companies covered up his inven-
tions of free energy, anti-gravity, and so
forth. His name is inextricably linked by
now with the Philadelphia Experiment
(see pp. 49-52), and he turns up a lot as
shorthand for “cool, yet improbable, sci-
ence” (see p. 78). I use him as the head of
a different Black Ops Tech Section in the
X-Files: 1897 campaign frame on p. 44,
and as the jumpstarter of the “World of
the Future,” Gernsback, on pp. AE107-
125. (He’s profiled on pp. WWi110-111.)
Tesla: Man Out of Time, by Margaret
Cheney, is the standard hagiography;
books like David Hatcher Childress’ The
Anti-Gravity Handbook only begin to
scratch the surface of the possibilities for
Tesla-powered weirdness.

EAGLE AND SERPENT:
CRASH AT ROSWELL JULY 4, 1827

The Mexican Army private never had a chance when he stooped over the
twitching gray body lying in the crater. Neither did his sergeant when the thing
wearing the private’s skin went to report. This sergeant’s body rode south to El
Paso to report to his captain, who then rode south to the colonel. The Grey55

took shape after shape, moving steadily southward in quest of these humans’
leader. Finally he reached the one who acknowledged no leader, the one called
Antonio Lopez de Santa Ana. Santa Ana’s will was stronger than most, and the
melding did not go the Grey’s way this time. Santa Ana found himself in posses-
sion of a new body with unheard-of powers, mental and physical, and the total
destruction of his sanity was a small price to pay.

When the Texan colonists attempted to rebel against Mexico in 1836,
Emperor Antonio I crushed them easily, killing hundreds himself in battle. He
defeated the Americans with his mighty lightnings a decade later, flinging the
invasion forces back to New Orleans and destroying the American Navy with a
deadly storm. Only the combined genius of Robert E. Lee and Thomas Edison
was able to hold back the Mexican armies in the War of 1863. The Emperor
turned his sights south, conquering everything from Guatemala to Patagonia in
50 years of war. Now, the Argus Group in Washington fears that the immortal
Emperor will use 1929, the 100th anniversary of his accession to power, to
declare himself to be Queztzalcoatl, Returned God-Emperor of the Americas.
To stop him, Argus has recruited elite squads of Black Operatives (like, say, the
PCs) to infiltrate the Mexican Empire and find Santa Ana’s weakness before it’s
too late. Use GURPS Cliffhangers for flavor, GURPS Black Ops for Argus
(with Tesla66 heading Tech Section) and Santa Ana de Gris, flavored with
GURPS Aztecs monstrosities psionically materialized from the Emperor’s alien
subconscious.
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77 For a different Michael Faraday-driven
paranormal alternate history, see p. 52.

88 There was, in fact, a
reported UFO crash in
Montana in September of
1865. A trapper, James
Lumley, saw a “sky-rocket”
arc across the heavens near
Great Falls, Montana, fol-
lowed by a thunderous crash.
Tracking the trail of snapped
trees and burned ground,
Lumley came upon a stone
embedded in the mountain-
side. Upon further examina-
tion, the stone proved to be
divided into compartments,
with hieroglyphic writing,
fragments of strange metallic

and glassy substances, and dark stains
ominously strewn about.

Fascinatingly, the Nov. 15, 1865,
Kingston (Ont.) British Daily Whig, from
which this story derives, editorialized:
“Astronomers have long held that it is
probable that the heavenly bodies are
inhabited – even the comets – and it may
be that the meteors are also. Meteors
could be used as a conveyance by the
inhabitants of other planets in exploring
space, and it may be that hereafter some
future Columbus, from Mercury or
Uranus, may land on this planet by means
of a meteoric conveyance, and take pos-
session thereof – as did the Spanish navi-
gators of the New World in 1492, and
eventually drive what is known as the
‘human race’ into a condition of the most
abject servitude. There must be a race
superior to us, and this may at some
future time be demonstrated in the man-
ner we have indicated.”

99 C.L. Moore’s short story “Shambleau”
was a horror-romance set on pulp Mars.
Her hero, Northwest Smith, starred in
several other stories in the series, which
have been collected numerous times, in
1982 (the collection I own) as Northwest
Smith. She married SF/horror author
Henry Kuttner in 1940, and wrote many
other fine science-fantasy stories, includ-
ing those in The Best of C.L. Moore, edited
by Lester del Rey.

1100 Nakaidoklini is historical, as is
Geronimo, of course, and their conve-
nient location is within a short ride (for
Apaches) of Roswell.

LONE STAR:
CRASH AT ROSWELL JULY 4, 1837

During the Texan War of Independence, cowboys chased and evaded
Mexican federales as far as the Pecos Valley. One group of Texas Rangers stum-
bled across a jumble of wreckage
made from some weird metal. In
the middle of the wreck lay a
strange, glowing cylinder that
drove compasses haywire – the
thing’s boiler? The Rangers
brought it back to Austin, where
the professors were mystified.
President Houston called in a few
favors, and Sir Michael Faraday77

came all the way from London to
study the Boiler. He discovered that
it was a “magnetic bottle” contain-
ing “anti-matter,” and developed a
way to extract this anti-matter
without too much danger of leveling the city.

Anti-matter bombs and steam-behemoths made the Second War a rout, and
Texas expanded from San Francisco to Veracruz, leaving Mexico a beaten shell
and vaulting the Republic of Texas to Great Power status. Faraday’s connections
ensured that Victorian England allied itself with the Republic, as technologists
and inventors of all stripes flooded to Texas. By 1865, the Texas Republic is full
of horseless carriages (anti-matter pumps pull oceans of oil to the surface) and
British (and Californian) gold. Austin is abuzz with rumors that another cylinder
may have just crashed into the Montana Territory88 of the U.S.A. – enemy to
Britain and rival to Texas. This can set up a steampunk GURPS Old West cam-
paign flavored with equal chunks of Deadlands and Stephen Baxter’s excellent
novel of Victorian antimatter power, Anti-Ice.

STARS AND BARS:
CRASH AT ROSWELL JULY 4, 1861

Lt. Col. John Baylor of the Confederate Army had just proclaimed New
Mexico and Arizona the newest Territories of the C.S.A. when explosions tore
up the northeastern sky. A few squads of the 2nd Texas Mounted Rifles
deployed up to Roswell, but rather than Yankee artillery they found some kind
of dish-shaped boat with little metal spiders running all over it – and three dead
gray Martians. Confederate General Sibley, of a mechanical bent himself,
ordered that the artillery mechanics and blacksmiths in his command try to
repair the Martian boat – which turned out to be astonishingly easy after the
blacksmiths learned to “talk” to the metal spiders (telepathic interface is so
handy). Sibley’s flying boat and its supernaturally accurate beam guns let him
sweep the Union defenders out of the West and seize not only the rest of New
Mexico and Arizona, but California, for the Confederacy.

Eventually, someone thought to ask the metal spiders to build a beam gun
to go on a cannon carriage, and the Confederate Beam Artillery turned the tide
of the war. PCs can be GURPS Special Ops Confederate light cavalry and beam
artillerists bolstering Maximilian in Mexico, GURPS Espionage Union
Pinkertons trying to steal some metal spiders from the Tredegar Works in
Richmond, or members of Confederate Navy Captain George Dixon’s expedi-
tion ordered to fly a newly-built Sibley Boat to the Red Planet and ally with the
Grey Martians – whether that’s 1870s GURPS Space (complete with Blue
Venusians, no doubt) or C.L. Moore-style99 GURPS Horror is up to the GM.
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THE EYES OF TEXAS
ARE UPON YOU



1111 The Ghost Dance was an apocalyptic
movement among the Western Indians
that began with the Paiute shaman
Wovoka in 1870. Tenets of the Ghost
Dance religion varied, but the gist of it was
that if enough people danced, the spirits
would return, rip up the railroads, restore
the buffalo, and drive the whites back
across the water. By the late 1880s the
Ghost Dance had spread to many other
tribes; it was panic over the Ghost Dance’s
success with the Sioux that impelled the
Wounded Knee massacre in 1890.

1122 Nanotechnology is that sufficiently
advanced science of which Clarke’s Law
speaks. The canonical source is K. Eric
Drexler’s Engines of Creation. One can hear
either fulsome praise or harsh condemna-
tion of Drexler, and his notions, from sci-
entists who know what they’re talking
about. However, if you’ll allow the Roswell
Crash, you shouldn’t be picking nanotech-
nological nits, in my opinion.

1133 Obviously in this scenario Britain and
Japan are the primary Great Powers, possi-
bly joined by Germany (if the severing of
America’s West keeps the U.S. out of
WW1, or if the European balance of
power is otherwise redressed in the inter-
vening time). One could make arguments
for Russia, France, China, or even
Argentina, as well. The rump U.S. is pre-
sumed to be preoccupied with Ghost
Country, although its proximity might give
it a technical edge.

1144 Based on leaked documents which later
turned out to be forgeries, the UFO com-
munity has elaborated the story of
“Majestic-12,” (or MJ-12) a secret group
of advisers assembled by President
Truman to handle the UFO crisis, cover it
up, and (in some versions) to exploit alien
technology for the military-industrial com-
plex. MJ-12 has often been identified as
the Shadow Government, or as viceroys
ruling America for alien purposes. See
Timothy Good’s Above Top Secret or
Stanton Friedman’s Top Secret/Majic for
the orthodox believer version, and pp.
Y42-43, AH76, and WT68-71 for discus-
sions or elucidations in game terms.

1155 This is sort of the “Heinlein option” of
the theory presented by Philip J. Corso in
The Day After Roswell, a riveting first-hand
account of how the heroic military-indus-
trial complex used Grey technology to
defeat the aliens and win the Cold War.

BUFFALO STANDARD:
CRASH AT ROSWELL JULY 4, 1881

Just a few miles west of Roswell lies the Mescalero Apache reservation. The
young chief Geronimo and the medicine man Nakaidoklini1100 left it after the
shaman had a vision of “gray men bringing the Ghost Dance1111 from the stars in
a dish.” Whether any human could have interacted with the telepathic nan-
otechnology1122 of the Greys, or whether a lifetime of peyote-trained commu-
nion with alien thought-forms was necessary, became academic when
Nakaidoklini opened the hatch and stepped into the glowing dish. His dreams
fueled the nanoassemblers: His vision of a world where the Apache dead rose to
drive off the white man, the railroads ripped themselves to pieces, and the Sky
Spirits kept the Apache strong and well-fed came about in a month of chaos
and terror.

Either Nakaidoklini never thought much about the East, or the
nanoassemblers had a restricted range, but “Ghost Country” stops at the
Mississippi, just as it did 120 years ago. Now, a few elite government teams
have been able to enter the West and bring back reports of shamanic magic
given reality and Indian legendry brought to life. With the recent advances in
nanotech out of Bell Labs, Mitsui, and the Oxford National Laboratories, the
Great Powers1133 and their korps alike believe that they can hold the Ghost
Dance at bay long enough to stake a claim in the New West. It’s GURPS Reign
of Steel meets GURPS Cyberpunk in a New Old West boiling with angry
kachina and alien nanotech.

RED, WHITE, AND BLUE:
CRASH AT ROSWELL JULY 4, 1947

Truman wouldn’t play ball, so he went down; it was that simple. Majestic-
121144 couldn’t afford to have the President as an enemy this early; everything was
in flux. The wreck in Roswell opened up the whole “flying saucer” can of worms
again, and who knew if the Greys would be coming back for more? Stalin was
looking at Europe, the bankers were looking at a postwar recession, and Hoover
was looking at domestic rebellion in ten years if the “Negro problem” wasn’t
shut down. Truman’s assassination left things in chaos; he’d never appointed a
vice-president, so Majestic popped Acheson into the Oval Office from State.
Acheson was good figurehead material, to the manner born. Rockefeller had it
sewn up: Dewey would take a dive in ‘48 and Majestic could get the country
under control by 1952.

Unfortunately, Robert A. Taft got the GOP nomination out of nowhere and
whipped Acheson in a landslide. Taft knew where the bodies were buried, and in
his first 40 days, he buried Majestic-12 and its CIA proxies next to each other.
Hoover switched sides, no fool, and blew the Roswell op to Taft. Taft took it
public and pulled Robert Heinlein back into Naval service as “Special Advisor
to the President” on “this Buck Rogers stuff.” Heinlein pulled the wreckage out
of Wright-Patterson and turned John von Neumann and Albert Einstein loose
on it, and by 1950 Hughes Aircraft had the first atomic- powered XF-23s in
production using reverse-engineered gravity polarizers.1155 Taft let Europe go,
confident that Stalin would bite off more than he could chew; Communism
can’t beat Good Old Alien-American Knowhow. This can become a GURPS
Atomic Horror campaign, with jut-jawed pilots flying USAF saucers on “bug
patrol” over the Pacific and battling Korean jets and the Grey riposte, or a
Darkly Strange blend of GURPS Espionage and GURPS Illuminati pitting FBI
agents, KGB spies, and the Gnomes of Zurich against each other in a struggle
for America’s soul and the black cauldron of alien technology. 
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Pyramid originally posted “Hollow History”
on October 16, 1998. The next essay in pub-
lishing-order sequence is “On the Whole, I’d
Rather Be Invisible: The Philadelphia
Experiment,” on p. 49.

A Lie Agreed Upon:
Hollow History

“The time is out of joint; O cursed spite
That ever I was born to set it right.”

– Shakespeare, Hamlet, I: v: 188

So what if history isn’t? I’m not talking about Plain Old
Lies, like George Washington and the cherry tree or
Richard III’s hunchback, or even about Misinterpreted

History and things like “America won the War of 1812” and
“Germany didn’t start WWI on purpose.” I’m not even talk-
ing about Secret History per se (although I normally do),
about how the assassination of JFK was a Druidic sacrifice-
ritual11 or how the American Revolution was a Masonic Civil
War.22 Nor do I care to get into historical revisionism, even
the fun kind like “Apollonius of Tyana was Christ”33 or “the
French made up Napoleon while nobody was watching”44 or
“aliens faked World War II to make mankind embrace peace”55

(you can see how well that one worked out). I’m not even going
(right now) to look at Lost History, whether it be the Atlantean Sea-
Kings of 9500 B.C.66 or the Chinese colonies in 6th century Santa
Barbara.77 I’m talking the very stuff of history, dates and kings and all that, and
how some folks both mad and sane think there’s nothing there but a bunch of
type on the calendar and footnotes citing each other. Only a thin screen of
guesswork and academic blackballing, you see, prevents us all from realizing
that the empty centuries just don’t exist. I’m talking missing years, and Hollow
History, and what that does for a game.

“What is proudly advertised as Egyptian history is
a collection of rags and tatters.”

– Egyptologist Sir Alan H. Gardiner (1961)

The absolute best case in the Real World for this kind of thing is the Case
of the Greek Dark Ages. According to conventional chronology, Mycenaean
Greece holds the Trojan War around 1200 B.C. only to get swarmed by barbar-
ians immediately thereafter, all the cities burn down, and 90% of the population
vanishes into the hills for 250 years – and then the Greeks come back, rebuild
the cities (often on an identical ground plan, as at Tiryns) and start making the
same pots they did two-and-a-half centuries ago. Basically, the history of Greece
from 1200 B.C. to 950 B.C. is a big blank spot, with the same pots, the same
writing and the same architecture on both sides of the hole. In the 1880s, some
archaeologists refused to believe the Greek Dark Ages existed at all, and in the
1980s some other ones agreed, led by Peter James in his book Centuries of
Darkness. Since the dates for the Greek Dark Ages depend on Egyptian chronol-
ogy, James says the Egyptian chronology is wrong. (On p. EG32 we learn some
of the problems with it,88 and even the “Sothic cycle” mentioned on p. EG21 is
valid only if you assume the Egyptians went 2,500 years without correcting their
calendar.) One of the key pegs of Egyptian chronology turns out to be in the
Bible; the Pharaoh Shishak mentioned in 2 Chronicles 12:2-9 is assumed to be
the same as the Pharaoh Shoshenq mentioned on p. EG58. For numerous tech-
nical reasons, James differs, saying that the Biblical Shishak is actually the
Pharaoh Ramesses II (apparently nicknamed “Sysw,” by leaving off the “Rame”),
who certainly fits the personality profile and the archaeological evidence better
(as p. EG54 would indicate).
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11 See, for instance, the discussion of James
Shelby Downard’s theories in Jonathan
Vankin & John Whalen’s The 70 Greatest
Conspiracies of All Time or in Doug
Moench’s comics anthology Big Book of
Conspiracies. Then read the rest of both
books, because they’re both very useful
and very broadly cast. Downard’s theory
also appears in Jim Keith’s anthology
Secret and Suppressed, and (in two different
versions) in both editions of Adam
Parfrey’s Apocalypse Culture.

22 A theory presented most accessibly by
Michael Baigent and Richard Leigh in
The Temple and the Lodge, a sequel to Holy
Blood, Holy Grail (see p. 124).

33 An attempt first made by the anti-
Christian writer Hierocles in 303 A.D.

44 A theory I know I’ve seen promulgated,
if memory serves, by an eccentric English
clergyman, but have been unable to find a
source for.

55 Postulated in The Illuminati Conspiracy:
The Sapiens System, by Donald Holmes.

66 See p. 59.

77 No, but there were 6th century Chinese
anchor stones used as ballast by 19th cen-
tury China traders from Santa Barbara.



88 For those without ready access to their
copies of GURPS Egypt, those problems
can be summed up as follows: We don’t
have any independently confirmable pri-
mary sources for Egyptian regnal dates. A
few events match events in foreign chron-
icles, and some match known and dated
astronomical phenomena, but the sole
source for Egyptian dynastic history, the
scribe Manetho, is (to put it mildly) less
than ideal.

99 Such as V.R. d’A. Desborough in The
Greek Dark Ages.

1100 See pp. 32-34 for more archaeological
tomfoolery.

1111 Not to mention pp. WWi14-15. At
this juncture, I feel compelled to point
out that Akhenaten looks uncommonly
like a Grey, what with his pear-shaped
head and all. The “Aten,” the featureless
sun disk he worshipped, could, of course,
be a flying saucer, or something else. On
a different tangent, some theorists believe
that Akhenaten may have been Moses,
both sharing a devotion to monotheism.
This would snarl up the accepted
chronology by a Jamesian 200 years or so,
but about 200 years before James’
“Centuries of Darkness” putatively begin.

In this connection, I should also
probably mention the possibility of
Akhenaten’s connection with the
Nyarlathotep-worshiping Pharaoh
Nephren-Ka, who “did that which caused
his name to be stricken from all monu-
ments and records,” as Lovecraft puts it in
“The Haunter of the Dark.” Could
Nephren-Ka’s malign reign happen with-
in that Hollow History?

1122 Peter James and David Rohl have done
themselves no favors by their association
with Velikovskian journals in their mis-
spent youth. Rohl, at least, gives every
sign of also misspending his adulthood;
Pharaohs and Kings may be the closest
thing to reasonable that he writes for
some time, given the Pyramidiotic com-
pany he’s keeping now. Peter James col-
laborated with Nick Thorpe on the very
useful, if shallow, Ancient Inventions.

But if you say that the Biblical Shishak is Ramesses II, then you lose 250-plus
years of Egyptian history; rather than ascend the throne in 1279 B.C., he shows
up in 933 B.C. Thus, the Greek pots found in Ramesses II’s palace are from
950ish B.C. and not 1250ish B.C., and thus, no Greek Dark Ages. Where do the
years go? James says that the Twentieth through the Twenty-Sixth Dynasties
greatly overlap, as multiple Pharaohs ruled a civil-war-torn Egypt (basically, that
pp. EG55-60 all happened pretty much at once). Greek archaeologists99 sort of
like the idea, Egyptologists hate it with a fiery passion. James is not the first guy
to come up with this notion; Sir Isaac Newton also decided that Ramesses II was
Shishak in his Chronology of Ancient Kingdoms Amended, published in 1728. On the
one hand, Newton was a genius and didn’t have to worry about Egyptologists
queering the deal. On the other hand, plenty of other geniuses wrote poppycock
about Egypt before anyone could read hieroglyphs.1100

“Israel is laid waste, its seed is no more.”
– carving from the Merneptah Stela, five years after the

death of Ramesses II

Another maverick Egyptologist, David Rohl, goes even farther. He not only
accepts the Ramesses II = Shishak equation, but decides that Akhenaten and
King David were contemporaries, moves the Exodus back up and the end of the
Thirteenth Dynasty down to 1447 B.C., and finishes by finding Joseph and the
coat of many colors in 1663 B.C. By the time he’s done, we’re 350 years in the
hole. All this, plus really cool stuff on eclipses and Assyrian star charts and the
Crab Nebula and whatnot show up in his book Pharaohs and Kings, which is
about as far as you can take this stuff before someone loses an eye and the word
“nutbar” gets bandied about.

Now, besides angering Egyptologists with this theory, you can also perplex
your GURPS Time Travel players with it – they show up in ancient Egypt and
all of a sudden, their computer databases are royally (heh heh) screwed up. On
the other hand, it’s way more exciting than (Probably) Real History to have
Akhenaten and Tutankhamen (check out pp. EG51-53 and Allen Drury’s novel
Return to Thebes to play there1111) and David and Solomon all around at roughly
the same time; even if you don’t buy it as history, it makes a heckuva High
Historical Fantasy. Egyptian gods, the Ark of the Covenant, the Valley of the
Kings, and Goliath – what more do you want?

“Were there eight kings of the name of Henry in England, or
were there eighty? Never mind: someday it will be recorded that
there was only one, and the attributes of all of them be combined
into his compressed and consensus story.”

– R. A. Lafferty, “And Read the Flesh Between the Lines”

But beyond Rohl, there be monsters.1122 Jungian psychologist Immanuel
Velikovsky spent much of the 1950s and 1960s writing an increasingly tormented
version of ancient history (Worlds in Collision and the aptly named Ages in Chaos
are your core volumes here) that begins in 1450 B.C. with the planet Venus
being spit out of Jupiter and caroming around the Solar System like a billiard
ball until it settles down (stopping briefly to part the Red Sea, sink Atlantis and
make the sun stand still for Joshua) in its present orbit; redating things to fit this
thesis, he winds up equating Hatshepsut with the Queen of Sheba (!) and
Thutmose III with Shishak (we’re now consolidating 540 years and 10 pages of
GURPS Egypt). Eventually, even redating is too tame for Velikovsky; he decides
that Egyptian history is actually its own sequel, with the same story told twice for
some reason (all that planet Venus stuff) in the chronicles. By his last book,
Peoples of the Sea, he’s equating Ramesses III with Nectanebo (800 years!!) based
on the fact that their reigns both feature seaborne invasions by people whose
names begin with “P.”
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1133 This concern on Otto’s part did not
actually revolve around the date. Otto was
deposed in 1002 by the Roman mob. Otto
decided that his successor, Henry II, was
the Antichrist, which logically would
make himself, Otto, the Final Emperor.
Illig puts the cart before the horse, to say
the least.

1144 Pope Sylvester II (born Gerbert of
Aurillac) is interesting in his own right.
He was one of the best-educated men of
the age, studying mathematics in Spain in
his youth; it may have been from Spain
that he brought (if he did) Arabic numer-
als to Europe. This combination of prodi-
gious learning and studying in Saracen
Spain gave Sylvester the reputation of a
black magician. Supposedly he stole a gri-
moire from his host in Spain, used it to
summon a demon, and made a pact to
gain sorcerous power. Sylvester con-
structed a speaking brazen head to give
him magical prophecies. The same story
is told about Roger Bacon (see note 5,
p.17), Vergil (see note 8, p. 96), Agrippa
(see note 6, p. 10), St. Thomas Aquinas,
and virtually every other reputed magus
in medieval legend. The head told
Sylvester that he wouldn’t die until he
celebrated Mass in Jerusalem; his unex-
pected death, according to legend, came
in 1003 after he officiated in the Church
of the Holy Cross of Jerusalem, in Rome.
Sylvester, among others, is profiled in
E.M. Butler’s dated, but still useful, Myth
of the Magus.

1155 Which is why I can’t give a more spe-
cific citation than this description.

1166 Who also taught Nostradamus medi-
cine. Barely relevantly, the cream of the
Nostradamian crop is Peter Lemesurier’s
Nostradamus Encyclopedia, although James
Randi’s hatchet-job, Mask of Nostradamus,
still makes a useful corrective. 

1177 See pp. 85-87 for the Faerie, and p.
125 for Vallee.

1188 This Borgesian conceit appears on p.
12, and a different one on p. 96, and yet
another one on p. 108. Jorge Luis Borges’
work is, quite simply, mindblowingly
good. There is a new paperback,  Collected
Fictions, with all-new translations of every
piece of Borges’ fiction. If you can only
read one Borges collection, and it isn’t
that one, though, it should be Labyrinths.

1199 In Sandman #18.

Tired of Egypt for a while? Well, if there were a GURPS Dark Ages, a
German historian named Heribert Illig would claim it didn’t exist. Illig’s basic
thesis is that, in order to buttress his claim to be the Final Emperor1133 (predict-
ed, among other places, in the Book of Daniel), Otto III connived with the Pope
Sylvester II1144 (his old tutor) and the Byzantines (his mother was a Byzantine
princess) to add 300 years to the calendar date so that he could be Emperor in
the year 1000. Because of this fooling around, Illig discovered, not only did the
years 614-911 not really exist (which means we’re actually living in the year
1665 – solves that Y2K thing, anyway) but Charlemagne was a made-up legend
to bolster Otto’s shaky claim to the imperial throne. (Illig thinks it awfully suspi-
cious that Charlemagne was crowned Emperor in exactly 800 A.D.) Anything
that orthodox historians date to the Carolingian period, Illig dates earlier or
later. So, for example, when the Arabs invaded France in 732 and got beaten by
Charles Martel, they actually invaded Gaul in 435 and got beaten by . . . um . . .
the Roman general Aetius, because they were actually Visigoths. Despite being
Moslems. 150 years before Mohammed was born. To make matters worse, it’s all
in German.1155 (Illig recently announced that the Pyramids of Egypt date only to
600 B.C. Something about Egypt draws ‘em like flies.)

A fellow (I think he’s a mathematician) named A.T. Fomenko just flat
doesn’t believe in anything before about 1400 A.D. at all. To him, all the history
books just keep retelling the same story, setting it further and further back in
the past each time (much like Velikovsky with the Nectanebo-
Ramesses III thing). To Fomenko, it’s obvious (for instance)
that the Norman Conquest of England in 1066 is just a
retelling of the Norman Sack of Constantinople in 1204.
(The Norman Villehardouin = the Norman William the
Conqueror, you see . . . .) What happened before then? It’s a
blank. Maybe the French professor Joseph Justus Scaliger was
actually the god Thoth, and he created the world with history
already in progress when he established modern chronological
science in 1583. (You’ve got to admit that in the right tone of
voice, Scaliger’s book De Emendatione Temporum – The
Improvement of Time – sounds like some big juju indeed.) As Illig
would no doubt point out, it’s awfully coincidental that Julius
Caesar just happens to be a crucial figure in this so-called “his-
tory” – who reformed the calendar, no less! – and the name of
Scaliger’s father.1166

“Who controls the past controls the future;
who controls the present controls the past.”

– George Orwell, 1984

Now, if that’s not a heckuva great setup for a High-Weirdness GURPS
Time Travel (or GURPS Mage: the Ascension) campaign, I don’t know what is.
The PCs go back in time to, say, 800 A.D., and find a kingdom of the Faerie in
Gaul or intelligent talking dinosaurs roaming the earth or space aliens (Vallee’s
Magonians?)1177 building the Maya pyramids or the Mi-Go enslaving humanity
(Alhazred writes the Necronomicon in 730 A.D., remember). Where’s Real
History? How do we get it back? Combine it with Borges’ “Tlon, Uqbar, Orbis
Tertius” and have pieces of the Hollow History start showing up in textbooks
(or archaeological sites) in the present.1188 Or, strand ‘em in the New Past and
make the PCs find out how to dream-magick-connive the future back to where
it was before they lose it for good (a la Neil Gaiman’s “Dream of a Thousand
Cats” from Sandman).1199 Perhaps the PCs have to find, and blow, the Horn of
Roland. Maybe Illig’s 300 years are the zone where the Hollow History still
rules (Time-Torg?), and the coverup Illig caught was the sorceror-Pope
Sylvester’s attempt to stop the spread of this Shadow Out Of Time.
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2200 VALIS stands for Vast Active Living
Intelligence System, left here by the
three-eyed Sirians to aid planetary evolu-
tion. More Sirians appear on p. 58.

2211 For more on bisociation, see “Two-
World Minimum: Bisociation and the Art
of High Weirdness,” on pp. 108-111.

“Real time ceased in 70 C.E. with the fall of the temple at
Jerusalem. It began again in 1974 C.E. The intervening period
was a perfect spurious interpolation aping the creation of the Mind.
‘The Empire never ended,’ but in 1974 a cypher was sent out as a
signal that the Age of Iron was over . . . ”

– Philip K. Dick, VALIS2200

This makes one think of Hollow History as “missing time”: in UFO sight-
ings, abductees know they’ve lost a couple hours, but decide they just took a
nap, or saw some owls. That’s what Velikovsky said the thing with Venus did to
humanity; even titling one of his tomes Mankind in Amnesia to hammer the
point home. We have a chunk of “missing time” in our history, and so we make
up something plausible about Pharaohs or Charlemagne and go on our way,
never knowing that history itself was abducted.

In his novel VALIS, Philip K. Dick says it’s worse than that, that we’ve had
false memories implanted in us. The (Roman) Empire Never Ended, and we’re
living in 94 A.D. without knowing it. Nixon was actually Nero, which would
make Clinton Domitian – the JFK, RFK, and MLK assassinations are our sub-
conscious fighting to remind us about the Christians being thrown to the lions
and the assassination of the Gracchi. We’re trapped in the Iron Prison House,
and only a secret band of Gnostics can save us, since only they can see the world
both ways at once (can bisociate2211 it, in other words); their KING FELIX signal
woke the Earth up, but the Empire (the Conspiracy, the Illuminati) is fighting
to keep us asleep. Are the PCs the “gray-robed Christians,” the Gnostics from
Dick’s novel? The Warghetz Papers from p. WT62 give yet another wrinkle on
this theme to look at – reread it in the light of 400 years gone from Egypt and
300 from the heart of Europe. After all, all you’ve got to lose is time.
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THE EMPIRE
NEVER ENDED



Things that fall from the sky.
Things that go bump in the night.
Things that should not be. This

section looks at weird things; events, theo-
ries, and artifacts, although drawing a
dividing line in this particular fractal sand
is always tricky. It begins by digging up
things, and moves forward roughly chrono-
logically to the end of the world.

32 Digging Up Weirdness

35 Surf ing Bohemia: What’s
Behind The Winter’s
Tale?

39 Croatoan or Bust:
Finding the Lost Colony

43 Up, Up, And Away (In
My Beautiful Airship)

46 The Sky Is Falling

49 On the Whole, I’d Rather
Be Invisible: The
Philadelphia Experiment

53 A Swif tly Tilting Planet:
The Great Pole Shif t



Pyramid originally posted “Digging Up
Weirdness” on July 10, 1998. The next essay in
publishing-order sequence is “Two-World
Minimum: Bisociation and the Art of High
Weirdness,” on p. 108.

11 Visible on pp. BO64-65, or at
www.io.com/~sjohn/grip.htm.

22 I further elucidate the Merovingians in
note 3, p. 119.

33 The unseen race might be those devolved
ophidian Faerie on p. 86, or the Reptoids on
p. 82.

44 “Seekers after horror haunt strange far
places.”

– opening lines of “The Picture in the
House,” by H.P. Lovecraft

55 In the sadly-forgotten DC comic “I,
Vampire!” that used to run in House of
Mystery, there was a nifty pair of magic
rings. The first ring had the power to
transport its wearer anywhere in time and
space he wished; the second ring would
automatically follow along in 48 hours.
That’s the kind of ring that archaeologists
should be finding, not lousy trade goods
made of inferior brass to pawn off on
Greek tourists at Naucratis.

66 The “McGuffin” is director Alfred
Hitchcock’s term for any item which drives
the plot of the story forward, usually because
someone (the hero or the villain or both) is
searching for it, trying to keep it out of The
Wrong Hands, looking to steal it at the
most inconvenient opportunity, or all of the
above. The briefcase in Pulp Fiction is a
prime modern example.

77 Bond, a Bristol architect and expert on
ecclesiastical antiquarianism, became the
director of excavations at Glastonbury
Abbey in 1907. Later that year, for some
reason, he began conducting “automatic
writing” sessions in which he would put
himself into a trance and channel medieval
Glastonbury monks known collectively as
the “Company of Avalon,” also known as
the Watchers. Bond began a remarkably
successful career at Glastonbury, discovering
heretofore unknown elements of the site,
and materially enabling the accurate excava-
tion and reconstruction of the medieval
Abbey. In 1918, he published a book, The
Gate of Remembrance, in which he revealed
his methods. The scandal, predictably, cost
him his job. 

Continued on next page . . .

Digging Up Weirdness
“You call this archaeology?”

– Dr. Henry Jones, Sr.

Right there on page 47 of GURPS Cliffhangers (which really needs a
spiffy new and expanded edition complete with S. John Ross’ terrific cin-
ematic rules)11 you can see the call for archaeologists as player characters.

Surely that’s all the incentive you need to consider adding an archaeologist or
two or six to your next game. Not, I hasten to add, a mundane archaeologist,
unless you really dig using that Camel’s Hair Brush-17 skill. Think Indiana
Jones, Professor Challenger, Allan Quatermain. A bold and daring archaeologist
handy with gun and camera, or an eccentric millionaire archaeologist with dubi-
ous family ties to the Merovingians22 and a steam-tunneling machine, or an
elderly scholar of prehuman epigraphy who needs only one more find to publish
his history of the snake people who hide among us unseen.33 That’s more like it.

Any devotee of Call of Cthulhu knows that archaeologists, like seekers of
horror, haunt strange far places,44 all the better to get caught up in dark
intrigue, ancestral curses, little yellow gods or big gray mummies, and other
Things Man Was Not Meant To Know, as they say in GURPS Horror. Just
one archaeologist PC can bring the campaign into whole new dimensions of
trouble; along a similar line of reasoning, an archaeologist makes eminent sense
as a protagonist for a GURPS Time Travel campaign. Digging up a strange
ring55 in a temple to Ptah, lord of time and creation, is a fully respectable
McGuffin66 to start hurling the characters willy and nilly through time as the
ring’s “chronal curse” activates at seeming random. Archaeologists would come
in handy whether a cursed ring or a Timepiece chronoprojector flings the party
from historical epoch to ancient scene.

“Amazingly it proved possible to give blow-by-blow accounts of
prehistoric battles and, in a more tender mood, tell how Woman
shaped the First Pot. Archaeology was acclaimed as the science of
rubbish, and as fast as the rubbish was dug up it was written down.”

– Colin McEvedy, The Penguin Atlas of Ancient History

Of course, archaeologists make excellent NPCs, too. Not just evil ones in
the service of Dark Gods that flew in through an incautiously open mosquito
net, or foolish ones tampering with Things Man Dare Not Meddle In. Just plain
interesting ones, like this brace from Real History™. I’m not even mentioning
pure-dee crazy folk like Frederick Bligh Bond,77 who communicated with the
dead while serving as architect-archaeologist at Arthurian Glastonbury in 1907,
or the androgynous American transvestite Antonia Frederick Futterer88 who
claimed to have found the Ark of the Covenant atop Mount Pisgah in the 1920s.
Nor the ties between Jack the Ripper, the Templars, the House of Rothschild,
Jerusalem archaeology, and Finnish psychics of the Edwardian age.99

Nabonidus
King of Babylon from 556 to 539 B.C., Nabonidus (or Nabunaid) may have

been the first archaeologist. He dug up cylinder seals and tablets from the
Sumerian and Akkadian civilizations preceding his own Babylonian empire,
tried his best to decipher the languages there, and assembled an immense library
of ancient inscriptions (and ancient they were, too; Nabonidus’ oldest inscrip-
tions were as long ago to him as he is to us). Of course, all this pottering about
with potsherds made him neglect the empire’s defenses, and Cyrus the Great of
Persia polished him and the rest of Babylon off. Nabonidus also neglected the
gods Marduk and Nabu (ungratefully, since Nabu was his personal patron god),
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Continued from previous page

Stephan A. Schwarz’ The Secret Vaults of
Time has a quite informative treatment of
Bond’s life and career, and much more
excitement about psychic archaeology. As a
corrective, I recommend Stephen Williams’
Fantastic Archaeology: The Wild Side of North
American Prehistory and Kenneth L. Feder’s
Frauds, Myths, and Mysteries: Science and
Pseudoscience in Archaeology.

88 Antonia Frederick Futterer was, despite
the name, a male American adventurer. In
1981, another dubious American named
Tom Crotser claimed to have found the
Ark using Futterer’s notes. A “futterer”
with an epicene name somehow seems
alchemical to me - see note 20, p. 38.

99 Royal Arch Mason Sir Charles Warren
(1840-1927) excavated an ancient tunnel
(once used to deliver sacrifices) under the
Temple Mount in Jerusalem in 1867, possi-
bly put on the trail by legends of Templar
excavations there. (Warren later served as
London’s Metropolitan Police
Commissioner during the Jack the Ripper
case, with its overtones of sacrifice and mys-
terious “Juwes” inscription.) Warren’s notes
(and a hidden cipher in Jeremiah) inspired a
Finnish psychic named Valter Juvelius to
recruit an eccentric English aristocrat, 

Continued on next page . . .

causing the priests to accuse him of impiety and blasphemy. I usually
imagine him as a harmless old dodderer messing around with stelae, but
the GM could make him an incisive mad genius teasing out Ancient
Knowledge or even a devotee of Black Lore found in certain pre-
Sumerian texts.1100

Giovanni Battista Belzoni
Six-foot-seven, and according to the stories able to support nine peo-

ple and a steel cage (over a ton of weight) on his back, this Italian travel-
ing strongman-turned-Egyptologist also invented hydraulic machinery
and studied, briefly, for the priesthood. Ahh, in those days, resumes had
to be a lot longer, and probably vetted by the censors. During his brief
yet glorious archaeological career through Egypt from 1815 to 1819,
Belzoni excavated the temple of Abu Simbel at Syene, discovered the
tomb of Seti I in Thebes, opened the Pyramid of Chefren at Giza, and
transferred the Cursed Memnon from Egypt to the British Museum.
After this last task, he decided to seek the legendary city of Timbuktu by
crossing the Sahara, but died of dysentery (or of Memnon’s Curse) in
Benin in 1823 at the age of 34. Belzoni is most famous for his gleefully
destructive methods: his memoirs speak of blasting open sealed doors
with hydraulics or gunpowder charges, crushing whole necropoli full of
mummies while searching for treasure, and generally inviting a whole
litany of Pharaoh’s curses upon himself. He’d make an excellent “cheerful
ally” of the PCs; they have to restrain his enthusiasm for black-powder
archaeology while searching desperately for the artifacts he’s excavating.

“The reader is perhaps curious to know how old cities sell in Central
America. Like other articles of trade, they are regulated by the
quantity in market, and the demand; but not being staple articles,
like cotton and indigo, they were held at fancy prices, and at that
time were dull of sale. I paid fifty dollars for Copan.”

– John Lloyd Stephens, Incidents of Travel In Central America

Armed with these potential PCs and NPCs, adding an archaeologist or two
to any campaign should be a snap. For the truly ambitious GM, however, noth-
ing will do but a full-fledged Archaeological Campaign!

Incidents of Travel
For a low-powered, more “plaza-

level” campaign, let the PCs be an archae-
ological team excavating an important site
in a remote and dangerous countryside.
Classic narratives like John Lloyd
Stephens’ stories of Mayan exploration in
the 1840s or Sir Aurel Stein’s criscrossings
of Central Asia in the 1910s-1930s can
inspire bandit attacks, storms and animal
encounters, delicate negotiations with the
locals, and so forth. Low-key, for sure, but
there’s very little in science more interest-
ing than the birth of archaeology.

Testimony of the Bullwhip
Or you can tart things up with the GURPS Cliffhangers route and chase

Nazi occultist excavations from Greenland (lost Hyperborea) to Tibet (and the
entrances to the Mystical Kingdom of Agartha); dust off your copy of GURPS
Places of Mystery and start adding Gestapo.1111
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REPTOIDS?



Continued from previous page

Montague Brownslow Parker, to dig the
site in 1909. By 1911, both Muslim and
Jewish leaders (including Edmond de
Rothschild) blocked Parker’s dig.

He continued searching for the Ark
under cover of night until, surprised by
night watchmen at the Al-Aqsa Mosque
alerted by the noise, he fled the country on
April 18, 1911. Details can be found in the
delightful fundamentalist Ark tract In Search
of Temple Treasures, by Randall Price, and in
Graham Hancock’s “Templar Ark in
Ethiopia” opus The Sign and the Seal.

1100 Or Ancient Astronaut secrets; see pp. 57-
60. Of course, the Sumerians are disturbing
enough; their religion seems entirely con-
cerned with distracting their horrible and
unpleasant gods from any involvement with
humanity. Very Lovecraftian; along with
Tibetan Bon-pa and Mesoamerican blood-
sacrifice, Sumerian religion is one of the
best candidates for “Cthulhoid remnant.”

1111 Nazi archaeologists such as Otto Rahn
(the SS colonel who sought the Grail in the
French mountains; see p. 109) or SS
Captain Ernst Schaefer (who returned from
Tibet in 1940 with 108 volumes of the
Tibetan holy book Kangschur) likely work
for the Ahnenerbe, the SS section for
“Ancestral Research.” Suffice to say that
pretty much every Spielbergian cliché turns
out to be surprisingly accurate; the Nazis
were, as I’m sure I needn’t remind anybody,
nuts. See Peter Levenda’s Unholy Alliance
for yet more lurid details, and pp. 77-80 for
another batch of Nazi connections.

1122 I don’t really have a good book on the
Bone Wars per se, although the writeup in
John Noble Wilford’s The Riddle of the
Dinosaur is sound, and I enjoyed Brett
Davis’ SF novel Bone Wars, not least
because he brought in the Nordic aliens
from p. 82.

1133 Other Company Strike Forces include
Strike Force Scorpio, on p. 60.

1144 At this point, I should also recommend
Warren Ellis’ brilliant comic book
Planetary, about archaeologists of, well,
other reality narratives than ours. Or some-
thing. Just read it. “It’s a strange world - let’s
keep it that way.”

1155 See pp. IOU 40-41 and IOU31-37.

These Dinosaurs Ain’t Big Enough For The Two Of Us
The Bone Wars1122 not only mark one of the more interesting episodes in the

annals of American paleontology, but make a great jumping off point for a some-
what skewed GURPS Old West campaign. First, the facts: between 1877 and
1889, the neo-Lamarckian shipping heir Edward Drinker Cope (1840-1897) and
the staunch Darwinian Yale University professor Othniel Charles Marsh (1831-
1899) paid rival gangs of professional fossil-hunters to dig out Camarasaurus,
Diplodocus, Apatosaurus, and Stegosaurus bones from the same stretch of the Como
Bluff west of Laramie, Wyoming. Marsh and Cope mostly stayed in the East and
ordered their men by telegram to bribe, suborn, intimidate, and sabotage their
rivals (Cope’s last major field trip West in 1876 saw him successfully dodging
Sitting Bull while discovering Monoclonius). In 1889, Cope’s bankruptcy left the
field to the weakened Marsh factions, and the Bone Wars ended. In the campaign,
however, the PCs play fossil claimjumpers in service to one or the other camp –
the GM can introduce Indian attacks, gunfights, or anything else his fertile imagi-
nation conceives. Replay A Fistful of Dollars as the PCs play faction against faction
and goad everyone into a shootout over the perfect skeleton of a Stegosaurus worth
tens of thousands of dollars. Or retell the story of the Regulators and Billy the
Kid, with hired gunslingers brought in to stop the characters’ digs, rather than to
bust up farmers’ homesteads. Any Western you can think of works with “bones”
instead of “gold” or with a shootout between Marshes and Copes rather than
Earps and Clantons.

“We’ve got top men working on it.” “What men?” “Top men.”
– The Government, to Indiana Jones

This last possibility is a GURPS Black Ops archaeological campaign frame;
the Company keeps quite a close eye on certain excavations near sites of known
Prima import such as the Pyramids of Giza and the Dropa Shan Mountains of
Mongolia. Where possible, they cover up the evidence and intimidate witnesses;
where impossible they scour the place clean, taking powerful items back to The
Lab for analysis and reproduction where possible. Strike Force Cheops1133 mixes
black ops from all departments, with a higher percentage of Science types, espe-
cially geologists, epigraphers, linguists, and bona fide archaeologists. The Lodge,
unfortunately, also considers many major Prima sites to be “places of power,” and
the Company has to clear their cells out of the way before stopping a team from
Indiana University from releasing the Hoarfrost Dragon from the chambers
beneath Machu Picchu, for example.

Alternately, the PCs could work as agents of the Masters of Warehouse 23,
criscrossing the world to secure dangerous relics indicative of impossible pasts.1144

In this variant, the archaeological hit squad depends less on Massive Retaliatory
Death and more on the vast stores of knowledge and artifacts held within the
Warehouse’s confines. This version could run as straightforward escapist adventure
with enemies ranging from the CIA, to a cabal of black magicians using the arti-
facts for Evil, to the Saurian Aliens looking for all the stuff they left behind last
time they showed up a few millennia ago (or an alliance of all three, of course). Or,
it might turn into a sort of “West End Games Tribute” as Paranoia meets Indiana
Jones; the Warehouse itself is driven only by omnivorous collective rapacity, but its
paranoia prevents it from adequately briefing the characters on either the true
nature of the site they’re going to loot (“Don’t let the capital letters fool you: It’s
just like any other tower in London”), their opposition (“When people say things
like ‘guarded by the entire Afghan army,’ you know they’re exaggerating”), or their
tools and allies (“Now, wearing this amulet will put your soul in touch with the
spirit of the High Priest of Set, and we’re confident that he’ll be glad to tell you
where to dig and how to deactivate the curse”). One gets the sense that the IOU
Archaeology Department (squabbled over between the College of Metaphysics and
C.T.H.U.L.H.U.)1155 operates on much the same principles. Can you dig it?
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Pyramid originally posted “Surfing
Bohemia: What’s Behind The Winter’s
Tale?” for Christmas on December 24,
1998. The next essay in publishing-order
sequence is “Below the Snow: Antarctica,” on
p. 98.

11 “Great Storyteller,” capitals and all, is a
phrase I lifted from Poul Anderson’s
amazingly brilliant fantasy novel A
Midsummer Night’s Tempest. It’s set in a
world where Shakespeare was also the
Great Historian – every word in the
Collected Works is gospel truth. Noblemen
really do speak in iambic pentameter, for
example; Richard III did have a hunch-
back; there were striking clocks in
Caesar’s Rome and cannons in Hamlet’s
Denmark. Needless to say, this is a great
idea for a game setting, not only with
Shakespeare but with other Great
Historians. I’ve run games in worlds with
Verne, Doyle, and Poe (see p. 7) as Great
Historians (and, if one counts Call of
Cthulhu, Lovecraft).

22 See note 6 on p. 32 for the McGuffin.

33 See note 16 on p. 12 for a possible
explanation for this fact. Herbert
Lawrence, a friend of the actor David
Garrick, wrote an allegory called The Life
and Adventures of Common Sense in 1769,
alleging that the thief and plausible rogue
Shakespeare stole some essence from
Wisdom, Genius, and Humour, and used
it to write plays.

44 During the 1960s, a remake of MacBeth
titled MacBird! presented the JFK assassi-
nation as precisely that king-killing. See
note 1, p. 27 for a different take, and  note
8, p. 96 for the guy who got all Western
culture looking under the bed for sacred
kings.

55 The myth of Pyramis and Thisbe, per-
formed by the “rude mechanicals” in
Midsummer Night’s Dream, was a central
part of the Mithraic mystery cults.

66 The notion that the plays of
Shakespeare must have been written by
someone more elevated than a middle-
class Stratford landlord is, at bottom, class
prejudice pure and simple. Which makes
it odd that so many of the “Baconians”
have been Americans, from Delia Bacon
(whose theory was that Shakespeare’s
plays were written by a “magic circle”
including Bacon, Raleigh, and Oxford) to
Mark Twain to Ignatius Donelley (who
also popularized Atlantis theory, and rep-
resented Minnesota in Congress).

Surfing Bohemia:
What’s Behind
The Winter’s Tale?

“A sad tale’s best for winter; I have one
Of sprites and goblins.”

– William Shakespeare, The Winter’s Tale, II:i:25-26

The heart of any game is story, and the unri-
valed Great Storyteller11 in the English lan-
guage is, of course, William Shakespeare.

But in addition to mining his plays for plot and char-
acter, you can make them the engine, the backdrop
or the McGuffin22 of your own stories. For the last
400-odd years, the plays of Shakespeare have been
more unalterably a part of our myths and legends33

than the Illuminati, the UFOs, and the Holy Grail
combined. Especially since all of these can be
worked into Shakespeare, or vice versa.

You don’t have to be running a game of courtly,
sorcerous intrigue swirling around the sewers and
palaces of Elizabethan London to use the magickal,
the mythic, the occult, the High Weirdness
Shakespeare in your games (although if you are, I
wanna play). Tim Powers, for example, uses ele-
ments from Troilus and Cressida as models, influ-
ences, weird happenings and plot devices in his
linked novels Last Call, Expiration Date, and
Earthquake Weather, averring that Shakespeare actu-
ally encoded necromantic rituals in his plays for an
elite group of sorcerous patrons. That’s the kind of
thing that I’ll be pointing up here. Any of the occult
elements I highlight can be the Big Secret in a cam-
paign of magical conspiracy, illuminated history-
manipulating, or supernatural action. You can, of course, find occult elements
in plays of witchcraft and sacrificial king-killing like Macbeth44 or in plays of
Faerie and mystery cult weddings like A Midsummer Night’s Dream.55 But the
great thing about the Bard is that everything he touches becomes (or can be
made to seem) magical.

You don’t even need to claim that Shakespeare was actually Sir Francis
Bacon,66 our Masonic-Rosicrucian Secret Master Alchemist epicenter of eccen-
tricity,77 although it makes things delightfully simple for the GM and delightful-
ly complex for the players. It’s even more so if you use one of the lesser
Shakespeare-impostors88 like the conspiratorial and crypto-Masonic Earl of
Oxford or an undead Christopher Marlowe. Dame Frances Yates,99 a real (if
slightly passé) historian, maintains (in the so-useful The Occult Philosophy in the
Elizabethan Age) with some heat that Shakespeare concealed kabbalistic dis-
course in The Merchant of Venice. Just mull the fact that the man who coined
more new English words than any other English writer was apparently very
familiar with the principles of kabbalism.1100 Meanwhile, the rather-dodgier (but
even more fun) Scythe of Saturn by Linda Woodbridge1111 imputes an almost
Frazerian “magical imagination” to Shakespeare’s plays, finding in them the
descendant of ancient rituals and horrific myths. Now you’re cooking.
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77 For Bacon as epicenter of weirdness, see
“The Six Degrees of Sir Francis Bacon,”
pp. 105-107.

88 Back to the imposters, then. Delia
Bacon’s thesis is reiterated in Shakespeare’s
Magic Circle, by A.J. Evans, but good luck
finding a copy. Calvin Hoffman’s Murder
of the Man Who Was Shakespeare fingers
Marlowe; unfortunately Marlowe was
killed in 1593 (see note 8, p. 41), well
before Shakespeare likely wrote most of
his plays. Donnelley’s The Great
Cryptogram stands as the pillar of
Baconianism; the case for Oxford was best
made by the aptly-named John Thomas
Looney in Shakespeare Identified.
“Oxfordianism” seems to be the
“respectable” version of this theory,
though, even today. For a decent casebook
on the topic, see Shakespeare and His Rivals,
edited by George McMichael and Edgar
Glenn; for an open-minded, yet surpris-
ingly sensible examination of the question,
and for a readable and useful guide to what
is known of Shakespeare’s life, see Ian
Wilson’s Shakespeare: the Evidence.

99 Frances Yates is one of those scholars
whose work is a must-read for the devotee
of the wilder side of history; her path-
breaking The Rosicrucian Enlightenment
focused serious academics on the long-
ignored impact of magical and mystical
beliefs on 17th century history. The Art of
Memory is a fascinating look at real-life,
magical Eidetic Memory. For an in-depth
exploration of one important strand of
Elizabethan-era magic, her Giordano
Bruno and the Hermetic Tradition is not to
be missed.

1100 For kabbalism, see p. 113.

“Now, for conspiracy,
I know not how it tastes; though it be disht
For me to try how.”

– William Shakespeare, The Winter’s Tale, III:ii:71-73

Briefly, The Winter’s Tale is a play that begins with tragedy and ends with
marriage. In the first, tragic, half of the play, Leontes, King of Sicily, suspects
(insanely) his wife Hermione of adultery with his best friend Polixenes, King of
Bohemia. He orders Polixenes killed, but Polixenes escapes. He then has
Hermione’s daughter cast adrift in a boat with Antigonus, a courtier, and orders
Hermione’s death for treason. The last-minute arrival of a message from the
god Apollo clears Hermione, but Leontes blasphemes against Apollo and is
punished by the death of his son, Prince Manilius. At this, Hermione falls into a
deathly swoon and Sicily into desolation. Leontes repents too late. Sixteen years
later, the second, comic, half reveals that Hermione’s daughter Perdita (“the
lost”) has arrived in Bohemia and been adopted by a Shepherd. Raised as a shep-
herdess, her beauty wins the heart of Florizel, the prince of Bohemia. Although
Polixenes opposes the marriage and disinherits Florizel, Florizel and Perdita
marry and flee to – Sicily, of course. The proper proof of identities revealed,
there is a mass reconciliation as per Apollo’s prophecy and Hermione turns out
to have been alive after all, disguised as a statue. Leontes and Hermione make
up and Sicily and Bohemia join in happiness.

That plot right there could be a fine conspiracy even (or perhaps especially)
for a fantasy game, complete with disguises, scheme and escape, poisonings and
false accusation. Shakespeare got it from Robert Greene’s 1588 romance
Pandosto, fluffed it out a bit, changed one very important detail, and added the
final scene in which the “statue” of Hermione comes to life. Greene is an enig-
matic figure himself; he was deeply connected with the London criminal under-
world, and he wrote plays about the magus Roger Bacon and inserted the Faerie
into his play James IV.1122 Intriguingly, at the end of his life Greene threw over
his criminal contacts (do recall that sorcery was a crime in Elizabethan London
– even if Greene wasn’t a sorceror, he would have known who was) and began
writing a series of autobiographical exposes. He died suddenly in 1592, after one
such pamphlet criticized an obscure actor who fancied himself a playwright –
one William Shakespeare.

“Leave the growth untried
Of that wide gap, since it is in my power
To o’erthrow law, and in one self-born hour
To plant and o’erwhelm custom.”

– William Shakespeare, The Winter’s Tale, IV:i:6-9

The quote above appears in the speech by Time himself which
opens the fourth act, and the twisted and unnatural nature of the

time is a major theme in the play. Conventional (read: boring)
critics say this is because Shakespeare was violating the classi-
cal “unity of time” in the play, and even if that’s true, the
question for you remains “why?” Is there some time-magick
(such as that in Tim Powers’ Anubis Gates) that Shakespeare
alludes to here? This might allow you to tie the play directly
into your game; a bookseller discovers an annotated cipher
copy of The Winter’s Tale and opens a mystical time-rift (By

reading the play? Staging it? Acting it out in his life by setting
a child adrift from a mystical location?) between your campaign

and 1611 – or 1588 – or 405 B.C. Greene’s romance was subtitled
The Triumph of Time, which implies a conflict – who or what is Time

opposed to? Whose side is Shakespeare on?
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1111 When I wrote this sentence, I hadn’t
known that the great literary critic
Northrop Frye had written essays along
those same lines. Of course, the equally
estimable Cleanth Brooks still called it
“threatening” and “cloudy.” I’ve since
acquired another Woodbridge opus, True
Rites and Maimed Rites, alchemical analy-
ses of The Faerie Queene and Pope’s
Dunciad, and Anthony Harris’ anthology
Night’s Black Agents: Witchcraft and Magic
in Seventeenth-Century English Drama.
Who knew literary criticism could be so
much fun?

1122 For Roger Bacon, see note 5 on p. 17;
for the Faerie, see pp. 85-87.

1133 The notion that “holes in time” or
“weak points in time” are magically pow-
erful impels Tim Powers’ The Anubis
Gates, and probably derives from the
combination of brilliant intuition and
mediocre anthropology discussed along
with Halloween in note 2 on p. 19. The
connection of Faerie with space-time
implies something akin to John Keel’s
“ultraterrestrial” theory (see pp. 81-83).
The wide gap of time might, of course,
also refer to Hollow History (pp. 27-30).

1144 No, I don’t want to hear about Ottokar
II. He was King of Bohemia (1253-1278)
and, after a long and tedious war with
Hungary, he acquired Istria, on the
Adriatic Sea, in 1269. He was kicked out
of Istria by the Hapsburgs in 1276, and
Ottokar lost his seacoast. This detail
crops up in the historical-cultural glosses
within Asimov’s Guide to Shakespeare,
which is well worth picking up; I often see
it on remainder tables even now.

1155 We know the play appeared at the
Globe Theatre on May 15, 1611, because
the astrologer and doctor Simon Forman
attended a performance of it there and
noted it down in his journal, the Booke 
of Plaies and Notes Thereof. The fact that
one of the primary sources we have for
the Shakespearean theatre is the private
journal (surely not a “book of shadows”)
of a magician is certainly interesting in
this context.

Forman also had a sideline in talis-
mans, elixirs, and waxen images. His
elixirs included love philtres and (in one
well-publicized case) poisons. Forman
couldn’t be hung as a poisoner, however,
because the trial took place in 1616. He
had dropped dead, allegedly at the very
hour his own horoscopes predicted, on
September 8, 1611. Quite a year.

The twisting of the time-space continuum roils throughout the play; you
don’t have to be playing Elizabethan Call of Cthulhu to notice it or to make it
part of your game. The tragic half of the play is winter, while the comic half is
spring, but in the “sheepshearing festival” (a climactic scene where Polixenes
sees Florizel declare his love for Perdita) all the seasons are jumbled up.
Although shearing happens in the spring, Perdita describes it as happening in
autumn (“the year growing ancient, not yet on summer’s death”), gives flowers
of both winter and summer to the other maids, and specifically laments for the
missing “flow’rs o’ th’ spring.” Something is turning time upside down and
inside out; there is a “wide gap” of time where – magickally, or as in Faerie –
anything can happen.1133

“Places remote enough are in Bohemia.”
– William Shakespeare, The Winter’s Tale, III:iii:31

Anachronisms and twisted time abound. Although Winter’s Tale is set in
pagan Greek times, Hermione is described as the daughter of the “Emperor of
Russia” (although Apollo did rule over Hyperborea, the “land beyond the
north” – i.e., Russia). The “statue” of Hermione is ascribed to Julio Romano, an
Italian architect and painter who died in 1546. And, most famously, in The
Winter’s Tale and nowhen else, Bohemia has a seacoast.1144

The mention of Bohemia is like an occult warn-
ing sign, especially in 1611, when Shakespeare
(probably) wrote The Winter’s Tale.1155 The King of
Bohemia in 1611 was the Holy Roman Emperor
Rudolf II, famous for his patronage of magicians and
occultists. Elizabethan magus (and possible member
of the occult circle who commissioned Shakespeare’s
magickal plays)1166 John Dee1177 spent three years at
Rudolf’s capital at Prague. Weirdly enough, when
Frederick V of the Palatinate (a patron of alchemy
and Rosicrucianism) took the throne of Bohemia in
1619, he was known as “The Winter King.” Had
Shakespeare (or Dee) set the occult waves of time
and destiny flowing with this play?

“These your unusual weeds to each part of you
Do give a life: no shepherdess; but Flora
Peering in April’s front. This your sheep-shearing
Is a meeting of the petty gods,
And you the queen on’t.”

– William Shakespeare, The Winter’s Tale, IV:iii:1-5

Shakespeare has turned the play itself upside down; in Greene’s Pandosto,
Perdita flees from Bohemia to Sicily rather than vice versa. Shakespeare contin-
ually points up the artificial, created nature of the story. Three times his charac-
ters describe the action as “like an old tale,” as though they can’t believe it
themselves. What one might expect to be the climax, the revelation of Perdita’s
true parentage, happens offstage! (In another weirdly mythic parallel, the audi-
ence hears about it from Three Gentlemen – recalling the three Fates, or better
yet, the Three Wise Men who announced a different magical birth at the winter
solstice.)1188 The real climax is the return of Hermione from the dead – she has
appeared as a ghost in Antigonus’ dreams, Leontes wishes her spirit would
“again possess her corpse,” and the “statue coming to life” carries the implica-
tion of “wicked powers.” Speaking of Powers, of course, the living statue-occult
wedding combination reminds me irresistibly of his “silicon vampires” in The
Stress of Her Regard, who inspired great poets – like Shakespeare.
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1166 See p. 40 for this occult circle, the
“School of Night.”

1177 Back to note 8 on p. 11 for Dee, and to
p. 39 for more Dee schemes.

1188 The Three Gentlemen also recall the
three “unworthy craftsmen” who killed
Hiram Abiff, the builder of Solomon’s
Temple, in Masonic Lore, or the Three
Tramps who killed JFK. See p. 45 for
another of their appearances.

Their female equivalent would be
the three Weird Sisters, such as the three
Grey Ones in the myth of Perseus, the
Three Fates (or Three Norns in Norse
myth), and the triple-goddess Hecate (for
whom see p. 114). In Shakespeare, of
course, the Three Weird Sisters are most
visible as the Three Witches in Macbeth.

Triplicity is a powerful magical
device; many spells both ancient and
modern must be spoken or chanted three
times to take effect. As the Bellman says
in The Hunting of the Snark by the (no
doubt kabbalistically adept) mathemati-
cian Lewis Carroll, “What I tell you three
times is true.”

1199 For alchemy, see note 8 on p. 18.

2200 In the Western Magical Tradition,
androgyny is magically powerful, mixing
as it does two mighty archetypal forces.
(Cybele, from note 5, p. 20, for example,
began as a deadly hermaphroditic god-
dess, castrated by a male hero.) Possibly
some of this derives from the common-
sense observation that sex is powerful;
possibly it shares some of that “magick of
the boundaries” allure which powers
Halloween (note 2, p. 19). At any rate, the
“chemical wedding” between Sun and
Moon, or between Red and White, is a
powerful Rosicrucian image. For more
such, see the aforementioned Dame
Frances Yates’ Rosicrucian Enlightenment.

2211 For “hermetic,” see note 2, p. 16.

2222 The Hell-Fire Club was an organiza-
tion of rakes founded in 1719 London by
the Earl of Lichfield (an evocative name,
since “lich” means corpse). In 1721, it was
closed for Jacobitism, supporting the
Stuarts (see note 4, p. 7). Sir Francis
Dashwood (1708-1781), later chancellor
of the exchequer, founded a new one in
1732 which attracted many notables,
including Benjamin Franklin.

2233 “Exit, pursued by a bear.”
– stage direction, William Shakespeare,

The Winter’s Tale, III:iii 

You can see something mythical going on, hidden behind the playful shep-
herds (and satyrs) of the Bohemian wilds. Perdita is the “lost,” the quest object,
but nobody seems to know there should even be a search. She seems to recapit-
ulate Persephone, the lost goddess of spring, taken to Tartarus by Hades (from a
cave in Sicily, it should be noted). But Shakespeare is consciously altering the
myths, almost as if he’s “tuning” them – in a truly Powersesque game of magick-
al conspiracy, Shakespeare (whoever he is and whoever he works for) is using
sacred dramaturgy to force the gods into new patterns, through the wide gap of
time. Perdita isn’t in captivity, and Bohemia isn’t Tartarus even though Sicily is
in winter. It’s Hermione (apparently the Ceres-Isis figure) who dwells in the
land of the dead, not her daughter. Finally, Shakespeare reverses the center of
the myth: in most “abandoned heir” myths, the baby set adrift is male – Moses,
Horus, Perseus, Oedipus. Here, she’s a girl.

“My father named me Autolycus, who being, as I am, littered under
Mercury, was likewise a snapper-up of unconsidered trifles.”

– William Shakespeare, The Winter’s Tale, IV:ii :25-26

By now you all should recognize gender inversion as a classic alchemy1199

warning – the Great Work is the Realization of the Androgyne,2200 drawing on
both halves of the world’s power. That shows up in another alchemical element
present in the play in spades, of course, is the Sacred Marriage of Red King and
White Queen (the marriage, of course, creating one spiritual being, both male
and female – the Androgyne). The thief and conman Autolycus (a character who
seems to be necessary in bringing Florizel and Perdita together but who remains
unchanged) has the necessary “hermetic”2211 quality for alchemical readings,
being “littered under Mercury” (born, then, under the sign of the magician). Is
Autolycus encouraging us to mine the play for alchemical hints when he exults
in the snapping up of seemingly “unconsidered” trifles?

The hints are certainly there; the beginning of the alchemical process is the
sublimation into the nigredo, the black state. The play opens with Leontes in a
“black” mood, the doomed prince Manilius admires “black browed beauty” and
then dies. But the opening of the comic half begins as “red blood reigns in the
winter’s pale” and at the climax, Hermione’s “marble” face “chang’d color” to a
rosy blush. Winter’s Tale as Key to the Philosopher’s Stone? (It’s worth noting,
of course, that our old mystick theme chess (pp. 91-93) is played with red and
black, or with black and white, pieces – a three-pronged mystic game? – and
that cards, which have their own archetypal magick, are red and black on
white.) Could George, Prince of Wales’ (the future George IV) courtship
(under the pseudonym Florizel) of the actress Mary Robinson (famous for play-
ing Perdita) in 1778 have been an attempt by George to harness alchemical
power? A royal man-trap set by the Hell-Fire Club2222 or the Illuminati? A
power play by other forces entirely, bent on taking control of England as they
almost did Bohemia? Do the PCs have to set things right again, filling the wide
gap of time before someone – or Something – comes through it? Or will all
humanity exit, pursued by a bear?2233
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Thou dost make possible
things not so held,

communicatest with dreams



Pyramid originally posted “Croatoan 
or Bust” on February 19, 1999. The next
essay in publishing-order sequence is “A
Swiftly Tilting Planet: The Great Pole
Shift,” on p. 53.

11 According to patriotic legend, wolves
suckled Romulus and Remus, founders of
Rome; similarly, London was built by
Trojan refugees after killing the giants
who lived there.

Croatoan or Bust:
Finding the Lost Colony

“My lost delights, now clean from sight of land,
Have left me all alone in unknown ways;
My mind to woe, my life to fortune’s hand?
Of all which passed the sorrow only stays.”

– Sir Walter Raleigh

Twenty years before Jamestown, and 33 years before the Pilgrims, a
magical group planted the first English colony in North America –
and promptly let it disappear into thin air. Ever since 1590, when

Captain Cocke fired an unanswered signal gun off the shore of Roanoke
Island, the fate of that Lost Colony has been an insoluble enigma. Is it
any wonder that America is the way it is? The Old World can keep its
maternally-inclined wolves and its giant-killing Trojan refugees –
occult conspirators built the United States on a foundation of High
Weirdness indeed.

The windup is easily told; in 1584, Sir Walter Raleigh received
a charter from Queen Elizabeth I allowing him to claim any territo-
ries in the New World that he explored which were currently out-
side the rule of “any Christian Prince.” Raleigh, his mind on the
Spanish colonies in Florida, sent expeditions to find a convenient
anchorage to use as a piratical base – and if they could find gold, so
much the better. Raleigh’s second expedition, in 1585, planted a colony of
110 men on Roanoke Island (on the coast of North Carolina) which the
1584 expedition had mapped. By the next year, they’d managed to irritate the
local Indians enough that the colony was in some danger of starvation. The
colonists took advantage of a fortuitous visit from Sir Francis Drake and board-
ed his ship en masse to return to England – two weeks before Raleigh’s resupply
expedition arrived to find the first colony gone. Raleigh’s third expedition, in
1587, included women and farmers (the 1585 expedition sounds like a large
party of PCs, including scientists, military men, gentlemen and occultists), and
only wound up on the by-now unpalatable Roanoke Island because the ship cap-
tain Raleigh hired was too eager to go pirating to carry the colony up the
Chesapeake to its planned site. The Spanish Armada interfered with the next
supply ships, and by the time Raleigh could send a relief expedition, the colony
(including Virginia Dare, the first English baby born in America) had vanished.22

Some of the colony’s supplies had been looted by the Indians and others had
been carefully buried (like the cannon and some chests of books). On a tree at
the colony’s gate, the word “CROATOAN”33 was carved into the bark; the let-
ters “CRO” were cut into another tree near the moorage. Croatoan was the
name of a nearby island, with a different (and friendlier) tribe of Indians, but
Cocke’s ship was caught in a storm and never got around to looking on
Croatoan Island. No convincing trace of the Lost Colony ever turned up,
although the Jamestown colonists put a great deal of effort into looking, spurred
on by rumors of “gray-eyed Indians” in the area.44 It’s equally likely that
Roanoke was wiped out by Powhatans, that the colony uprooted itself and died
trying to march north to the Chesapeake (their original destination), or that the
colonists got sick of copper mining for Raleigh and “went native,” interbreeding
with the Indians. North Carolina’s government recognizes a local tribe of
Lumbee Cherokees as the “Croatan” Indians – they have last names like “Dare,”
“England,” and other surnames of the Lost Colonists.
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22 I used two main sources for the
Croatoan-specific portion of this column.
The Reader’s Digest Great Mysteries of the
Past, unsurprisingly upon reflection, is a
gold mine of accessible, mainstream, well-
written summaries of said Great
Mysteries. I also used the Peter Lamborn
Wilson essay “Caliban’s Masque” in Gone
to Croatan: Origins of North American
Dropout Culture, edited by Ron Sakolsky
and James Koehnline.

33 A Croatian reader of Pyramid, Berislav
Lopac, points out that ‘CROATOAN’
looks like a misprint for ‘CROATIAN,’
and helpfully avers that Raleigh’s crew
included Croatian sailors. Make of that
what you will.

44 A lot of explorers also found remnants
of the alleged lost 12th-century colony of
Madoc of Wales by tracking “gray-eyed
Indian” rumors through Alabama,
Kentucky, and eventually up into the
Great Plains of the “gray-eyed” Mandan
Sioux, who weren’t.



55 I have no idea what that means, but it
sounds neat. I got it from Wilson. A “glis-
ter” is a light, one “seven fingers high” is
just barely off the ground. See p. 83 for the
“little people.” Perhaps the “Seven-Finger-
High Glister” is the local version of the
will o’ the wisp.

Either way, it’s not impossible that
the “Legend of the Great Dismal
Maroons” in Gone To Croatan is accurate;
maroon societies of rebel slaves survived
generations in Guiana (speaking of
Raleigh), Jamaica, and elsewhere. It cer-
tainly makes for great roleplaying;
Rosicrucian colonists, Indian shamans,
voodoo houngans, and back-country sharp-
shooters hiding out and holding out against
all comers from 1585 to the Civil War.

66 Bernal Díaz credits Cortés with the
name, which of course began by referring
to Baja California. “California” derives
from Garcia Ordoñez de Montalvo’s 1510
sequel to the earlier Portuguese romance
Amadís de Gaulo, called Las Sergas del
Esplandian. In Las Sergas, California is a
magical island full of griffins, treasure,
and free-love Amazons. The word
“California” derives from “Calyferne,” a
place name in the Song of Roland, which
may itself derive from “Kar-i-farn,” the
Persian Mountain of Paradise. Connec-
tions with Mandeville (pp. 64-66) seem
mandatory. I unreservedly recommend
Dora Beale Polk’s The Island of California:
A History of the Myth, where I first read
this, for any fan of weird cartographic leg-
endry (such as the Vinland Map, see p.
108).

77 Sir Humphrey Gilbert (1539?-1583?)
was lost on his third voyage in search of
the Northwest Passage. In Stuart
Gordon’s time travel novel Fire in the
Abyss, Gilbert comes back.

“We are half persuaded to enter into the journey of Sir Humphrey
Gilbert, very eagerly whereunto your Master Hakluyt hath served
for a very good trumpet.”

– letter of Sir Philip Sidney dated July 21, 1584,
a year after Gilbert’s disappearance

But that’s less fun – although many of the Croatans joined the runaway
slaves in the Great Dismal Swamp as part of the “Seven-Finger-High Glister”55

hoodoo society therein. Mass faerie or alien abduction sounds much cooler, as
does (in a darker mode) the appearance of some shambling Cthulhoid entity
(named Croatoan?) out of the aforementioned Great Dismal Swamp. Simple
time-space distortions along the lines of the pretty much directly-east-of-
Roanoke Bermuda Triangle can also be invoked, and they’ll also explain the
“ghost ships” seen on Albermarle Sound west of Roanoke, and why Verazzano
thought that Albermarle Sound was an arm of the Pacific that led straight to
California (itself a fairyland of legend – no, really).66 The Bermuda Triangle sce-
nario might also involve or explain or at least spice up the disappearance the
explorer Sir Humphrey Gilbert in mid-Atlantic in 1583.77 But it’s to Gilbert’s
younger stepbrother, Sir Walter Raleigh, that we turn now.

“O paradox? Black is the badge of hell,
The hue of dungeons and the school of night.”

– William Shakespeare, Love’s Labour’s Lost, IV:iii:253-4

Raleigh makes a dandy figure in any game of Elizabethan intrigue, conspira-
cy, magick, action, or wonder (even more than most of his contemporaries –
GURPS Gloriana really needs to be written to do Elizabethan gaming justice).
Even in Real History, he was a pirate (GURPS Swashbucklers), an alchemist, a
grandstanding gigolo turned conspirator, and one of the leading lights of a
group of occult and “atheistic” students known as the School of Night.88 Other
Schoolmen included Henry Percy the “Wizard Earl of Northumberland,”
Christopher Marlowe (born in 1564, the same year as Percy – and Shakespeare
and Galileo), John Dee, Arcadian poet Sir Philip Sidney, and other poets, math-
ematicians, alchemists, and explorers. Before Percy joined the group in the early
1590s (and moved its headquarters from Raleigh’s house at Sherbourne in
Dorset to Percy’s euphoniously named Sion House in London), its leading aris-
tocratic figure (besides Sidney) was the too-wonderfully-named-for-words Lord
Fernando Strange, the Earl of Derby. Lord Strange holds yet another qualifica-
tion – he may have been the first patron to employ William Shakespeare.

Shakespeare’s Love’s Labour’s Lost, which tells the story of a band of aristo-
crats (led by a “King Ferdinand”) who withdraw from the world to study arith-
metic, astronomy, and geometry (cabala, astrology, and magia), may have been a
coded reference to the School of Night – or it may have been written as a pri-
vate performance for them, and encoded certain arcana within its discursive
allusions (much as The Winter’s Tale might have, remember?). The School spins
plenty of threads to follow for occult fun and games. Frances Yates postulated
that the magus Giordano Bruno may have founded the School during his 1583-
1584 sojourn in England. Percy’s Sion House headquarters recalls the Prieuré de
Sion,99 as does Sidney’s poem Arcadia. For this and other reasons, people who
find proto-Masons find them riddling the School. In this connection it’s inter-
esting to note that the first confirmed record (1575) of Raleigh’s whereabouts in
adulthood places him at the Middle Temple, former Templar headquarters in
London – and that the Roanoke colony was supposed to carve a Templar cross
in a tree (rather than a cryptic island-name) as a warning of danger. Marlowe’s
Faustus can be seen as a reaction to what he learned from Dee and others in the
School, as can Ben Jonson’s The Alchemist – or they can be seen as plays encod-
ing occult truths for the elite, disguised as horror or satire.

40

HIGH WEIRDNESS: FUN WITH PHENOMENA



88 Details of the School of Night are devil-
ish hard to come by. The most accessible
source (and one that’s supremely interest-
ing for a number of other reasons) is
Charles Nicholl’s The Reckoning: The
Murder of Christopher Marlowe. Nicholl
has also written The Creature in the Map,
about Raleigh’s voyage to Guiana.

99 The Prieuré de Sion made their most
public bow in Holy Blood, Holy Grail, a
peculiar bestseller about the secret history
of Christianity (see p. 124). That book
drew from a series of (most likely forged;
see note 7, p.82) manuscripts in the
Bibliothèque Nationale.

Both manuscripts and book evange-
lize the notion that the  Merovingians, the
first dynasty of Frankish kings (see note 3,
p. 119, and pp. I57-58), actually held a
Sacred Bloodline (implicitly, that of Jesus
Christ). The troubadours, Templars,
Cathars, esoteric Freemasons, and
Rosicrucians have guarded this secret in
turn, "front organizations" for the shad-
owy Prieuré.

One of the key “clues” in all of this is
a 1642 painting by Nicolas Poussin titled

The Sheperds of Arcadia
supposedly depicting the
true tomb of Christ;
hence, any mention of
“Arcadia” (either before or
after Poussin painted, it
doesn’t matter) therefore
signals Prieuré machina-
tions. (For more details,
see Holy Blood, Holy Grail,
or pp. I60-62.)

1100 See pp. 85-87 for more
on Faerie.

1111 Ultraterrestrials? See
pp. 81-83.

1122 Mordecai Cannon’s
“celebrated drug classic”
The Seven Sisters of Sleep
has some leads for the
interested, and this is as
good a place as any to
praise Cunningham’s
Encyclopedia of Magical
Herbs as a decent overview.

1133 For more on Robert Graves, see note
7, p. 63. For more on tree magick, see
either The White Goddess or pp. CM94-
112.

“There, whether yet divine Tobacco were,
Or Panachea, or Polygony,
She fownd, and brought it to her patient deare
Who al this while lay bleding out his hart-blood scare.”

– Edmund Spenser, The Faerie Queene, III:vi, 32

One thing the School liked was tobacco; Raleigh introduced it in court, and
Marlowe and his crowd made it popular in lower society. Tobacco, of course, is
the primary crop of North Carolina and Virginia. The Indians saw it as a magi-
cal plant, and Spenser identifies it as a
healing herb in The Faerie Queene (where
he also identifies “fruitfulle Virginia” as
Faerie1100 – more evidence for our
Roanoke abduction scenario, although it’s
beginning to look like Raleigh set them
up). Most tribes used tobacco as a means
of shamanic communication with the gods
(aliens? fae nature spirits?).1111 The magick
of tobacco is somewhat outside the pale of
this discussion1122 (although I’ve always
found it interesting that Jean Nicot, dis-
coverer of nicotine, shares a name with
the Basque vegetation god Jannicot – and
that the Basques have legends of transat-
lantic travel to magical islands), but it’s
worth noting that some tribes scattered
tobacco on the water before taking a jour-
ney by sea – an apt magick for an occult
School including Raleigh, Drake, and
Hakluyt to learn.

Other vegetation themes work in the
interstices of the Roanoke legend. The
name itself echoes two trees – Rowan-Oak
– of central importance in Celtic lore.
(The name “Roanoke” actually comes from an Algonquin word meaning “place
of white shells,” but bad linguistics makes good occultism.) According to Robert
Graves’ delightfully daft The White Goddess, druidic lore attaches great meaning
to trees, using them as coded letters.1133 Rowan-Oak is Luis-Duir, the quickening
fire and the gateway of kingship. Birth (in fire) and gateways (in empire) – a
more than adequate “baptismal name” for America.
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1144 See note 8, p. 11 for sources on Dee.

1155 See note 11, p. 54 for more on ley lines.

1166 See note 20, p. 38, for the Alchemical
Marriage.

1177 This notion came from The Signs of the
Times: The Neptune Factor: America’s
Future and Past as Seen Through Planetary
Cycles, by Stan Barker. This book demon-
strates two things: there is such a thing as
too many subtitles, and not all astrology
is dull as ditch-water. I vastly prefer the
kind of astrology where we use all that
gubbins about trines and conjunctions
and ominous planets to prove that the
stars caused the Cleveland Torso Killings
or the Great Fire of London or whatever,
and it’s precious hard to find anywhere.

For terminology, I perhaps foolishly
trust James R. Lewis’ Astrology Encyclo-
pedia, and on the rare cases when I need
to cast a horoscope, I used to use The
Astrologer’s Handbook by Frances Sakoian
and Louis S. Acker until I discovered that
www.alabe.com would do them instantly
for free.

Anyway, Stan Barker’s book goes 
on about Neptune in fine “stars impel”
historiographic fashion, and coincidental-
ly replicates the 82-year cycle adduced 
by William Strauss and Neil Howe 
in Generations.

1188 See, for example, Bob Brier’s accessi-
ble, up-to-date, and archaeologically
sound Ancient Egyptian Magic.

1199 The tommyknockers are the faerie
miners in Cornwall who knocked on the
walls to warn of cave-ins and to call atten-
tion to good lodes of ore. Local legend
also called them the ghosts of Jews from
Solomon’s fleet, for what that’s worth.

“The opening of the ‘new’ world was conceived from the start
as an occultist operation. The magus John Dee, spiritual advisor
to Elizabeth I, seems to have invented the concept of ‘magical
imperialism’ and infected an entire generation with it . . . The
Tempest was a propaganda-piece for the new ideology, and the
Roanoke Colony was its first showcase experiment.”

– “Hakim Bey,” T.A.Z.

So what exactly is the Grand Conspiracy of Roanoke? The first expedition,
made up of occultist-scientists like the “English Galileo” (and proto-Mason – or
builder) Thomas Hariot (who, speaking of linguistics, assembled a dictionary of
Algonquin which has unaccountably been “lost”), acting on orders set down by
the Welshman John Dee1144 (master of Druidic lore who identified America with
Atlantis), established the occult soundings and ley lines1155 of the island. The sec-
ond expedition had to establish Arcadia, a gateway colony to create the New
World in an alchemical marriage1166 between the Red King (Powhatan, or the
Indian sachem who stole a “silver cup” from Hariot’s ship) and the White
Queen (Elizabeth, whose name became the land’s, as Virginia, while Spenser
tied her to Faerie as Gloriana in his poems) to bring about the Golden City. In
Love’s Labour’s Lost, the four nobles wed four ladies from over the sea, in black,
red, white, and gold – in alchemical sequence, in other words. In 1587, the stars
were right as Neptune (the planet governing the “tides of history”)1177 was on the
cusp between Cancer (the moon, the white goddess) and Leo (the fiery king).
And the colony arrived at the island of the Rowan-Oak (the fiery birth gateway)
on July 22 – the cusp day when the sun itself is between Cancer and Leo, and
the day before the Day of the Dog Star, when the Egyptian calendar celebrated
the New Year.1188 In other words, a powerful magickal date for beginnings. The
colonists dug mines (as Warden of the Stannaries, Raleigh supervised the
ancient tin mines of Cornwall – did he cut a deal with the tommyknockers1199

therein?), and after the birth of Virginia Dare (a new gateway – Virgin Duir) –
the Lost Colony completed the gateway. Did it succeed? Well, a new and gold-
en empire was born in fire (and in the sign of Cancer, on July 4). Did the gate
go where the Scholars of Night thought it would? To Faerie? To
Calyferne/California, as one of Dee’s maps showed? Or to somewhere else?
Send your PCs through it, and just hope it doesn’t lead to the voodoo altar
where the sacred Basque tobacco smolders before mighty Croatoan.
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Pyramid originally posted “Up, Up, And
Away” on September 11, 1998. The next
essay in publishing-order sequence is “The Sky
Is Falling,” on p. 46.

11 The absolute cream of the sources 
on the Great Airship Mystery is Daniel
Cohen’s The Great Airship Mystery: 
A UFO of the 1890s. It’s long out of print,
of course, and although I saw a used
paperback copy of it in Chicago’s (now
closed) Aspidistra Bookshop, like an idiot
I didn’t snap it up right then. It took me
seven more years of looking to find it
again, this time in the hardback Dodd,
Mead 1981 edition, in the used section of
Los Angeles’ Bodhi Tree bookshop in
West Hollywood.

From this we can derive two lessons;
first, that you really have to look every-
where, all the time to find books on some
of these subjects, which makes good col-
lections of miscellany such as Jerome
Clark’s Unexplained! (see p. 124) even
more useful. For example, it was from
Clark’s excellent summary of the case,
and from much diligent Web searching
on my part, that I wrote this column; I
hadn’t found my copy of Cohen then.
And second, that I’m not about to give
away my methods for finding these books
in these pages; it’s hard enough to find
them when I’m the only person looking.
Plenty of the good ones are still in print,
as I point out on pp. 123-126.

22 One intriguing argument for a hoax was
made by the Dallas Morning News colum-
nist Frank Tolbert, whose 1967 investiga-
tion turned up a great deal of evidence
that many, if not all, airship sightings
were hoaxes concocted by bored railroad
telegraphers. This explanation is almost
certainly a large part of the answer, and
has intriguing parallels with the modern
Internet as a spawning ground for similar
rumors, conspiracy theories, and foolish-
ness. (Tom Standage’s The Victorian
Internet is an excellent primer on the his-
tory of telegraphy but, title aside, doesn’t
carry the parallels far enough.)

While on the modern parallel front,
one reason the telegraphers’ hoax was
believed was their misappropriation of the
name and reputation of a railman named
Joseph E. “Truthful” Scully. The appear-
ance of a skeptical Scully being used to
sell UFO romance 100 years early is the
best evidence I’ve seen for ultraterrestrial
involvement behind the whole ball of wax.

Up, Up, and Away
(In My Beautiful Airship)

“Naturally the newspapers took up the question in their
thousands, and treated it in every form, throwing on it both light
and darkness, recording many things about it true and false,
alarming and tranquilizing their readers – as the sale required.”

– Jules Verne, Master of the World

The best UFO story of all is the story of the Fabulous Airship of 1897.
It’s got everything: contactees, cattle mutilation, sonorous pronounce-
ments, mysterious lights, the planet Venus, alien bodies, crash wreck-

age, Men in Black, politics, and sex. Well, it doesn’t have much sex. It was
1897, after all.

The basic story is this: beginning in November of 1896, people started
seeing things in the skies rather more often than before. These things were
cigar-shaped, with red and green running lights and propellors. Sometimes
they had wings, and other times they had searchlights, but the common term
for them all was “airships.” Most of the sightings occurred in the Midwest
(about a third of them in Michigan) or Texas; the east coast seems to have been
pretty much immune, although an airship appeared over Washington, D.C. on
April 15, 1897 (and over Iowa, Illinois, Michigan, South Dakota, and Texas the
same day, which gives a pretty good picture of the airship’s – or airships’ –
range).

Many of the stories report the airships’ pilots landing – witnesses over-
whelmingly described these Gilded Age UFOnauts as “bearded men,”
although occasionally there was one bearded man and a younger couple (man
and woman), or a bearded man and three assistants in goggles and masks, or a
lone bearded man, or very occasionally, three “Orientals.” One report (from
Vernon, Kansas) describes the airship pilots as “six of the strangest beings I
ever saw,” and goes on to accuse them of stealing a three-year old heifer.11

The Roswell of the 1897 UFO wave was an airship crash on April 17, 1897
in Aurora, Texas. According to reports, the airship collided with a windmill
and exploded, leaving “strange metal” debris and “papers in unknown hiero-
glyphics” on the person of the dead pilot, described as “not an inhabitant of
this world.” Strange metal, hieroglyphics, and dead aliens, of course, are the
Three Hallows of the Roswell legend. The Aurora story was forgotten until
1967, when Jacques Vallee and Donald Hanlon published the old news story in
a UFO bulletin – investigations seemed to indicate a hoax,22 but somebody
robbed the alien grave on June 14, 1973, effectively closing the case.

“Never mind about my name, call it Smith. I want
some lubricating oil and a couple of cold chisels if you
can get them, and some bluestone.”

– UFO pilot to John Barclay, April 22, 1897

Most of the news accounts of the airship (both the hoaxes and the real
ones), referred to the craft’s lone inventor, usually from a different state and
said to have been perfecting it in secret in Illinois, Iowa, or Tennessee. The
inventor’s name varied as well; Wilson, Clinton, and Smith all make it into the
stories. W.A. Harbinson uses “John Wilson” as the main character in his won-
derfully recondite and paranoid Projekt Saucer series; Inception is the “John
Wilson origin story” and well worth reading for anyone who wants to see what
an E.E. “Doc” Smith hero looks like when he goes in for Evil Airship Design.
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33 As far as early inventors go; there are a
few unusual suspects around. In addition to
Fred Marriot (see p. 76) and Burrell
Cannon (see note 11, p. 45), one Jacob
Brodbeck of Fredericksburg, Texas, began
selling shares in an airship company in
1865 and traveled around the country dis-
playing his models until his plans were
“mysteriously stolen.”

The Indiana inventor Edward J.
Pennington (1858-1911) created many dif-
ferent devices, including the balloon tire
and the milking separator, in roughly the
same time period. In early 1896 he won an
aeronautical race in England with a proto-
type airship similar to the one that he had
patented in 1895. Pennington habitually
worked in secret, cloaking his investments
and plans under innocuous titles like
“Freight Elevator” until it came time to
file for patents. If Pennington secretly
invented and tested the Airship, he might
have abandoned it as impractical compared
to his booming motorcycle factory.

44 Kabbalah scholar (and coroner of
London) William Wynn Westcott  (1848-
1925) founded the Hermetic Order of the
Golden Dawn in 1884 in London, sup-
posedly upon orders from the “Secret
Chiefs.” Soon, Westcott was eclipsed by
two of his more charismatic members, the
occultist S.L. “MacGregor” Mathers and
the poet William Butler Yeats. Mathers
took over the Order in 1888, although
Westcott remained co-head until 1897.

A major part of the Golden Dawn
working was the integration of the various
streams of Western occultism into the
Tarot, which had just become in vogue in
magickal studies. The Golden Dawn also
spent a great deal of time investigating
John Dee’s Enochian communication
with angelic beings, the “aethyrs.”

Other members included the horror
writer Arthur Machen (see p. 86), Sax
Rohmer, Algernon Blackwood, and the
writer A.E. Waite. However, between
Mathers’ increasing autocracy and the
active sabotage of the Order by one of its
prodigies, the young Aleister Crowley
(see note 1, p. 119), the whole thing col-
lapsed in infighting early in the century.

The sources I have for the Golden
Dawn include Israel Regardie’s Golden
Dawn, and R.A. Gilbert’s The Golden
Dawn. I highly recommend the Pagan
Publishing Call of Cthulhu sourcebook
The Golden Dawn as a gaming treatment
of the order.

It’s not completely impossible (although it’s horrifically unlikely) that there
was a real “lone inventor” building such airships somewhere in the Midwest.33
Henri Giffard built a controllable dirigible in 1852, Paul Haenlein built one in
1872, and a Hungarian named Schwartz built one in 1897 in Berlin. The eccen-
tric Brazilian Alberto Santos-Dumont and the equally-eccentric but better-con-
nected Count Ferdinand von Zeppelin were both working on what would even-
tually become successful designs for dirigible balloons then. Still, a secret histo-
ry game could easily present an advanced dirigible in the U.S. in 1897, although
you’d need to go one step farther to make it a really good premise.

“You may take it from me that it is a pure fake. I have no doubt
that airships will be successfully constructed in the near future
but . . . it is absolutely impossible to imagine that a man could
construct a successful airship and keep the matter a secret.”

– Thomas Edison, April 22, 1897

That one step, of course, is the government coverup, the Martian connec-
tion, and a pair of brave Pinkertons trying to uncover the black depths of
treachery and intrigue lurking within the McKinley Administration. GURPS
Atomic Horror becomes GURPS Electric Horror. X-Files in 1897? Why not?
McKinley is a Mason (the airship pilot who crashed in Aurora was buried in the
Masonic Cemetery), and Percival Lowell has just come back from the mysteri-
ous East claiming that there is intelligent life on Mars and that we can commu-
nicate with it. Does Lowell connect with the “Oriental” airship pilots, or with
the numerous sightings of undersea “wheels” off the coast of China in the 1880s
and 1890s? Jack the Ripper has just invented serial killing, and Harry Holmes of
Chicago killed at least 27 women before being hung in 1896. The Golden
Dawn in England makes contact with “angelic intelligences” and “aethyrs.”44

(Apropos of nothing, the airship pilots needed bluestone – which is the material
the main trilithons of Stonehenge are made of.) And of course, William
McKinley is assassinated in 1901, just eight months after Vice-President
Theodore Roosevelt becomes a Mason . . . .

An 1897 GURPS Black Ops game finds the Company using its own secret
airships to battle the advance team of the Greys. Edison may be part of the
coverup, as the head of the Technology department – or better yet, Tesla55 is the
one providing the Company with its atmosphere-transmitters, death-rays and
ectoplasmic induction coils. Combat ops go into action with miniaturized
Hotchkiss and Maxim guns, Intelligence ops infiltrate the Kaiser’s court,
Security blocks the thrusts of the Golden Dawn (an obvious Lodge front),
Science ops work to send Einstein down the wrong track before he stumbles
onto the grand unified theory that the Prima inscriptions on Mars left behind,
and Argus runs the whole thing through the giant Babbage machines in the
basement of the Washington Monument.

Just another piece of the puzzle: in 1896, before the airship flap began, an
impressive stranger visited San Francisco attorneys George Collins and William
Henry Harrison Hart, ostensibly seeking patent advice for an airship of revolu-
tionary design. Accompanied by three assistants (unworthy craftsmen?), the
nameless inventor was “of dark complexion, dark-eyed, and about 5 feet 7 inch-
es in height and weighed about 140 pounds.” Further described as intelligent,
articulate, in his late 40s, well-dressed and projecting an aura of wealth, the
mystery man sounds (to me, at least) a heck of a lot like our old buddy the
Count de Saint-Germain.66

“I was making plans to go to Cuba and kill off the Spanish army if
hostilities had not ceased, but now my plans have changed and I may
go to the aid of the Armenians.”

– UFO pilot to “Senator Harris,” April 21, 1897
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55 Note 6, p. 24 goes into some detail on
Tesla, and there’s another steampunk
GURPS Black Ops campaign frame there,
as well.

66 For whom, see pp. 67-69.

77 Nazi flying saucers, of course, are cov-
ered in detail on pp. 77-80.

88 See pp. AE107-125 for Gernsback,
AE33-51 for Reich-5, and AE70-89 for
Shikaku-Mon.

99 Carl Jung wrote a typically pompous,
but untypically accurate, study of the phe-
nomenon in 1959 called Flying Saucers: A
Modern Myth of Things Seen In The Sky.
Jacques Vallee, in my opinion if not nec-
essarily in Vallee’s, nails the point home
in Passport to Magonia (see p. 125); in gen-
eral this theory is known in the
UFOlogical community as the PSH, for
“psychosocial hypothesis” as distinct from
the ETH, or “extraterrestrial hypothesis.”

1100 For more on Robert Graves, see note
7, p. 63.

1111 Religious uplift also powered the
Baptist preacher, blacksmith, and car-
riagewright Burrell Cannon, of Pittsburg,
Texas. In 1902, he tested his Ezekiel
Airship, built of four contra-rotating fan
wheels based on the description of the
fiery wheel that appeared to the prophet
in Ezekiel 1:15-28. Having made one suc-
cessful test, he sold stock to finance more
wheelships, but either a storm destroyed
his prototype or it vanished in a trainyard
“accident” (heh heh heh) before he could. 

1122 See note 18 on p. 38 for more triplici-
tous delight.

1133 For the ultraterrestrials, including the
Greys, see pp. 81-83.

1144 See p. 83 for more ultraterrestrial
dwarves.

1155 For the Faerie, see pp. 85-87.

The airship doesn’t have to have a conspiracy behind it. Time travel works
as well, if not better; a GURPS Time Travel campaign always needs a good
vehicle and what better one than a time-traveling airship? They can travel
long distances, evade any pursuit before 1910, moor anywhere there’s rope and
not too much wind, and they’re totally silent – what better way to sneak up on
backtime bad guys? (Michael Kurland’s The Whenabouts of Burr has a dimen-
sion-traveling airship, which proves that the concept works there, too.)

You’re not even stuck in 1896-97; mystery airship flaps occurred from
March 29, 1880 (the first recorded sighting, almost certainly a hoax – but it
did involve mysterious “Oriental” writing and happen in New Mexico)
through  1892 scares on the German-Russian border, the 1909 wave in every
English-speaking country, the 1912 reports all over Europe, and thence into
the more “normal” lore of the UFO. (The latest one I can find was seen over
Las Cruces, New Mexico, on February 6, 1967.) Perhaps the airships are
parachronic craft from Gernsback in GURPS Alternate Earths (trust me,
that’s how they’d build them). A Alternate Earths-Atomic Horror crossover
game might be a natural, and even tie in the “Nazi flying saucer”77 stories from
the 1950s with Reich-5. After all, if there are flying Nazis in the past, they’ll
be in Zeppelins. The “Oriental” writing and pilots might involve either the
Japanese from Reich-5 or their Catholic counterparts from Shikaku-mon.88 An
Infinity, Inc. team stumbling onto a three-way covert airship time war in the
1880-1927 range has its work more than cut out for it.

“And, in broader terms, our data are concerned with a general
expression that objects like ships have been seen to sail close to this
earth at times when the planet Venus is nearest this earth.”

– Charles Fort, New Lands

Last of all, look at the airships symbolically. If the reports mean anything,
they mean that the “myth of things seen in the skies” (to quote Jung)99 has
nothing to do with aliens and everything to do with gods – are Greys from
Zeta Reticuli going to show up looking like bearded New Englanders and ask
for cold chisels to repair their spacecraft? But myths, by definition, are
restricted to the symbols available at, or before, the time.

The “ships from Venus” recall the “boat of Isis,” although the red and
green lights and exaggerated beards of the pilots imply a more masculine deity.
Robert Graves,1100 for example, says red and green are the colors of the Holly
King, whose blood sacrifice on the pines in winter restores the year. The air-
ships show up Thanksgiving Week in California and move east through
Eastertide (April 18 in 1897). Make what you will of the fact that there don’t
seem to be any reports of the airship after Ascension Day, 1897 (May 18).1111

(John Keel draws an explicit parallel between the three mechanics1122 announc-
ing the new airship in San Francisco and the Three Wise Men announcing the
Birth of Christ in Judaea – both, he says, were spreading rumors to cover up
some kind of “ultraterrestrial”1133 operation.) Another blood sacrifice tie-in is
provided by the witness in Comptonville, California, who said that the pilot of
the airship told him it came from “the Montezuma mountains.” Black-bearded
dwarves called ikal are a common feature of both Mesoamerican myth and
Central American UFO sightings, it should be pointed out.1144 You can also
note that the airship appeared at Lafayette Bayou, Arkansas, and that one of
the notes from the pilots claimed the airship was secretly assembled in
Lafayette, Tennessee – “La Fayette” meaning “of the Fay,” or “of the
Faerie.”1155 The airship played haunting and seductive music over Farmersville,
Texas and Fontenelle, Iowa – did the Wild Hunt take to the air in 1897? Hints
and ambiguities, to be sure – but every one of them holds a myth waiting for
your game to give it meaning.
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Pyramid originally posted “The Sky Is
Falling” on September 18, 1998. The next
essay in publishing-order sequence is “Mirror,
rorriM,” on p. 94.

11 Or The Fire Came By, by John Baxter
and Thomas Atkins, which despite its the-
sis, is a good source for details. Its thesis is
basically Kazantsev’s, that the blast was a
nuclear detonation on an incoming UFO.

22 On pp. TI114-120.

33 One term for the Grail is Lapsit Exilis,
the “stone rejected,” which is often elided
to Lapis ex Caelis, the “stone from heav-
en.” This, of course, ties into meteorite
cults such as that surrounding the Kaaba
in Mecca, or, interestingly enough,
Cybele (See note 5, p. 20). See p. 109 for
more on the Grail.

The Sky Is Falling
“There appeared a great flash of light. There was so much heat
that I was unable to remain where I was – my shirt almost burned
off my back. I saw a huge fireball that covered an enormous part of
the sky. I only had a moment to note the size of it. Afterwards it
became dark and at the same time I felt an explosion that threw
me several feet from the porch.”

– from the statement of S.B. Semenov, a farmer
40 miles from the impact zone

On June 30, 1908, at 7:17 a.m. local time, something plowed into the
upper reaches of the Stony Tunguska River valley in Siberia, levelled
770 square miles of forest and caused a shock wave that rang church

bells in Perm, a thousand miles west. The pillar of fire reached into the upper
atmosphere – people could read newspapers by its light in London at midnight.
For yet more details, seek out GURPS Timeline11 (which, and I swear this is a
pure coincidence, covers the Tunguska blast immediately after the section on
the Airship of 1897).22

It took 19 years for someone to go look and see what the noise was; in 1927
mineralogist Leonid Kulik investigated the area after turning up reports in old
newspapers while looking for meteorite falls for the Soviet government. (To
advance socialist science, not to use the mighty powers of meteorites for Evil.
Why do you ask?) The Tungus guides who took him to the edge of the blast
zone refused to go any further after seeing the devastation (almost two decades
later!), and Kulik had to mount a second expedition in June. Four expeditions
later, Kulik had not only found no meteorite fragments, even after draining a
number of odd ice-filled pits, but he had discovered that the center of the blast
zone still sported its original growth of trees, despite the fact that every other
tree for hundreds of miles around had been flattened in the Mother of All Crop
Circles. Kulik died in a Nazi prison camp (Because he was a captured soldier,
not because the Nazis sought to harness the mysterious power of Tunguska for
Evil. Why do you ask?) still convinced that there was a meteorite behind it all.

Modern scientists mostly believe that the impact was the blast wave from a
comet head which dissolved explosively over the area – apparently if you do the
math, you can get “subnuclear temperatures [to] produce nuclear effects,” in the
1977 words of astrophysicists John Brown and David Hughes. Some wild-eyed
science types go for the “micro-mini black hole” thesis, or the even wilder
“chunk of antimatter the size of a baby’s head” thesis.

“Mister Tully, you are a very fortunate man. You have been the focus
of the greatest dimensional cross-rip since the Tunguska Blast of
1909.” “We’ll need a sample of your brain tissue.”

– Stantz and Spengler to Tully, Ghostbusters
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44 See p. RU107 for the Firebird.

55 Another good theory that I’ve read
blames Tesla (see note 6, p. 24), who was
experimenting with “released energy at a
distance” in New York at the time. Quite
a distance; quite a release.

66 It would likely take something like the
Tunguska Blast to kill Rasputin, in fact.
The “mad monk” Grigori Efimovich,
nicknamed “Rasputin” (“the libertine”)
for his insatiable lecherousness, survived a
meal of cyanide-laced cakes and wine that
would have killed several normal men,
three gunshots, a severe beating with a
club, and drowning in the Neva River
(exposure finally killed him), all on the
same night, that of December 31, 1916.

The killers? A coalition of his ene-
mies led by Prince Felix Yusupov, a fellow
habitué of St. Petersburg’s brothels and
fleshpots. Yusupov (a mystic and
Theosophist himself) eventually decided
that Rasputin served a mysterious force
called “the Greens” (our Reptoid friends
from p. 82?). Yusupov began to fear
Rasputin’s hold over the Czarina and
opposition to World War One.

Rasputin’s influence at court derived
from his (still unexplained) ability to ease
Czarevitch Alexei’s hemophilia. From
Halloween 1905, the unkempt holy man
with the “glittering, phosphorescent” eyes
became a constant fixture in the palace.
His filth was a traditional mark of the
starets, or wandering Orthodox holy man.
His reputed orgies with nearly every
woman at court were signs, perhaps, of
membership in the underground Khlysty
sect. (The Khlysty believed in rhythmic
dancing and, supposedly, orgies to con-
ceive a god on earth; among their descen-
dants were the self-castrating Skoptsi
mentioned in note 4, p. 20. The Khlysty
themselves sound similar to the
“Merrymount” Dragon Society from note
12, p. 107.)

As for Rasputin’s origin – he was
most likely born in 1870 or so in the
Siberian village of Pokrovskoe, a thousand
miles west of the Tunguska river valley.
But nobody knows for sure.

77 See p. 107.

Crazy people, of course, are not required to do any math at all, which is why
their theories are far more fun to read. Soviet SF writer Aleksandr Kazantsev was
the first to propose an atomic explosion on a crippled UFO as the cause, but he
was by no means the last, as even a cursory examination of p. AH45 or the X-Files
episode “Tunguska” will demonstrate. (Donald R. Bensen’s And Having Writ is a
heckuva good Alternate History based on that premise – where the craft doesn’t
crash.) It also resonates nicely with Lovecraft’s “Colour Out of Space,” as the
apocryphal reports of entirely new species of ants, plants and frogs in the
Tunguska area (and the downright fictional reports of “radioactive globules”) illu-
minate. In one of my games, it was the fall of the Holy Grail;33 you could also use
it as a manafall that creates yet another GURPS Technomancer style Magical
Revolution (although 1908 is only somewhat better than 1922 for that purpose).
It could even be the Death of the Firebird,44 heralding the rise of the Soviet state.
Or some Siberian shaman summoning Azathoth by accident – let’s hope.55

Whatever the cause, it was a Very Big Effect Indeed, and it hit a spot spookily
convenient for hiding its nature – and for preserving human life. Following the
line of latitude around the globe where it could have hit, we reach yet more
stretches of Siberian wasteland; the Bering Sea; Seward, Alaska; the Canadian
Northwest; the Atlantic just north of Scotland (a heckuva tidal wave opportunity
missed) – and St. Petersburg, capital of the Russian Empire and home to 2.1 mil-
lion people.

“And the third angel sounded, and there fell a great star
from Heaven, burning as it were a lamp, and it fell upon the
third part of the rivers, and upon the fountains of waters. And
the name of the star is called Wormwood: and the third part of
the waters became wormwood; and many men died of the waters,
because they were made bitter.”

– Revelation 8:10-11

So what if it had hit six hours later and obliterated St. Petersburg, killing the
Romanovs, Rasputin,66 and most of the Imperial Court? (I want no backtalk here
from astrophysicists who point out that if the Tunguska Thing had reached its
appointment six hours late, the Earth would be umptyump million miles away due
to our revolving around the sun, heading toward Spica and whatever else – let’s
assume a gravitational perturbation or an asteroidal impact that knocks it six
hours off course but still along the same line of latitude.) First of all, everybody in
Russia considers it a visible sign of God’s displeasure with the Romanovs and their
libertine foreign ways. (As a side note to this, many Orthodox Ukrainians believed
that the End Times came in 1986 – “wormwood” in Ukrainian is chernobyl.) So
Russia goes on a rampage of purging Western influences, massive pogroms
against Jews, and general craziness. Lenin and the Bolsheviks, unable to take
advantage of this religious frenzy due to their infamous atheism, have to stay in
Switzerland. Trotsky becomes a silent film star.77

Riven by famines, chaos, and general hoo-hah, Russia collapses. German
Imperial troops occupy Poland, the Baltics and White Russia to “restore order,”
Finland takes its God-given chance to rebel along with Russian Georgia,
Armenia, and wherever else somebody left the armory unlocked. The Japanese,
fresh from whomping Russian butt in the War of 1905, swoop down on
Vladivostok (restoring more of that precious order, of course) and accidentally
take over Manchuria in the process. Without a Russian counterbalance, Austria
needs no German backing and absorbs Serbia in 1911 or so, during the Balkan
Wars. Turkey tries to reclaim its ancestral territories in Crimea or the
Transcaucasus, and the British busily detach a series of Central Asian
Protectorates from Russia for use as a buffer for India. By the time the smoke
clears, some cadet Grand Duke winds up in charge of Muscovy and the remains
of the Ukraine, with Siberia theoretically tied to the Empire but coming under
increasing Japanese economic influence.
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88 If you’d rather have a different time
point for your Tunguska Alternates, 
or destroy a different city, take heart.
There were two other Tunguska-level
events in the 1930s; level Berlin,
Washington, London, Moscow, or wher-
ever suits your fancy.

The actual impacts, bizarrely
enough, both took place in South
America. The first, on August 13, 1930,
hit the upper reaches of the Rio Curacá in
the Amazon valley of Brazil. This explo-
sion was likely three meteors vaporizing
simultaneously, for a strike with about a
tenth the power of the Tunguska blast.
Even this smaller impact devastated hun-
dreds of square miles of jungle. Leonid
Kulik read a report on the Rio Curacá
blast composed by a local priest reprinted
in the London Daily Herald.

The second impact occurred on
December 11, 1935 in the Rupununi
region of British Guiana. It may have
been even larger than Tunguska, but the
only big city on its latitudinal path 
is Singapore.

99 This is probably as good a place as 
any to note that Robert Goddard’s work-
shop after 1930 was located in Roswell,
New Mexico. Slightly more on topic, I’m
quite fond of Allen Steele’s alternate
space history series “Goddard’s People,”
“John Harper Wilson,” and The
Tranquility Alternative.

1100 Rumanian aviation pioneer Henri
Coanda invented a jet in 1910 which
worked so well that it destroyed the test
site, configured for considerably less pow-
erful planes.

1111 The sequel to Lupoff’s equally reward-
ing Circumpolar!,  the tale of a race
through the Hole at the Poles to the
Other Side of the donut-shaped Earth.
Countersolar!, of course, thrills with a race
through outer space to the Earth opposite
the donut-Earth in its orbit.

Overseas, news of the Hand of God smiting anybody, even a bunch of
Rooshians, re-impels the fundamentalist revival in the USA, and William
Jennings Bryan wins the 1908 election against Taft, resulting in disastrous infla-
tion in addition to any other problems obtaining therefrom. (Yet another side
note: it is a mark of how much things have changed that the notion of backing
our currency with silver was once considered dangerously inflationary. Now, of
course, we back it with the solemn word of the Federal Government, so no
problem there.) The resulting economic disjunctions (along with the disloca-
tions from the chaos in Russia) deepen the depression of 1908 and spread it into
Europe. The crisis drives a number of panicked reform measures through par-
liaments on the Continent; the final score shows a reformed Germany and
Austria dominating the Continent against a Franco-Italian-British Entente.
Japan and America hold the global balance, especially after Teddy Roosevelt
gets the Republican nod again in 1912 and runs Bryan out of office on a rail. No
First World War, no Communism, no Hitler – and no St. Petersburg.88

“As early as the 1930s we possessed the knowledge to build a
simple space flier. We had achieved all necessities of airframe
design, powerplant development, and navigation and control
systems. . . . If only the will to do so had been present we could
have ventured into space sometime between 1935 and 1940.
Certainly by 1942 at the very latest.”

– Willy Ley, July 20, 1969

One thing that being hit by a comet might do is concentrate the mind of
rocketry professionals wonderfully. Goddard99 gets a lot of funding from the
Roosevelt Administration, as does Willy Ley from the Kriegsmarine, although
Tsiolkovsy ironically got turned into a thin paste along with the rest of the St.
Petersburg Academy of Sciences. Take that urge and supercharge it into a
GURPS Cliffhangers era space game! The Red Baron Manfred von Richthofen,
Frank Luke, Georges Guenemeyer, and Eddie Rickenbacker challenge each
other in the Race to Mars!! Does Hermann Goering have “die Rechte Stuff”?
Add Coanda’s jet planes,1100 zeppelins, and a little bit of Howard Hughes, and
you’ve got an Alternate Aerospace game to die for, with plenty of politicking,
smuggling, and espionage in the German-occupied ruins of St. Petersburg.

Pulp it up even further; let the heroes of the Royal Aerospace Force battle
the Raumwaffe over the ruined Martian canals or in the foggy skies of a Jurassic
Venus. (Or read Richard Lupoff’s excellent Countersolar!1111 for an entirely differ-
ent brand of Odd Science.) If you need to, you can find “astronium” or
“Petersburgite” in the ruins to use as the Mysterious Glowing Fuel That Defies
Physics As We Know It for your Einstein-Ley torchships and your Hughes-
Goddard orbital fighters. Who leads the American rescue team in search of
Amelia Earhart’s downed Saturnian Explorer? Why, Commander Robert A.
Heinlein, U.S.N.S.F., of course. Perhaps he’s recruiting player characters . . . 
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Pyramid originally posted “On the Whole,
I’d Rather Be Invisible: The Philadelphia
Experiment” on October 23, 1998. The next
essay in publishing-order sequence is “Clio’s
Nightmares: Four High Alternate-Historical
Horror-Fantasy Settings,” on p. 19.

11 See note 11, p. 55 for more on ley lines.

On the Whole, 
I’d Rather Be Invisible:
The Philadelphia
Experiment

“U.S. Navy’s force-field experiments, 1943, October produced
invisibility of crew and ship. Fearsome results. So terrifying!”

– annotation by “Mr. A” in the Varo Press edition of
The Case for the UFO

It’s cooler than Roswell. Three alien bodies and a hunk of Reticulan tinfoil
are as so much dross in the lambent greenish glow of the Philadelphia
Experiment. Where else do you get Nikola Tesla, alien conspiracies, time

travel, Crowleian workings, invisibility, madness, ghost dimensions, cool Black
Op slang, secret military coverups, UFO technology, ley lines,11 and a big hole in
the very fabric of space, time, and dimension? Where else but Philadelphia?
Well, okay, in Norfolk, Virginia. And maybe Montauk, Long Island. Confused?
That tingle means it’s working.

“Were Carlos Allende and his correspondents representatives of 
an extraterrestrial power which took root on Earth centuries 
ago and has long since established an advanced underground
subculture?”

– Brad Steiger and Joan Whitenour, The New
UFO Breakthrough: the Allende Letters

The story began with Morris K. Jessup, astronomer and author
of The Case for the UFO. In it, Jessup urged further research into
Einstein’s Unified Field Theory (which Einstein died without 
discovering, at least officially) as a means of developing space
travel. After publishing his book in 1955, he began to get letters
from someone who variously signed his name “Carlos Miguel
Allende” and “Carl M. Allen” claiming that he, Allende, had fur-
ther information on a secret Navy project at the Philadelphia
Navy Yard which used Einstein’s theories (which Allende claimed
Einstein had actually completed in 1927) to attempt to turn a
destroyer invisible.

The destroyer was the DE-173, U.S.S. Eldridge, and in late
October (later sources give October 22 or October 28 as dates, var-
iously; alleged time-jumped survivor Al Bielek gives August 12) the
Navy activated the invisibility device. Not only did it turn the ship
invisible, it also teleported it to Norfolk, Virginia! However, the field
also turned the crew invisible, intangible and insane; some crewmen
rematerialized inside the decks, others simply “froze” in time, and still
others caught fire (one, says Allen, burned for 18 days!). The Navy, dis-
tressed at this result, covered up the experiment and reassigned the crew
to various hospitals. Allende claimed to have been observing the experi-
ment from the Liberty Ship SS Andrew Furuseth and to have actually stuck
his arm “INTO THAT TERRIFIC FLOW” (Allende’s grasp of capital letter
usage is idiosyncratic, to say the least). Jessup exchanged letters with
Allende/Allen for a time.
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In 1957, Jessup got a call from the Office of Naval Research asking him for
input. It seems that in 1956, someone mailed a copy of The Case for the UFO to
the ONR (anonymously, inscribed “Happy Easter”) annotated in three colors of
ink (blue, violet, and aqua – used by “Mr. A,” “Mr. B,” and “Jemi”) giving new
hints on the UFO issue as well as the other Fortean mysteries Jessup had posed.
From the handwriting, style, and mention of the invisible ship, Jessup identified
“Mr. A,” at least, as Carlos Allende/Carl Allen. The ONR paid a Dallas research
firm (Varo Research) to produce 25 (or 8, or 127) copies of the “annotated”
book; this “Varo Press edition” eventually became something of a Holy Grail
for UFOlogists, hinting at ties between the UFOs and “Gypsy language” and
“racial memory” among other oddities. Sparked by these revelations, Jessup
continued working on UFO research and the Philadelphia Experiment specifi-
cally until he was found dead of carbon monoxide poisoning near Coral Gables,
Florida on April 20, 1959. His death was ruled a suicide.

“ONR has never conducted any investigations on invisibility, either in
1943 or at any other time (ONR was established in 1946.) In view of
present scientific knowledge, ONR scientists do not believe that such an
experiment could be possible . . . ”

– official Office of Naval Research form letter OI-2252A

So much for the legend of the Philadelphia Experiment. (The classic source
is William Moore and Charles Berlitz’ The Philadelphia Experiment: Project
Invisibility.) In the
harsh and ugly world
of Actual Truth, the
U.S.S. Eldridge (com-
missioned on August
27, 1943 – so much for
Bielek) never entered
Philadelphia harbor at
all;22 during the month
of October 1943, she
was in the vicinity of
Bermuda for sea trials
(Sept. 18 to Oct. 15)
and in New York
Harbor until she sailed
for Norfolk (in a per-
fectly normal fashion)
on November 1.33 From there, she served as a convoy ship and in 1951 was sold
to the government of Greece, where she served as the Leon.44 An unlikely fate
for a transdimensional timeship, to say the least. The Andrew Furuseth was in
Norfolk in October 1943, but was well on its way to Casablanca by the 28th,
and was never in Norfolk at the same time as the Eldridge.

Carlos Miguel Allende was clearly Carl Meredith Allen, of Springdale,
Pennsylvania. Family members readily told an investigator in 1980 that he was
imaginative, lazy – and a known hoaxer. He had served in the Coast Guard dur-
ing the war. He may have overheard sailors discussing an actual Navy practice of
degaussing the hulls of ships making them “invisible” to magnetic mines.
According to Jacques Vallee, the Eldridge may have also been a part of an experi-

ment changing the pitch of destroyers’ screws to
camouflage their sonar signal.55 This, of

course, might also have been the spark
that fired Allende’s fevered imagination.
The Varo Press edition was prepared by
two ONR staffers with their own money
– because they were UFO fans.
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22 Peculiarly, though, the log book of the
Eldridge from August to December of
1943 is recorded as “missing and there-
fore unavailable.”

33 At an Eldridge crew reunion in Atlantic
City on March 24, 1999, none of the 15
attendees recalled anything resembling
Allende’s story.

44 The Leon, ship D-54, served the Greek
Navy until being decommissioned 
in 1991.

55 Another possibility presented by
Edward Dudgeon, who served on the
Eldridge’s sister ship, the Engstrom, is that
the Eldridge was in Philadelphia being fit-
ted for degaussing equipment in July of
1943 before her formal launch. She left
harbor, sailed through the Chesapeake-
Delaware Ship Canal to Newport News,
Virginia, to be loaded with explosives, and
was back within six hours. The secret of
her “miraculous journey,” then, is the
ship canal.



66 Born in 1914 to wealthy Pasadena par-
ents, John Whiteside “Jack” Parsons is
almost certainly the only practicing black
magician with a crater of the Moon
named after him (naturally enough,
Crater Parsons is on the dark side). He
earned that signal honor because, as a
chemist working at Cal Tech with
Theodore von Karman, he invented the
solid-fuel rocket booster. But after shoot-
ing off test rockets in Devils’ Gate arroyo
by day, he performed rites of sex magic
and invocation as head of the Los Angeles
Agape Lodge of Aleister Crowley’s OTO.
Crowley maneuvered Parsons into the
leadership of the Agape Lodge after the
Lodge’s former master, Wilfred Smith,
began an affair with Parsons’ wife.
(Parsons, compliantly, took up with his
wife’s sister Betty.) By 1942, Parsons was
in and Smith was out: Crowley had kicked
Smith upstairs by ordering him to retreat
into the desert and become a god, leaving
the Lodge to Parsons.

Continued on next page . . .

“There have always been creative minds that have sought to
recapture the ancient mysteries and apply them to mod-
ern technology. I believe the Navy’s experiment in
invisibility was yet another of those attempts . . . ”

– UFOlogist Timothy Green Beckley

But away with dull, humdrum fact! The seed
grain of Carl Allen’s crude hoax has become a lumi-
nous pearl of arcane wonder and fruitbat mystery.
Return with me now to an imaginary time, some-
where in the vicinity of 1931. Beginning, as so
many secret government projects from atom
bombs to Arks of the Covenant do, at the
University of Chicago, the U.S. Navy assembles
a top team of physicists to research invisibility;
in 1933 this “Project Rainbow” moves to
Princeton and adds Einstein, Townsend Brown
(of Biefeld-Brown Effect fame), and John von
Neumann (father of the computer, among other
things) to its staff. In 1934, FDR gets the nod
from aliens in a mid-Pacific summit meeting
aboard the U.S.S. Pennsylvania (the aliens had
been talking with Tesla since 1895, you see, and
FDR’s Navy connections explain that service’s role
in this research) and the project goes forward.
Tesla objects to testing the device on humans, and
sabotages the first test in March 1942; ten months
later, he is killed.

The experiment goes off successfully in 1943, and
rips a hole in the space-time continuum, opening the
Earth to alien invasion; the Philadelphia-Norfolk line is a
powerful ley line drawing energies from the Bermuda
Triangle. (Remember that Eldridge cruise to Bermuda?) That, you
see, was the fiendish alien plan all along, and it’s why you get the first
foo-fighters seen over Europe that year – the UFOs entered our space in
force through the Philadelphia Rift. (Coincidentally, or not, Albert Hoffmann’s
first synthesis of LSD in April 1943 opened the doors to inner space – for per-
haps a whole different bunch of aliens.) Von Neumann continued his work at a
secret base near Montauk, Long Island, where he added Tantric sex-magick
(taken from Aleister Crowley via either Crowley’s friend Dennis Wheatley in
British Intelligence or from Cal Tech rocket scientist/Satanist John Whiteside
Parsons66) and psionics to Tesla-beamed mind control and dimensional rifting.
Whether Project Phoenix (the new name for Rainbow) was intended to harness,
control, recreate or stop the Philadelphia Experiment’s dimensional rift is up to,
well, the GM. For a heck of a nice trip through the UFO side of this story,
check out Brad Steiger’s The Rainbow Conspiracy; for more on the Montauk-mag-
ick angle, I can but implore you to find and enjoy Preston Nichols and Peter
Moon’s Montauk series.

“These folks have a very high or just a high PSI factor in their 
make-up that can be intensified under stress or strain OR that usually
is intensified under extreme fright. It can also be Re-intensified under
Hypnosis, thus is like reading from the Encyclopedia Britanica. Even
though that Barroom-Restaurant Raid was staged by invisible or
partly invisible men, those men CAN SEE EACH OTHER . . . ”

– letter from “Carlos Allende” to Morris K. Jessup,
January, 1956
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Continued from previous page

Parsons allowed OTO members, sci-
ence fiction fans, Bohemian musicians and
poets to live in his Pasadena mansion
(which must have seemed more like a Beat
flophouse than a black sanctuary at times),
moving his chemical laboratory (which he
may have used for alchemy) out to a car-
riage house on the property.

One such house guest was a fellow
SF fan and pulp writer on Navy leave, a
genial sort Parsons named “Frater H”
after he revealed a high level of occult
knowledge. Working with Frater H as a
scryer, Parsons resolved to summon the
Whore of Babalon in a major working in
the Mojave Desert. On January 18, 1946,
a young woman (Marjorie Cameron)
appeared at Parsons' mansion, apparently
in response to the summons. Frater H
encouraged Parsons to attempt to
impregnate Cameron and beget a magical
Moonchild, possibly because Frater H
and Betty were now carrying on an affair.
While Parsons was thus distracted, the
two eloped to Florida with most of
Parsons' life savings.

By 1948 Parsons had lost his Navy
security clearance, which meant he was
out of his Cal Tech job; in December he
declared himself to be “Belarion
Armilussal Dajj al Antichrist” and wrote
The Book of the Antichrist the following
year. In 1950, he was fired from Hughes
Aircraft for stealing confidential docu-
ments, and on June 17, 1952, Parsons
died in a mysterious mercury fulminate
explosion in his laboratory. His mother
committed suicide soon thereafter; the
fate of the magical Moonchild, if any, is
unknown. Frater H went on to bigger and
better things as L. Ron Hubbard, novelist
and founder of Scientology.

This story crops up a lot, because it’s
such a good one; the main sources I used
here are A Piece of Blue Sky, by John
Atack, and “Sorceror of the Apocalypse,”
in Adam Parfrey’s Apocalypse Culture.

77 There’s a different Michael Faraday
paranormal alternate history on p. 25.

The Philadelphia Experiment makes just lovely game material all the way
around. The True Varo Press Edition (with the secret annotations in green ink
by “Mr. C” and “Madame Q”) sits proudly in the Warehouse 23 Library of
Extracted Works, and would make a fine jumping-off point for any number of
adventures as the PCs must find the book or follow the cryptic clues therein.
The alien plot to “blow a hole in hyperspace” and flow into our dimension has
ramifications from GURPS Illuminati to GURPS Cthulhupunk and beyond.
Crewmen of the Eldridge make ideal recruits for the Black Ops, especially if the
GM lets them keep their “dimensional phasing” powers gained from the
Rainbow Effect (and use the cool lingo Allende used to describe the effects):
invisibility (“Going Blank”), intangibility (“In the Green”), time-freezing
(“Getting Stuck”), pyrokinesis (“Scorch”), and slipping into parallel dimensions
like the astral plane (“Hell Incorporated”) come in handy when you’re battling
the Greys. Of course, the GM is more than justified in making such powers hor-
ribly dangerous (almost half of the Eldridge crew went mad or phased into bulk-
heads or caught on fire or evaporated or aged instantly, after all) or populating
the “Green Zone” and “Hell Incorporated” with yet more “Such Terrors.”

The Eldridge itself would make an excellent “time ship” for GURPS Time
Travel games, or a portal through which our 1943 heroes can travel to various
and sundry alternate dimensions, whether they be worlds where magic works,
alternate histories or any other parallel place the GM desires. 1943 technology
makes a good baseline for PC tech in such a GURPS Alternate Earths game, in
that it includes submachineguns but not microcomputers capable of giving
reams of data about everything the PCs encounter. Any need for “weird science”
can certainly be met by the Project Rainbow research teams – in this kind of
game, von Neumann becomes the quintessential mad scientist-director of the
dimensional corps, and the Nazis make perfect bad guys (perhaps Werner von
Braun has his own dimensional rift at Peenemunde to send vile SS commandos
through).

“Had Farraday [sic] concerned himself about the mag. field
surrounding an Electric Current, We today Would NOT exist
or if We did exist, our present Geo-political situation would not have
the very time-bombish, ticking off towards Destruction, atmosphere
that Now exists.”

– letter from “Carlos Allende” to Morris K. Jessup, Jan 1956

You don’t even have to stick to 1943. The Montauk Project continued at
least into the 1950s, and may continue today at Brookhaven National
Laboratories, say the kinds of people who say those kinds of things. A modern-
day Philadelphia Experiment, in the context of Aegis research or SDI testing,
makes a fine beginning to a High
Tech High Weirdness campaign.
Allende himself alludes to a differ-
ent possibility, however, when he
hints that Faraday’s experiments
could have developed the Rainbow
Effect in 183177 (Faraday came
within an ace of inventing AC
power in Real History). Imagine,
then, an invisible British Navy, or a secret Confederate plan using the first iron-
clads in a Norfolk Experiment, or an alien pact with Bismarck to make the
Kriegsmarine invincible. Perhaps all of them happened somewhen, opening a
rift onto “Hell Incorporated,” a dimension of green fog and eternal flames,
where it’s always October 28, 1943, and where Those Outside are about to
come in and play in your game. All of a sudden, invisibility starts to look pretty
good . . . .
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Pyramid originally posted “A Swiftly Tilting
Planet: The Great Pole Shift” on February
26, 1999. The next essay in publishing-order
sequence is “Ilumination in Theory and
Practice,” on p. 112.

11 Edgar Cayce (1877-1945) is, in 
my humble opinion, boring as dirt. He
became a trance medium in 1899, deriv-
ing numerous psychic cures and lots 
of achingly tedious prophecies while
sleeping. His books, which themselves
threaten to send you into a trancelike
slumber, are far too easily found in the
“Metaphysics” or “Occult” section of any
used bookstore.

22 See note on p. 81 for Blavatsky and
Theosophy.

33 See p. 28 for Velikovsky.

44 Hans Hoerbiger (1880-1931) was an
Austrian engineer who was inspired by
watching steam engines work in the snow.
All matter, decided Hoerbiger, was com-
posed of ice and fire, and energy was the
tension between them. Planets constantly
orbit inward, drawn to the Central Fire;
as smaller icy planets intersect Earth’s
orbit, they become moons. The Earth has
had a succession of moons; their impacts
onto our world caused the Ice Ages, sank
Atlantis, and (of course) shifted the poles.
Hoerbigerian crashing moons somehow
tied in to Blavatsky’s successions of races
(see note 2, p. 81) for that extra
Theosophical oomph.

As awful as it was, he mostly kept 
it to himself at first; his eager student
Philipp Fauth (1867-1941) deserves the
credit for publishing it in 1913 as The
Glacial Cosmogony of Hoerbiger. This got
Hoerbiger’s head swelling; in 1925 he
sent an ultimatum concerning his
Welteislehre (“World Ice Theory”) 
to every professor in Germany. As Hitler
became more influential, so did the 
officially Nazi-approved World Ice
Theory. A Hoerbigerian archaeologist
named Edmund Kiss excavated
Tihuanaco in 1928 and Ethiopia in 1936
for the SS (see note 11, p. 34 for some
more Nazi archaeology).

55 See pp. 67-69 for more sterling exam-
ples of Saint-Germain’s trustworthiness.

A Swiftly Tilting Planet:
The Great Pole Shift

“ . . . We may be standing at the edge of the ultimate disaster.
If we avoid or ignore the possibility of a pole shift, we will have
only ourselves to blame should there be a cataclysmic repeat of the ‘myth’ of
Atlantis.”

– John White, Pole Shift

Not just satisfied to rotate and revolve, the Earth gives a grandiose hiccup
every couple of few millennia when the poles shift sharply by tens of
degrees, sending icecaps sliding into oceans, flash-freezing mammoths, rip-

ping holes in formerly placid continents and coastlines, and hurling whole civiliza-
tions into the drink. At least it does in the world of High Weirdness, where little triv-
ia like the laws of thermodynamics can nod off with no one the wiser. Psychics, magi,
and mad scientists differ on whether the Great Pole Shift is the ultimate disaster or
the ultimate opportunity. As a GM, of course, your answer is “both.”

The “sleeping seer” Edgar Cayce11 seems to get the most credit in the modern
era for predicting the Great Pole Shift, which he said would be caused by earth-
quakes and tectonic instability – and begin in 1936. However, Cayce was only the
best-known prophet to revive an old theme in crank science and mysticism going
back to Plato’s dialogue The Statesman, if not before. The theory took a rest during
the ascendancy of Ptolemy’s fixed Earth, but came roaring back after Copernicus
unhinged everything again. Burnet and Whiston, two English churchmen in
Newtonian England, came up with divergent theories on the Pole Shift to reconcile
Enlightenment mechanics and Biblical history. Following them was a whole parade
of folk including Fourier, the founder of socialism, and Blavatsky, the founder of
Theosophy.22 Velikovsky33 put Pole Shifts into his Worlds In Collision tales of wander-
ing comets (as did Nazi-beloved
astronomer Hans Hoerbiger44), and a
chap named Hugh Auchincloss
Brown in 1948 adduced the Greek
geographer Leucippus’ explanation
(unequal ice formation at the poles)
for the coming disaster. The
Norwich shoemaker (and member of
the Hermetic Brotherhood of Luxor)
Sampson Mackey described – in verse
– a detailed theory of “organic” pole
shifting, where the shifts are just part
of the natural “wobble” of the Earth.
Most recently, a channeler named
Lori Toye received Pole Shift infor-
mation from Saint-Germain in 1983,
and drew an attractive map of the
post-Pole Shift Earth. And if you
can’t trust Saint-Germain,55 who can
you trust?

“On the basis of a decade’s hindsight, I think that the possibility
of a catastrophic pole shift at the end of this century is increasingly unlikely.
To be more precise, I do not think a pole shift will occur
as predicted.”

– John White, a decade later
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66 See p. 99 for Hapgood and the Piri
Re’is Map.

77 Just because crazy people do, you
shouldn’t confuse these crustal shift theo-
ries with the continental drift theory pio-
neered in 1915 by Alfred Wegener (1880-
1930). The scientific brouhaha over
Wegener’s, at the time quite controver-
sial, theories filtered into the pseudosci-
entific community as well.

The Nazi theorist Hermann Wirth,
for example, used Wegener’s work to but-
tress his own notions of the “Aryan home-
land” in the polar reaches. However, since
Wirth’s imaginary Aryans were matriar-
chal, he barely avoided death in a concen-
tration camp as politically unreliable.

88 The “nova” is a term I used in a column
not included in this collection; it refers to
any sudden event that completely alters
the campaign’s nature, much as the nova
of 1587 completely altered orthodox
understanding of astronomy. Dumping
the earth backside over teakettle would be
such a “nova.”

99 See note 1, p. 13 for the HAARP.

1100 See note 14, p. 26 for MJ-12.

Well, if you’re determined to be an old meany about it, you can trust geologists
and astrophysicists, all of whom have pretty solid evidence that even if a sudden Pole
Shift were possible (it isn’t), it hasn’t happened in geological time, and certainly not
in recent history. Charles Hapgood’s (of Piri Re’is map fame)66 dogged 1958 theory
that the poles don’t dramatically shift, but the Earth’s crust does (which Einstein con-
tributed a preface to) is as close to real science as any of them get, and it ain’t that
damn close.77 (As a geologist, Einstein was a great physicist.) But that’s no reason to
slow anyone down. There are as many different causes of the Pole Shift (meteors and
comets, the rogue 12th planet, alignment of the non-rogue other planets, volcanoes,
ice caps growing, ice caps melting, natural wobbliness, aliens, divine intervention) as
there are results (total global catastrophe, return to a paradisiac Golden Age, evolu-
tion into a fifth dimension, return of the giant Lemurians) and target dates.
(December 21, 2012 is the usual suspect here, but Richard Noone’s delightfully
twitchy 5/5/2000 – Ice: the Ultimate Disaster gives, well, May 5, 2000, and the Greys
say it’s coming in 2003.) As always, Joscelyn Godwin’s euphonious Arktos: The Polar
Myth in Science, Symbolism, and Nazi Survival is an indispensible source for this, and
similar, fun.

“The Zetas talk about how most of humanity is in Millennium Denial;
that the Earth will experience cataclysmic changes described in a Zeta
Vision given to Nancy . . . The Zetas say that in spite of Millennium
Fever the government will not Sound the Alarm . . . that the establish-
ment is Suppressing the Word and hiding the truth behind Cataclysm
Masks . . . that signs such as Deformed Frogs and the increasing incidence
of Deep Quakes are appearing . . . there will be Crop Failure for three
years running going into the shift but these will not be caused by Psi-Tech
Pathogens, and that . . . Diet Adjustments will occur.”

– Zeta Reticulan spokesmen, as channeled by “Nancy”

The Pole Shift doesn’t have to be the nova88 in your campaign; it can be the Big
Secret battled over by the hidden factions. Since the axis around which the pole
shifts will remain relatively unscathed in the disaster, rival entities might try setting
off Pole Shifts designed to “Atlantis” their enemies while leaving themselves sitting
stable and pretty. Perhaps the CIA plans to use the HAARP99 projectors in Alaska to
trigger the Pole Shift and screw over the Japanese, or to stop the Grey-aligned
NSA/MJ-121100 group from dumping one on Europe with the ELF sonic transpon-
ders in the oceanic trenches. A campaign of high-tension Weather (and Earthquake,
and Volcano, and Typhoon) War, with global devastation as the stakes, makes a fine
blend of GURPS Illuminati and any disaster you care to dramatize. Make the Pole
Shifters dependent upon the ley lines1111 or power points of the Earth’s Global Grid,
and you can add GURPS Places of Mystery to the mix.

“ . . . It was clear now that the Tower of Babel had been simply an attempt,
however hasty and deservedly a failure because of the pride of its architects,
to build the most powerful menhir of all. But the Babylonians got their cal-
culations wrong. As Father Kircher has demonstrated, had the Tower [of
Babel] reached its peak, its excessive weight would have made the earth’s
axis rotate ninety degrees and maybe more . . . ”

– Umberto Eco, Foucault’s Pendulum

With magical Pole Shifting, you don’t even have to use it as a modern
McGuffin;1122 Eco’s Templars were using the “telluric currents” to plot their own Pole
Shifts in the 13th century, and a clever GM can make anyone from the pyramid
builders of GURPS Egypt to the arcology architects of GURPS Cyberworld (or
GURPS Cthulhupunk, heh, heh, heh) hip to the power of the Big Ooops. Tie
Cayce’s failed 1936 prediction to Hoerbiger’s theories and toss a Pole Shift into a
GURPS Cliffhangers game for instant Lost World adventures. The Pole Shift can
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1111 Ley lines, as we learn on pp. PM25-27,
are the roads of the ancient monument-
building people, or the mysterious net-
work of global chi channels, or invisible
carriers of magneto-magical force, or
something. Alfred Watkins, who started
the whole thing with The Old Straight
Track in 1925, just thought they were
ancient roads.

It’s more fun to use the “magical
force/global chi” theories, as John
Michell’s oeuvre does beginning with The
View Over Atlantis. Francis Hitching’s
Earth Magic is a nice usable version of
Western geomantic thought (Eastern
geomantic thought, or feng shui, is all over
bookstores like a rash, but I don’t really
have a good recommendation to make on
it). F.W. Holiday’s Dragon and the Disc is
invaluable in tracking “dragon lines”
beneath the earth and demonstrating that
sightings of flying disks often occur where
dragon lines meet. For maps of the lines,
see Hitching’s invaluable The Mysterious
World: An Atlas of the Unexplained, or
more ambitiously, David Hatcher
Childress’ Antigravity and the World Grid.

For another global feng shui cam-
paign idea, see p. 12.

1122 For McGuffins, see note 6, p. 32.

1133 If, by “earlier,” you mean on p. 60.

1144 A Pyramid reader who was all fired up
about that campaign frame on p. 60, and
gave me the useful idea I mentioned there
that inspired me to write this essay.

1155 For things like the Medieval Warm
Period, H.H. Lamb’s Climate, History, and
the Modern World is an excellent textbook.
Emmanuel LeRoy Ladurie’s Times of
Feast, Times of Famine focuses more nar-
rowly on the medieval and later eras, but
is still well worth reading.

make a great device for the Monumental Age ancient astronauts campaign frame I
mentioned earlier,1133 as the Lemurians, Hyperboreans, and Atlanteans battle to sink
each others’ not-yet-Lost Continents in 10,000 B.C. As the elusive Benjamin
Vandgrift1144 suggests, perhaps these “lost races” still battle for control of an ancient
astronaut Pole Shifter hidden somewhere on Earth – that would make an interesting
twist on the standard Illuminati vs. Rosicrucians game.

You can even set closer-to-real historical games around the Pole Shift –
Immanuel Velikovsky found signs of the Great Pole Shift in the stories of the Exodus
and the sun standing still for Joshua (second millennium B.C., give or take).
Herodotus reports that the sun switched directions (the visible sign of the Great Pole
Shift if you don’t happen to be in the way of a sliding ice cap) four times in Egyptian
recorded history. The earth really has swapped magnetic poles in geological time,
and there’s nontrivial evidence that the “Folgheraiter Event” of 860 B.C. marked the
last such reversal – a fine time to toss in a Great Pole Shift to go. Did a Templar Pole
Shift cause the exceptional good weather1155 of the High Middle Ages (grapes in
Massachusetts!), and did their arrest cause the Great Famine of 1315, when their
cathedral-driven Pole Shifter went haywire?

“Some say he bid the angels turn askance
The Poles of Earth twice ten degrees and more
From the Suns Axle; they with labour push’d
Oblique the Centric Globe to bring in change.”

– John Milton, Paradise Lost, X

To Pole Shift your current game, simply decide where you want the new equator
to be – if, say, you want to see the jungle reclaim the Eiffel Tower, get a globe and
run a string around it that passes through Paris. You’ll find you have a real choice of
places to put the rest of the equator, so you might want to narrow it down by picking
somewhere halfway around the world to get the icecap. (That can be some boring
chunk of land you care nothing for, or a Lost City you intend to bury in the glaciers,
Fortress of Solitude style.) Then, once you’ve picked the new Poles, shift! You may
have to twitch a flat map around a while before you get the hang of it, but don’t be
afraid to let continents drift wildly, flood seacoasts, turn rivers into seas and lakes into
deserts, and otherwise act up big. Suddenly, you’ve got a big world with all-new
geography, just like a Standard Fantasy World – but with evocative names and cool
potential for survivor cultures and awesome ruins. (“The Ancient Ones called it – the
Chrysler Building.”)

“Because when the poles shift, we will go through an electromagnetic ‘no
zone’ for about three and a half days, and then, after that time we’ll be on
a totally different dimensional level of the Earth. Whereby anything that
is happening on this level will make no difference. That’s a preparation
prior to the time when all the systems, the social and the financial systems
and all this kind of thing breaks down.”

– Drunvalo Melchizedek, “Conversations with Drunvalo”

After the shift, a brave new world awaits you. The Great Pole Shift is an excel-
lent reason to have magic return, if it ever went away. The conspiracy which creat-
ed the Shift, whether it’s alien-savvy MJ-12, revenant Templars, or finally-tri-
umphant Lemurians, will still be hanging around from their Place of Refuge. The
ecology has crunched, which justifies restoring tyrannosaurs (if people don’t mind a
Pole Shift, they won’t mind a time-rip or a genetic experiment gone awry) for that
great Cadillacs and Dinosaurs feel. If the Shift happens in 2012 (or was caused by
aliens), you can have pockets of higher-than-high tech, although much of the world
will be in a Mad Max state, or even dropped to sword-and-sandal barbarism. In
short, you can have anything you want in the world, if you’re willing to turn it
upside down first.
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From the inanimate, we arrive at the all-
too-animate. Our cast of characters is
vast, it contains multitudes, it contradicts

itself. King Arthur, in particular, could support a
whole book of essays by himself, but by adding a
proper archenemy I can focus his attention here.
In addition to that duet, there are three individ-

uals (although two of them roam relatively
unrestricted by time or space) and three casts of
characters, which might all be the same one.
Given that stipulation, however, this section is
also in chronological order from the Pyramid
builders to the cattle mutilators. And, potential-
ly, back again.

57 Ancient Astronaut Texas
Steel Cage Death Match

61 Justinian and Arthur:
Historical High Fantasy

64 Travelin’ Man: Sir John Mandeville
67 Le Comte de Saint-Germain
70 Jack Be Nimble: Spring-Heeled Jack
73 Emperor of the Air: Norton I
77 A Dish Best Served Cold:

The Antarctic Space Nazis
81 Hite’s Handy Field Guide

To Ultraterrestrials



Pyramid originally posted “Ancient
Astronaut Texas Steel Cage Death Match”
on January 22, 1999. The next essay in pub-
lishing-order sequence is “Emperor of the Air:
Norton I,” on p. 73.

11 Nobody, for example, explains Chartres
Cathedral or the Parthenon as alien sig-
naling points. Conspiratorial ones, yes,
but usually operated by some version or
other of the Great White Brotherhood.
There are, indeed, dangers in taking one’s
intellectual inspiration from that strand of
pseudoscience that corresponded with
“scientific” racism; Theosophy (see note
2, p. 81) was definitely part of that same
mental universe.

22 On pp. 81-83.

33 Rather than von Daeniken, I prefer W.
Raymond Drake’s clumsy, but wide-rang-
ing volumes Gods and Spacemen in the
Ancient East and Gods and Spacemen in the
Ancient West. However, these types of
books are pretty much all the same, so
once you have any four or five you can
likely stop without missing anything.

44 These, need I say it, are the kind of
places that the Nazi Archaeologists from
p. 33 go, too.

Ancient Astronaut
Texas Steel Cage
Death Match

“No, that did not happen, but I think when somebody writes books in
my style and in my sense, which are not scientific books . . . then an
author is allowed to use effects. So some little things like this are really
not important because they do not touch the facts. They are simply
stimulating the reader, and one is allowed to do this.”

– Erich von Daeniken, in a Nova interview (1978)

Sure, it’s ludicrous. When it’s not overtly racist11 it’s archaeologically laugh-
able, and when it’s not built on wilful lies and misunderstanding it’s built
on a jerry-rigged platform of poor logic and worse linguistics. But there’s

just something about the sight of those ancient astronauts, using antigravity rays
to float the sarsen trilithons to Stonehenge and hyperspace plasma warps to
carve the Sphinx, that just won’t let go of the imagination. Ever since Erich von
Daeniken’s 1970 Chariots of the Gods? introduced the mass audience to the con-
cept, the ancient astronauts have bred and multiplied into different brands as
fast as their cousins and descendants the UFOnauts have. But rather than fission
out biologically, it’s the ancient astronauts’ timeframes and agendas that differ.
Sure, you can pick the one you like best for your campaign out of the theses
below, but that’s only scratching the surface. Use them all at once, says I (check-
ing back with “Hite’s Handy Field Guide to Ultraterrestrials”22 when you’re
stumped). Different timeframes can be satisfied with archaeological handwaving
or time travel, but different agendas means conflict, and that’s what leads to our
Ancient Astronaut Texas Steel Cage Death Match.

By comparison to his successors, von Daeniken gives us precious little to go
on.33 He assumes that some time around 30,000 B.C. an alien ship crash-landed
on Earth, and used genetic manipulation to create mankind. By 27,000 B.C. a
high hybrid civilization ruled from the Andean cities of Sachsahuaman and
Tihuanaco, sending flights of spacemen around the earth leaving pictorial evi-
dence such as the Tassili Frescoes.44 Air-traveling aliens were instrumental in
creating civilizations like Hsia China (where the Yellow Emperor came from the
sky in a “dragon chariot”), Aryan India, Egypt, Sumer, and so forth. Von
Daeniken is unclear on exactly what happened after that, but he generally allows
that the aliens left Earth by 800 B.C. or so. Some cultures, like the Mayans,
attempted to summon the aliens by building pyramids and sky images of their
own, but collapsed when their “cargo cult” proved bootless.
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55 See the recommendation on p. 125.

66 Like the Reptoids on p. 82.

77 On p. AH93.

88 The Merovingians (see note 3, p. 119)
claimed to have been the product of some
sea-born magic, likely a confused remnant
of a legendary descent from the seagod
Nerthus. Their royal emblem was a frog,
probably unrelated to the popular nick-
name, but interesting in this “descended
from amphibian aliens” context. And
speaking of batrachian lineage, the
Nommo make very interesting
Lovecraftian Deep Ones, a la “The
Shadows Over Innsmouth.”

Ever since the 6th century, anyway,
French knights were always marrying
mermaids, most notably the Templar
Fulk d’Anjou, who married a mermaid
named Melusine in 1131 and later became
King of Jerusalem, according to 14th cen-
tury legend. The Templars, of course,
were a crucial tentacle of the Merovingian
Prieuré de Sion (see note 9, p. 41). Note
how it all comes together.

99 The Loi are on pp. AH44-51; the
Nordics on p. 82; the Sidhe on pp.
CM63-75.

1100 The Nefilim, or Nephilim, are who is
actually meant by the “giants in the earth”
referenced on p. 83. According to the
Bible, the Nephilim came about because
“the sons of God saw the daughters of
men that they were fair; and they took
them wives of all of them which they
chose” in the poetic words of Genesis 6:2.
The Nephilimare also knon as the
Grigori, or “Watchers,” in good conspira-
torial fashion; could the Nephilim have
been the spirit entities speaking to
Frederick Bligh Bond? (See note 7, p. 32.)

The Nephilim get blamed for all
kinds of things that go wrong with the
world, up to and including the Flood (no
doubt, a Great Pole Shift, see pp. 53-55).
They even had a whole game (Nephilim:
Occult Roleplaying) devoted to their
hijinks, from Chaosium, which modesty
forbids me to mention.

1111 The Ark?

“Helladius recounts the story of a man named Oe who came out of
the Red Sea having a fish-like body but the head, feet and arms of a
man, and who taught astronomy and letters. Some say that he came
out of a great egg, whence his name.”

– fragment of Helladius preserved by Photius of Byzantium

More detail and better research, plus way cooler aliens, marks the work of
Robert K.G. Temple in The Sirius Mystery.55 His aliens, the Nommos, were fish-
men from Sirius66 (use the Gill Men/Nommo stats from GURPS Atomic
Horror77), and they arrived in the Red Sea and Persian Gulf somewhen around
3,000 B.C. Their leader, named Oe (or Oannes, or Dagon, or Anubis) taught
the locals all about math and science, creating the sudden burst of civilization
we know as the Old Kingdom of Egypt and the Sumerian Uruk I period. Again,
it’s hard to say when exactly the Nommo stopped keeping tabs on things and
helping out with the ziggurats, but since both Egypt and Mesopotamia were
overrun by barbarians in roughly 1700 B.C., one can assume it’s before then. If
the Nommo were shipwrecked, they might have died out – or they might have
genetically engineered themselves into dolphins, explaining the high intelli-
gence that dolphins have according to the kind of people who think so. There’s
nothing to say that some Nommo might not have lived on, founding cultures
like the “sea-born” Merovingians88 or the Maya – or that a secret society of
Nommo watchers continues to observe human development. Much of the secret
knowledge of the Nommo, it turns out, is preserved by the Dogon tribe of Mali
in West Africa – the descendants, say some, of the Pharaonic high priests who
fled into the African interior to escape some dire tragedy, like, say, a Pole Shift.

“When I approached Earth
There was much flooding
When I approached its green meadows
Towers and mounds were piled up at my command.”

– Sumerian epic Enki and the Ordering of the Land

Zecharia Sitchin, meanwhile, has the best timeline yet (in The Wars of Gods
and Men, Book Three of The Earth Chronicles), although again he falls down on
describing his aliens. Since they’re the most godlike of the lot (he explicitly
defines them, individually, with the pantheons of India, Greece, Egypt, and
Babylon), I’d use the Loi (aka the Nordics),99 “heroic” characters
from GURPS Greece or even modified Sidhe from GURPS Celtic
Myth. Sitchin calls them Nefilim,1100 known to the Mesopotamians
as the Annunaki. These Nefilim hail from Nibiru, the twelfth plan-
et of the Solar System, and to protect Nibiru’s atmosphere, they
need to mine gold from the Earth. They set up the city of Eridu in
445,000 B.C. (!), breeding humans as slaves when the low-ranking
Annunaki rebel. The Nefilim interbreed with humans, which caus-
es great turmoil within the hierarchy – one softhearted
Annunakim warns the humans of a great flood caused by
the close approach of Nibiru in 11,000 B.C. The Nefilim
rebuild their space centers in 10,500 B.C., using the
Pyramids as navigational beacons with a control center1111

on Mt. Moriah (Jerusalem). Quarrels break out among the
Nefilim as Set rebels against Osiris and Horus against Set,
with the humans always angling for new power and advan-
tages. Finally, at the end of a final great human proxy war,
the Annunaki destroy the rebel capital of Sodom
with nuclear weapons and withdraw in 2024 B.C.
Cooool.
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1122 The Face on Mars is a giant anthropo-
morphic artifact (even accompanied by
pyramids) in the northern Cydonia region
of Mars, discovered by a pair of photo-
interpreters in the Viking mission pho-

tographs. It’s produced so many
exciting and interesting works,
such as Hoagland’s book refer-
enced here, that it’s a shame it’s
a trick of the shadows, as the
later Orbiter pictures clearly
demonstrated. (Unless They
got to the pictures first, of
course.)

Besides Hoagland, I
heartily recommend Allen
Steele’s SF novel Labyrinths of
Night, which is a hard-SF novel
based on the premise that the
Face and Pyramids are real.

1133 A reference to his Sign and
the Seal, referred to in note 9 
on p. 33. Hancock’s books are
okay for overviews, but I’d 
recommend finding his sources
instead.

1144 See p. 100 for more on ice-
free Antarctica.

1155 See pp. 53-55.

1166 See note 11, p. 55 for more
details of geodimensional ley

power.

1177 On p. BO90.

1188 On p. 82.

1199 Maybe it’s one of those meteor sling-
shots that got so out of hand between 1908
and 1931; see pp. 46-48.

2200 David Icke warned you! Didn’t he warn
you? (See note 9 on p. 21.)

“One of the weirdest coincidences of the whole affair is that Cairo,
site of the Pyramids, was originally named El-Kahira, from the
Arabic El-Kahir, meaning Mars.”

– M. Saunders, “Signpost to Mars”

Between them, Graham
Hancock (in The Mars
Mystery and Fingerprints of the
Gods) and Richard Hoagland
(in Monuments of Mars) have
built a tissue of hints con-
cerning the links between the
Face and Pyramids on
Mars1122 and the Sphinx and
Pyramids at Giza. Since
Hoagland recoils at being
labeled a “von Daenikenite,”
he hasn’t given us a lot to
work from. Since Hancock is
good only for rearranging
other people’s research and
pestering Ethiopians,1133 he
hasn’t either. However, work-
ing from astronomical align-
ments, Hoagland dates the
building of the Cydonia
Martian complex to 500,000
B.C.and Hancock dates the
Giza complex at 10,450 B.C.
So, say it’s Martians (use the
Greys, or for extra fun, the
Martians from GURPS
Warehouse 23) fleeing their dying world (Hoagland believes that Mars was lush,
warm and wet until it either had its own Great Pole Shift or was hit by the
exploding planet which became the asteroid belt) who civilize Earth, genetically
engineering a successor race. Possibly they establish a base camp in pre-icy
30,000 B.C. Antarctica,1144 only to see it swamped as well by Earth’s own Pole
Shift around 11,000 B.C.,1155 building the Pyramids as a last-ditch attempt to
preserve sacred geometry and geodimensional ley power1166 for the future.

“And the serpent said to the woman, Ye shall not surely die:
For God doth know that in the day ye eat thereof, then your eyes
shall be opened, and ye shall be as gods, knowing good and evil.”

– Genesis 3:4-5

Not all the aliens are mean enslavers; in William Bramley’s Gods of Eden, the
Custodians (the bad ancient astronauts who sound an awful lot like the GURPS
Black Ops Prima1177) are opposed by the Brotherhood of the Snake, a batch of
good aliens who want to teach mankind magical science and scientific magic to
let us stand on our own feet and throw off our ultraterrestrial chains. Bramley
only uses the Snake symbolically, but it’s just too cool if the Brotherhood is
actually a bunch of Reptoid Saurians.1188 Perhaps the Brotherhood is the
Nommos aiding mankind in rebelling against the Annunaki, or they’re the folks
who keep slinging pole-shifting meteors1199 into the works to foul up the
Pyramid Martians. Their structures are the secret societies like Rosicrucianism,
Gnosticism – and the Illuminati. Hold on, maybe they’re not such good aliens
after all.2200
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2211 Combine it with Hollow History (pp.
27-30) for even more fun; maybe it’s the
ancient astronauts’ relativity-warping
time drives (possibly using an advanced
form of Philadelphia Experiment technol-
ogy, see pp. 49-52) that caused, in some
bizarre noumenological way, our calen-
dars to go amok.

2222 And L. Sprague de Camp’s Ancient
Engineers, which (like Citadels of Mystery)
is all about the humans who built those
things, and how they did it.

2233 The vimana are the flying ships of the
Rig-Veda used by the gods in their wars
in India in Ancient Times. The “Aryan”
gods, for those scoring at home.

2244 The other Black Ops Strike Force in
this book is Strike Force Cheops, with a
similar mission profile, on p. 34.

2255 Many ancient hill forts in Scotland and
elsewhere show odd, glassy “vitrification”
effects. Charles Fort said it was because
the gods were blue and didn’t like anyone
who didn’t paint themselves blue, too.
That’s a better theory than most.

2266 Nan Madol is the cyclopean site on
Ponape Island in the Pacific.

2277 The Naga, of course, are Reptoids, no
doubt; they’re also a hill tribe in eastern
India. The reason they get dragged into
this foolishness is that James Churchward,
the “discoverer” of the Lost Continent of
Mu (see note 4, p. 89) in a series of flighty
books, used them as one of the “lines” of
settlement from Mu to Asia. He said the
Japanese were Mayan, too.

“Thus, then, they launched their grievous bolts at one another;
And the cry of both armies as they shouted reached to the starry heaven
As they clashed with a great battle-cry.”

– Hesiod, Theogony

All these ancient astronaut theories, therefore, can not only royally bollix up
any GURPS Time Travel adventure2211 from 450,000 B.C. to c. 1500 A.D.
(when the Easter Islanders finally gave up on carving statues of H.P. Lovecraft),
but also set up a Monumental Age War of the Gods campaign. The first thing
you need to do is sit down with GURPS Places of Mystery (and L. Sprague de
Camp’s Citadels of Mystery2222) and come up with your own alternate archaeologi-
cal timeframes for the relevant Places of Power. Then, sort out the ancient
astronauts; for example, since Cydonia dates from the beginning of the
Annunaki visit to Earth, perhaps Mars and Nibiru are enemies. Or cousins. Or
the same people. Is Sitchin’s Flood the same as Hancock’s Great Pole Shift?
When do the Saurians show up and found the Brotherhood of the Snake, and
how do von Daeniken’s air-show aliens deal with all of this? For a good War of
the Gods groove, just use them all as written, and have them competing for
human slaves, prime real estate and ley power in a mighty struggle of titanic
energies and vimana-saucer2233 dogfights.

Players can play teams from any one of the alien races (using magic or
nanotech or both), or a mixed group. Either way, they can be mercenaries,
explorers or technicians who just want to be left alone to build Knossos and
recharge the orgone gravity transducers. Players can also play human rebels
against the ancient astronauts . . . powerful clerics, mages, or heroic half-
Nefilim warriors like Gilgamesh and Heracles. Or, of course, your PC group
can be a GURPS Black Ops team, part of Strike Force Scorpio2244 sent back
through the time-gates (in Antarctica, or Egypt, or Chaco Canyon) to shift the
balance in the wars of gods and men with top-of-the-line TL8 personal artillery.
A sample Strike Force Scorpio mission might go something like this: liberate
the vitrification ray2255 from Nan Madol,2266 blast the Temples of Naga2277 Angkor
to rubble, hijack a flaming chariot and fly west on the Lhassa-to-Eridu ley line.
Then, after rewiring the Pyramid broadcast beacons, knock Zeus out of the sky,
steal his thunderbolts, and rain fiery death on Olympus until the Brotherhood
of the Snake agents relieve you. Any questions?
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Pyramid originally posted “Justinian and
Arthur: High Historical Fantasy” on May 1,
1998. The next essay in publishing-order
sequence is “Using Alternate History in Any
Campaign,” on p. 10.

11 See p. for an explication of Secret
History, as compared to the other kind.

22 For more on Akhenaten, see note 11 on
p. 28; for FDR, you’re on your own.
Although David Icke calls him a “reptile-
Aryan” in The Biggest Secret.

Justinian and Arthur:
High Historical Fantasy

“It was said that the Emperor’s own mother told some of her
close friends that he was not the son of her husband Sabbatios or of
any man at all. For when she was about to conceive she was visited
by a demon, who was invisible . . . ”

– Procopius, Anekdota, Book XIII

Now there’s a concept for a fantasy game. The Emperor, seemingly mere-
ly a former barbarian, is actually a prince of the demons in disguise,
raised to the throne with the help of a profligate user of sex-magick,

poisons, and diabolism who now reigns as Empress. While they drain the trea-
sury dry and launch ceaseless wars on the neighboring kingdoms, the very Earth
rebels against them, as riots, floods, earthquakes, and a devastating plague run

rampant through the cities of the Empire. The only
hope of humanity, a noble paladin, is enslaved by his
wife, also a sorceress, and held captive by his oath of
allegiance to the demonic Emperor. By a fortunate
coincidence, our paladin’s army is made up of profes-
sional soldiers from every corner of the known world.
By an equally charming coincidence, the evil demonic
Emperor goes to great lengths to destroy and exile the
good magicians who guard knowledge from previous
centuries, and to drive out holy clerics whose only sin is
to disagree with the corrupt puppets he places in the
temples. This kind of behavior is just the thing for cre-
ating parties of do-gooding PCs.

Of course, you’re all way ahead of me. I’m not talking about some sword-
and-sandal epic or some multivolume fantasy series, but about Real History, 
or at least about Real Historical Libels About Real History. The demonic
Emperor is Justinian, his sorcerous Empress is Theodora, the paladin is
Belisarius, and the Empire is the Eastern Roman, or Byzantine, Empire. The
cool demon stuff is courtesy of Procopius, the private secretary to Belisarius
until he got a soft job as Prefect of the City thanks to his other book, The
Buildings, which is just as fulsomely flattering of the Emperor Justinian as the
Anekdota is vituperatively slanderous.

Conventional historians have trouble reconciling the two views of Justinian,
and it’s a useful corrective to conventional history to reflect that the only reason
we might have to suspect Justinian and Theodora of such awfulness is that
Procopius went to the very great trouble to write a book which would have
meant slow death by torture if it had gotten out while Justinian was alive.
Perhaps he meant to publish it after the next Emperor took over and get in on
the ground floor that way; unfortunately for this plan he died the same year that
Justinian did, in 565 A.D. (It wasn’t a bad gamble on his part; very few
Byzantine emperors died peacefully in bed at advanced ages, and Procopius was
20 years younger to boot.) One place Procopius comes in handy is as a practical
demonstration of the art of secret history11 in roleplaying games, the Anekdota
(which means “Unpublished Writings”) is even usually titled The Secret History
in modern translations. If a great patron of art and architecture, defender of
Christianity, and general bulwark of civilization like Justinian can turn out to be
a demon in disguise, a GM looking for demons can certainly say the same thing
about anyone else from Akhenaten to FDR.22

61

HIGH WEIRDOS: VILLAINS, VAGRANTS, AND VENUSIANS



33 At this point in the column’s history, I
still thought it would contain more
reviews of game and book material than it
wound up with. I still insert book notes,
in large part because the Pyramid reader-
ship regularly want to know where I got
this stuff.

“I envisage the probability that what I am now about to write will
appear incredible and unconvincing to future generations. And again,
when in the long course of time the story seems to belong to a rather
distant past, I am afraid that I shall be regarded as a mere teller of
fairy tales . . . ”

– Procopius, Anekdota, Book I

Unfortunately, there is no GURPS Byzantium. Yet. There’s only a 
paragraph in GURPS Imperial Rome and a half page in GURPS Vikings.
Mighty thin gruel for turning the mightiest military for half a millennium, the
richest culture west of the Himalayas, and a level of intrigue that redefines 
(or rather predefines) the word “byzantine” into a proper roleplaying supple-
ment. White Wolf does have Constantinople by Night, which will be a help if
you want Justinian to be a vampire rather than a demon (and don’t mind that
it’s set 700 years later). John M. Ford does both of those things in the awe-
somely cool alternate-historical fantasy The Dragon Waiting, only one of the
surprisingly hefty crop of fantasy and science fiction works centering on the
Byzantine Empire.33

Much of this crop springs from seed planted by L. Sprague
de Camp’s classic Connecticut-Yankee-in-Dark-Ages-Italy book
Lest Darkness Fall, which caused a young Harry Turtledove to
eventually become a Byzantine historian. The inexplicably low
demand for professional Byzantine historians then caused
Turtledove to become a prolific science fiction and fantasy
author; his Videssos cycle is a classic example of “how to turn a
historical period into a fantasy world;” Videssos is an extraordi-
narily thinly-disguised Byzantium circa 1050 A.D. or so.
Reading a good Byzantine history (Isaac Asimov’s The Forgotten
Empire is the best introduction, but good luck finding it) along-
side the Videssos cycle will do more to teach you to convert his-
torical GURPS books into fantastic ones than anything else I
know. Turtledove has also written a stellar alternate history
wherein Mohammed becomes an Orthodox saint and the
Byzantines are still going strong in 1300 A.D. or thenabouts;
the short stories are collected as Agent of Byzantium, and darn
well worth reading.

Turtledove is likely to have the Byzantines as the good guys,
or at least as sympathetic characters (the good guys in the
Videssos books are a bunch of Roman legionaries magically
transported to the future, I mean Videssos). David Drake and
Eric Flint’s brand new novel An Oblique Approach continues this
trend. It features Belisarius as an action hero and spy teamed
with Ethiopian warriors against fanatic skin-removing Evil

Malwa Hindu Heretics who seem (to the best of my limited knowledge of early
medieval Indian history) to be drawn from the “black legends” of the Hunnish
invasion of India in the early 6th century A.D.44 The Evil Malwas are also in
league with reptile-men from the future, I think. Unfortunately, there’s no
GURPS India yet, either,55 so if you want to engage in such derring-do in your
game, you’re on your own.

“When the Emperor understood their coming, he made ready
his Romans and all the people between him and Flanders. Also he
had gotten with him fifty giants which had been engendered of fiends;
and they were ordained to guard his person, and to break the front
of the battle of King Arthur.”

– Malory, Le Morte d’Arthur, V:ii
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44 At WindyCon 1999 in Chicago, I met
Eric Flint, and asked him about the novel,
which is now a series with the addition of
In The Heart of Darkness, and another
book that’s probably in print by the time
this book is. He told me that all the origi-
nal Indian history is genuine, but he
selected the main villains, the Malwa, just
because he liked the name of the province
and thought it sounded evil. There’s an
important lesson here.

55 As I write this note, one is in playtest.



66 For the historical Arthur, I can’t recom-
mend any one book besides standard
works like the Oxford Illustrated History of
Britain, possibly because a purely factual
book on the topic would be about 10
pages long. Geoffrey Ashe’s early book
The Quest For Arthur’s Britain is surpris-
ingly sound given how weird he’s gotten
lately, what with finding Hyperboreans in
Tibet and all (in The Dawn Behind the
Dawn). Ashe’s The Discovery of King
Arthur is the Riothamus version; Norma
Lorre Goodrich’s enjoyable King Arthur
puts him in Scotland for some reason. For
the Arthurian legendary corpus, there is
no better source than Phyllis Ann Karr’s
Arthurian Companion, by far the best one-
stop reference for the knights, ladies, cas-
tles, swords, etc.

77 Robert Graves was one of the best of
the post World War I poets in English,
and a gifted historical novelist. He’s prob-
ably best known as the author of I,
Claudius, a relatively straight (for Graves)
retelling of Suetonius’ The Twelve Caesars.
He used his poetic and fictional gifts to
the fullest while writing his compendium
The Greek Myths, which owes quite a bit
to J.G. Frazer (see note 8, p. 96), kindred
notions of sacred king-killing, and simi-
larly tenuous Victorian archaeological and
anthropological theory. His masterpiece,
The White Goddess, is a self-consciously
unscientific attempt to apply poetic intu-
ition to the question of Druidic riddles,
unconstrained by facts. Reading The
White Goddess was one of the most numi-
nous experiences of my life; I can’t rec-
ommend it enough for the fan of high-fly-
ing, not to say groundless, genius.

88 At least not in the sense people mean
when they say “King Arthur.” He certain-
ly wasn’t a king, whoever he was.

99 For more fun, add the Germanic giant-
killing culture-hero Dietrich of Bern to
the mix. His historical original,
Theodoric the Great (454-526) dies the
year before Justinian comes to the throne,
but since the Dietrich of legend hangs out
with Attila the Hun a half century late, he
won’t mind. Dietrich appears in the
Niebelungenlied; if you don’t have the
patience for that, try a compendium of
Germanic tales like H.A. Guerber’s
Middle Ages: Myths and Legends, available
in a cheap reprint from the wily and parsi-
monious Senate Publishing company.

Of course, there’s a whole book on GURPS Camelot. King Arthur (the “his-
torical” version,66 who isn’t Riothamus) turns out to have been an almost exact
contemporary of Justinian’s. (Robert Graves makes just that point in the intro-
duction to his novel Count Belisarius, which is based on Procopius’ Anekdota. A
devotee of the strange can do worse than follow Robert Graves around for a
couple of months, literarily speaking.77) And, as we learn from this extract from
Malory, King Arthur not only invaded the Roman Empire, he fought an
Emperor (named “Lucius” in Malory) who was bodyguarded by 50 demonic
giants. Now, it all comes together. Use the Byzantine notes from GURPS
Vikings and the “historical Arthur” notes from GURPS Camelot to fake up
your PC group; set them out on the wild frontier border between Arthur’s
Britain and the Byzantine Empire. (No, there wasn’t any such border in Real
History. I’ve got news for you; there weren’t any demons in Real History, and
there probably wasn’t any King Arthur, either.88)

As the PCs find out more and more about Justinian’s demonic plans, they
can work with Arthur’s spies, be harassed by the Unseelie Court of Morgan 
Le Fay (just in case you needed to get some more use out of GURPS Celtic
Myth), and generally skulk around dodging fiend-engendered ogre Nazgul
enforcer types. If you feel up to it, you can run urban adventures in Byzantium
itself (use Robert Silverberg’s fantastic time-travel novel of Byzantine tourism
Up the Line for local color) to chase vampiric monsters in the sewers and black
magicians in the seraglio.99 Finally, they uncover Justinian’s plan – to find the
Holy Grail and pervert it for his diabolical ends! Warning Arthur just in time,
the PCs must keep the Grail safe from Justinian’s demon-giants and distract
Belisarius (or convince him that Justinian is a demon; no small task given that
his wife is in the same coven as the Empress Theodora) so that Arthur can
defeat the evil Romans and save the day. This is the sort of thing you can call
“historical high fantasy;” it has the advantages of historical games (evocatively
familiar and wonderful names and places, conveniently assembled background
materials for research at your whim) without the disadvantages (having to do
research to get things perfect, having to stay true to history, having to risk a
player who knows more about the period than you do). When you add the cool
fantasy trappings like giants, monsters, demons, magic swords, sorcery, and
poison, you got game.

Oh, and do make time and read Procopius. The bit with the demon-
Emperor’s disappearing head is a hoot.
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Pyramid originally posted “Travelin’ Man:
Sir John Mandeville” on February 5, 1999.
The next essay in publishing-order sequence is
“Metro Section Baghdad,” on p. 116.

11 Perhaps Sir Humphrey Gilbert was
using it, as well? (See note 7 on p. 40.) If
so, perhaps the Bermuda Triangle leads
to one or all of Mandeville’s isles, or to
some Land of Legend where It’s All True.

22 Prester John was a fabled Christian
priest (a “presbyter,” Prester for short)
who ruled 50 (or some similarly round,
symbolic number) kings somewhere in the
East, behind Moslem lines. Rumors of
Prester John started right around the time
the Crusades started to go sour; he was
known in Rome by 1145. Twenty years
later, Prester John sent a letter describing
his kingdoms and his power to the
Byzantine and Holy Roman Emperors,
and to the Pope. Pope Alexander sent an
emissary to Prester John in 1177; the
messenger vanished. Some Germanic lore
identified Prester John as the Grail King.
This may have led to Wolfram’s placing
the Grail mountain, Munsalvaesche, in
the East guarded by Templars in his
Parsifal (see p. 109 for the Grail).

By the 15th century, enough travel-
ers (less gifted than Mandeville) had
returned from Asia reporting no Prester
John that opinion transferred his court
south, to Ethiopia. Prince Henry the
Navigator (a Templar himself) made the
quest for Prester John part of his mission
statement when he sent Portuguese
mariners sailing south around Africa. The
best of sources for Prester John (save, no
doubt, Mandeville’s illustrious self) is
Robert Silverberg’s (nonfiction) The
Realm of Prester John.

33 For a different cartographic fluke
involving giant white-furred animals, see
the Piri Re’is Map, on p. 99.

44 Given all we’ve learned about the
Brotherhood of the Snake (p. 59) and the
Reptoids (p. 82), isn’t it interesting that
they’re the ones with access to the
Fountain of Youth?

55 The Upas tree is the dark opposite of
the Tree of Life; its poison is so deadly as
to destroy all of Christendom. “Against
which,” says Mandeville, “there is only
one antidote; that is to take the leaves of
the same tree, crush them, soak them in
water, and drink it.”

Travelin’ Man:
Sir John Mandeville

“ Of Paradise I cannot speak properly, for I have
not been there, and that I regret.”

– Sir John Mandeville, Travels

Leonardo da Vinci owned only one book of geography. It was the same
book Columbus studied his Chinese from, and the work that explorer
Martin Frobisher depended on for evidence of the Northwest Passage.11

Which, if you’re paying attention, gives it something of a mixed record as an
encyclopedia – but serves merely to highlight its power on the misty borderland
between Never-Never, Thought-It-Was, and Yonder. It was the Travels of Sir
John Mandeville, and it’s available now in a handy Penguin paperback. Thus does
progress march onward. Mandeville’s book offers a fine window into medieval
thought and historical fantasyland, but Sir John Mandeville is a crossover per-
sonified; he makes a human bridge (and therefore a more interesting one than a
simple Gate spell) to other realities, other places, and other possibilities for your
campaign.

“This Emperor, Prester John, has many countries under his rule,
in which are many noble cities and fair towns, and many isles great
and broad.”

– Sir John Mandeville, Travels

Mandeville tells of his journeys, between 1322 and 1356 and between
England (his homeland) and “India the Lesser and the Greater” and the utter-
most isles of the East. In addition to Ethiopia, Egypt (where he befriends the
Sultan and is offered a princess in marriage), Jerusalem, Lamory (Sumatra),
China (where he served with the Great Khan), India (in the service of Prester
John,22 likewise), Arabia, Chaldea, and Libya, Mandeville visits many other
places that have unaccountably fallen off our inferior modern maps. A very brief
litany would include the country of the Amazons near modern Azerbaijan; the
land of the gryphons and the one-eyed Arimaspians in the mountains of central
Africa; the cannibal land of the Caffolos where specially-trained dogs smother
the sick; Calanok south of Cambodia, the richest fishing-grounds in the world,
where people live in giant snail shells; Chana, where the people worship the first
thing they see in the morning; the isle of the dog-headed, ox-worshiping
Natumerans; pearl-rich Silha with its dragons and giant white wolves;33
Polumbum, a city of snakes44 where Mandeville drank from the Fountain of
Youth; the Vale Perilous (in Armenia) and the land of the giants beyond it; the
island of the basilisk-women; the island of Pathen beyond Java, home of the
Bottomless Well and the poisonous Upas tree;55 the Gravelly Sea (and yet more
of the ubiquitous rivers of jewels) of Pentoxere where dwell talking birds and
grunting horned men; and Melk, the land of the blood-drinkers.

“There is a feeling of giddiness which affects diverse people on
reading things like this, and one grasps at straws of explanation . . .
But, skipping the horned men and the dog-headed men and the ruddy
rest of it, let us say very briefly that Sir John de Mandeville, whoever
he really was, really was a magnificent old liar . . . ”

– Avram Davidson, Adventures in Unhistory66
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66 Avram Davidson’s fiction is
scintillant, and I’ve recommend-
ed it elsewhere in these pages
(on pp. 16 and 96). His Doctor
Esterhazy adventures, stories set
in the Triune Monarchy of
Scythia-Pannonia-Transbalkania,
are models of peculiar perfection
in the “steampunk weird puzzles
of manners” genre, of which
they are the only examples.

However, his Adventures in
Unhistory may be the single
greatest influence on these
essays. Owlswick Press printed a
very limited edition hardback
containing all the “Adventures,”
which start with some historical
or legendary enigma and sort of
wander around through wit and
erudition and good humor and
wind up somewhere really cool.
They range from dragons and
unicorns through Aleister
Crowley and silkworms and back
again with perfectly turned
phrases in hand all the while. He
died in 1993, at the age of 70.

77 See pp. 105-107 for more Bacon.

88 It’s only this reticence, surely, that pre-
vents Mandeville from telling his readers
about the magical isle of California. See
note 6, p. 40. He did visit a land south
and east of Cathay called Cadhilhe, in
which the main crop was the vegetable
lamb. This gourd contained a small, flesh-
and-blood sheep (without wool), so that
you could eat meat and still be a vegetari-
an. Tedious scholars say that the “veg-
etable lamb” is a distorted rumor of cot-
ton plants, upon which wool grows with-
out sheep.

99 Mandeville repeats the classical report
(in Herodotus or Pliny or both) that 
the giant ants in Taprobane, or Sri Lanka,
mine gold; the natives count on the ants’
obsessive-compulsive temperament to 
fill saddlebags with the gold, since as is
well known, giant ants hate to see an
empty sack.

1100 Other potential equivalents suggested
by killjoy scholars for Mandeville’s isles
include: Nicobar for the Natumerans’
isle, Sri Lanka for Silha (as well as
Taprobane), Kerala in India for
Polumbum, and Borneo for Pathen.

1111 See note 8, above, for California.

Unkind folk say that Mandeville’s
longest journey was to the local library,
but we actually don’t know anything at
all about him for certain. Parts of his
Travels seem completely accurate – but
so do the pilgrimage guides he could
have cribbed from. Parts of them seem
completely ridiculous – but so do the
works of Odoric of Pordenone (whom
Mandeville certainly plagiarized) and
Marco Polo (sadly, unread by Sir John),
who both definitely visited China and
the East. (Unless you believe way-revi-
sionist historian Frances Wood, who
claims in Did Marco Polo Visit China? that
Polo, in fact, didn’t.) The Best Historical
Guess is that “Mandeville” was actually
an English knight from St. Albans
(Francis Bacon’s future stomping
ground, for the conspiratologists scoring
at home77) who fled his home after killing
a man, and possibly took a pilgrimage to
Jerusalem in penance. He made his way
back to Liége in Flanders where, under
the name of Jean de Bourgogne, he prac-
ticed “physick” and wrote his travel
diary. Bourgogne (who, of course, might
have just been a Flemish doctor with a wild sense of humor) died in 1372, and
there used to be a gravestone in Liége claiming to be the final resting place of
“Jehan de Mandeville ad Barbam” – which, of course, could be a forgery, and was
destroyed in World War One or thereabouts so who can say now? Mandeville has
a reputation as something of a classic liar, a cross between Marco Polo and Baron
Münchausen with a jewelry fixation and a theological bent. But, of course, the
more you doubt his veracity, the more you have to credit his literary skills. In the
final analysis, he was England’s greatest something in the 14th century – whether
that something is “traveler,” “liar,” or “prose fantasist” is up to you, the GM.

“I shall cease telling of the different things I saw in those countries,
so that those who desire to visit those countries may find enough
new things to speak of for the solace and recreation of those whom it
pleases to hear them.”8

– Sir John Mandeville, Travels

Mandeville can spice up, or even start off, a Historical Fantasy game of
High or Low variety. As a GM source, Mandeville is worth his weight in two-
headed geese and gold-mining ants.99 As an NPC, he can give directions, aid,
gems, references to Caliphs and Khans, advice, or headaches. Don’t let your
players assume that your game has no Prester John and no Isle of Silha – you
can map Mandeville’s kingdoms onto the real world (putting Melk in Malacca,
for example,1100 and filling it with Malay vampire penggallen) or simply add
“isles” at will in the warm seas of Fantastic Asia or the foggy Atlantic.
California,1111 after all, began as an imaginary land in a traveler’s tale, as did
Brazil.1122 In a pure fantasy game, Mandeville might make an interesting reverse
conduit to the mundane world – he shows up in your fantasy world and wanders
around it convinced that he’s in “India” and telling your PCs about his home-
land of England where the geese come from seashells. (Mandeville was an
equal-opportunity liar.) Maybe a quick trip to Cathay is just the thing your elf,
wizard, and paladin need to freshen your campaign.
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1122 The very name Brazil emerges from 
a kind of toponymous fog. “Brazil” 
or “Brasil” was a common apellation 
for islands in the Atlantic both real and
imaginary thanks to a bizarre linguistic
coincidence.

Any island known or imagined to be
a source of red dye-wood, or “brazil-
wood” (from a term cognate with the
word “brazier”) was called a Brazil Island.
Red dyewood does, indeed, grow in
Brazil; case seemingly closed.

However, “Brazils” also dotted the
Atlantic thanks to the voyages of St.
Brendan, an Irish monk who almost cer-
tainly sailed somewhere in the 6th century
A.D., although most likely no farther than
the Shetland or Orkney Islands. His life
history, the Navigatio Sancti Brendani,
began evolving after his death; every
chronicler peopled the sea Brendan sailed
with various isles from mariner’s lore.

St. Brendan’s quest was for the
Earthly Paradise (which not even
Mandeville visited), an island known as
Hy-Breasal, from the Gaelic breas, “fortu-
nate.” Medieval orthography soon elided
it to Hy-Brazil, Hy-Braseal, and so forth,
whence it intermingled with all the other
Brazils. Which Brazil became our Brazil,
and which ones faded into the
Mandevillian mists, is pretty much an
open question.

See Donald S. Johnson’s Phantom
Islands of the Atlantic for lots of interesting
discussion of the topic, though.

1133 More archaeological wonderment
obtains on pp. 32-34.

1144 Follow me to pp. 88-90 for the manti-
cores.

1155 For more on bisociation, see “Two-
World Minimum: Bisociation and the Art
of High Weirdness,” on pp. 108-111.

Mandeville-type stories continue past GURPS Middle Ages games, of course
(as does Mandeville himself, if you believe he drank from the Fountain of Youth).
Piratical PCs in GURPS Swashbucklers can try to track Mandeville’s path (or
that of Marco Polo, or Sinbad the Sailor) to any of their storied treasure-isles.
Archaeologists seeking Lost Worlds1133 in GURPS Cliffhangers can stumble over
Amazonia, or steely-jawed, pipe-smoking apostles of Science! in GURPS Atomic
Horror can follow Mandeville and his ilk to the Hidden Valley of the Giant Ants.
In a modern game, it can prove interesting if the PCs suddenly discover some
sort of “mundane” route into the Mandevillish fantastic: a black-coated stranger
can leave a copy of Fodor’s Hyperborea on the bench beside a PC, someone can
receive a first-class British Airways ticket to Xanadu in the mail as a promotional
contest prize, or PC detectives can discover a one-eyed corpse washed up in the
river with an Arimaspian Democratic Republic passport tucked in his pocket.

“And my companions and I went through the valley, and saw many
marvellous things, and gold and silver and precious stones and many
jewels on each side of us – so it seemed to us. But whether it really was
as it seemed, or was merely illusion, I do not know.”

– Sir John Mandeville, Travels

Of course, it might be some sort of trick – in a GURPS Illuminati game of
psychological warfare and subtle hints, those events might be attempts by Them
to “gaslight” the PCs into losing all contact with reality. If you hide it a little
better, though, you can get the players to go along with all manner of odd clues.
Players are often surprisingly trusting, with mental maps as impervious to possi-
bility as many of Mandeville’s critics; they assume that no clue they ever unearth
themselves can be anything but valuable. Say a bunch of GURPS Traveller PCs
“discover” a rare datachip in a backwater Vilani colonial library. After lots of
wrestling with its antiquated format, or its puzzling cryptography, or whatever,
they finally decode its contents: jump routes to the Planet of Precursor Bio-
Improvement Crops or to the Quantum-Dimensional Twistor Zone! A lead that
wouldn’t ordinarily deceive a five-year old child can lure PCs quite a ways off
the spacelanes and into all kinds of trouble without them ever realizing that
some First Empire scout (Ser Ganidiirsi Mendeshiibulu, say) was a better writer
than he was an explorer.

The reverse trick can prove very interesting with more skeptical, hard-
shelled players. In some modern setting (say, GURPS Espionage, a more
“street-level” GURPS Illuminati game, or a similar campaign), the PCs
encounter a strange man (probably pretty travel-worn and seedy-looking) who
goes by “John” or “Jack” and tries to convince them to follow him to the Valley
of the Manticores,1144 promising magical diamonds for all who accompany him.
If the PCs refuse, he can pull a topaz the size of a cigarette pack out of his
British Army jacket, toss it to them and disappear (perhaps inspiring the PCs to
follow him in order to convince him to allow them to follow him – Mandeville
does that to people). Or, for more drama, “Jack” hijacks the plane the PCs are
on, demanding safe passage into Prester John’s domains. The players will
assume he’s crazy, but what if he’s not? What if this mysterious Mandevillain
actually possesses some connection with the magical (or weird-technical)
worlds of Dream, where such kingdoms exist? What if they really do exist, and
Jack is the man (say, the rogue Void Engineer in a Mage: the Ascension game)
who’s broken through the cartographer’s conspiracy to show them to the PCs?
What if all of those things are true, as Mandeville bisociates1155 geography and
history alike? Following John Mandeville’s tracks through increasingly odd
subway platforms, train-stations, dockyards, caravans, gryphon chariots, and
giant fish can lead all manner of players to all manner of destinations – except,
of course, to Paradise.
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Pyramid originally posted “Le Comte de
Saint-Germain” on August 28, 1998. The
next essay in publishing-order sequence is “In
Honor of Technomancer: Five More Magical
Revolutions,” on p. 16.

11 If you need him in GURPS form, of
course, he’s available on p. WWii70-71.

22 Or, in English, “Gray Eminence,” a term
first associated with “Pére Joseph,”
Francois le Clerc du Tremblay (1577-
1638), an intimate adviser of Cardinal
Richelieu. (Gray, in contrast to Richelieu,
the Éminence Rouge, “Red Eminence,”
from his cardinal’s robes.) The term 
has come to mean any secretive figure of
vast power who works from the (gray)
shadows.  In this connection, it’s interest-
ing to note, first of all, that Pére Joseph is
yet another of the identities claimed by or
assigned to Saint-Germain (see p. 68). And
second of all, that elusive color “gray” (see
note 5, p. 24).

33 Horace Walpole (1717-1797) is one of
the key figures in English letters, literally.
His correspondence, chatty and gossipy as
it was, is chock full of useful data on his era
in London literary society. Not only did he
have the signal honor of meeting M. le

Comte early in his career, Walpole also
founded the English horror novel  and

the Gothic genre with his Castle of
Otranto (1764). Walpole may have
been inspired by the fallen

grandeur of his Twickhenam estate,
Strawberry Hill; among its treasures

when he purchased it was the skrying crys-
tal (or “shew-stone”) of John Dee.

44 Digging out the real facts of Saint-
Germain’s life is a thankless task, and I’m
glad that somebody else did it first. E.M.
Butler’s The Myth of the Magus contains a
first-rate summary of those researches.
Isabel Cooper-Oakley, a theosophist,
began the process by sheer dint of labori-
ous study in surviving archives and jour-
nals; this makes her biography of him,
Comte de Saint-Germain, slow going. Jean
Overton Fuller’s biography, The Comte de
Saint-Germain, spends most of its energy
bootlessly boosting the accuracy of Saint-
Germain’s claim to the Ragoczy throne of
Transylvania. However, it has even more
documentary detail to work from, and is
even more useful to the historical
researcher than Cooper-Oakley’s.

55 And Marquis de Aymar, Monsieur
Castelane, M. Giovanini, Mr. Welldone,
and M. de Zurmont.

Le Comte de
Saint-Germain

“No one knew who he was, a fact which did not astonish me in a
country like England, where there are practically no secret police, but
what did astonish me was that in France it was not known either.”

– Count Bentinck van Rhoon, 1760

You’ve got a game going. It’s a good game, but it needs a few NPCs to
bring it to life, to give the players pause and the characters hints and
headaches. You need an artist, a spy, a magus, a linguist, an immortal, an

industrial chemist, a con man, an alchemist, a peace activist, a vampire, a racon-
teur, a conspirator, a lover, a violinist, a mystic, an admiral, a lost heir, a forger, a
pathological liar, a general, and a poet. You need someone to drop cryptic allu-
sions to Freemasonry. You need someone to pull the shadowy strings behind the
Russian Revolution. You need an angel. You need the Count de Saint-Germain.11

He can be the PCs’ white knight or their éminence grise.22 He makes the per-
fect NPC archenemy – he’s mysterious, he can do anything, he has magical pow-
ers and arcane connections galore. He makes the perfect NPC ally – he’s never
around when you really need him, but he can provide credentials to the courts of
Europe, mysterious tomes of nighted lore, and diamonds the size of plovers’
eggs. He makes the perfect NPC enigma – he shows up with an opaque warning
and vanishes faster than you can say “Phantom Stranger.” So who is he, exactly?

“The other day they seized an odd man who goes by the name of
Count Saint-Germain. He has been here these two years, and will
not tell who he is or whence, but professes that he does not go by
his right name. He sings, plays on the violin wonderfully,
composes, is mad and not very sensible.”

– letter of Horace Walpole,33 December 9, 1745

For a man who traveled all over the courts of Europe for 40 years
leaving angry letters and bemused diarists in his wake, there’s still a
lot we don’t know about his life. But in the spirit of the
Enlightenment (the dry factual part, not the weirdass part
that Saint-Germain epitomizes), here’s a Best Historical
Guess.44 Born somewhen around 1710 and somewhere
around Hungary or Bohemia, he trained at some point as
a jeweller and independently developed a number of
industrial processes, primarily relating to dyeing.
Possessed of genuine musical gifts (his violin solos and
trio sonatas remain in print to this day) and a snappy
line of patter, he assumed the title “Count Saint-
Germain” some time around 1740 and cultivated
an air of alchemical mystery around his dyeing
methods in the hopes of getting a fat royal con-
tract or two. In pursuit of those contracts, he
went under a host of pseudonyms and pseudo-
titles, including (alphabetically) Conte Aglié,
Balletti, Conte di Bellamare, Marquis of the
Black Cross, Marquis de Montferrat, Prince
Ragoczy, Chevalier Schoening, General
Soltikov, Lord Stormont, Graf Tsarogy, and
Count Welldon.55
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66 Giovanni Jacopo Casanova (1725-1798)
is another of those “born to be part of a
roleplaying game” type people. Not only
a first-class seducer (or a first-class
Mandevillian liar), he was by turns a sol-
dier, gambler, violinist, alchemist, kab-
balist, spy, lottery director, and satirist.
His autobiography (12 volumes in the
original!) is tough going for those not
expecting it, but it’ll repay reading if
you’re running an in-depth historical
game of intrigue or adventure in the lat-
ter 18th century.

77 They used them to stay healthy in the
feverish climate of the Mediterranean,
during a war with Turkey. Saint-
Germain’s “Russian tea” was quite gen-
uinely efficacious, apparently.

88 See note 5, p. 17.

99 See pp. 105-107.

1100 In which I first encountered M. le
Comte, in fact. The afterword to Yarbro’s
short story collection Saint-Germain
Chronicles is a mildly credulous, but com-
pulsively interesting essay on the histori-
cal figure as distinct from the vampire.
(The series, which is actually humanist
historical romance disguised as horror,
begins with Hotel Transylvania, and is still
running strong.)

1111 Other identities assigned to Saint-
Germain include the prophet Samuel, St.
Alban, the neo-Platonist scholar Proclus,
Tsong-ka-pa the founder of Yellow Hat
Tibetan Buddhism, Christian Rosenkreutz
the imaginary founder of Rosicrucianism,
Transylvanian national hero Janos
Hunyadi, Columbus, and the fabled
Okhrana spymaster Rachkovski. Umberto
Eco’s masterpiece Foucault’s Pendulum has
the Comte or one of his eidolons as a
major character.

1122 Still going strong as the I Am! Temple.
The above-quoted Elizabeth Clare
Prophet runs a major faction of the I Am!
Temple, the Church Universal and
Triumphant, formerly the Summit
Lighthouse. CUT has been the center of
many wild stories of apocalyptic arms-
stockpiling, cult behavior, etc., but hasn’t
killed anyone that I know of. The CUT
edition of the Book of Enoch (The
Forgotten Mysteries of Enoch) is sound, and
full of exciting forewords and notes about
whatever it is CUT believes, exactly.

Saint-Germain liked to discuss history in the first person, allude to his alchemi-
cal abilities, lie about his age, do magic tricks with diamonds, eat in private, wear
only black and white and generally hint at any number of royal lineages. He suffi-
ciently impressed Louis XV (or Madame de Pompadour) with his conversation and
his diamonds to be given a suite in Chambord Castle in 1757 and (possibly) a peace
mission to Holland in 1760. The jealous Duc de Choiseul, minister of war, under-
mined Saint-Germain by hiring an impersonator to make wild claims of immortality
(thus neatly trapping Saint-Germain in his own, less dramatic, prevarications) and
nearly getting the would-be peace envoy imprisoned in England for espionage.
Fortunately, the British government just thought Saint-Germain was nuts and
deported him to Belgium. Saint-Germain may or may not have conned the Austrian
governor of Belgium out of an immense sum of money in 1761, roughly when he
met Casanova in Tournai. Casanova66 had been doing quite nicely with Europe’s less
bright ladies by claiming to be Saint-Germain on his own (that’s two impersonators
of an impostor); the two did not get along. At some point Saint-Germain earned an
actual title, being made a general in the Russian Army for selling the Russian Navy
laxatives.77 (I could not make this up if I tried.)

Saint-Germain got thrown out of a cushy job as court alchemist to the Margrave
of Brandenburg in 1776 after Choiseul spread rumors that he was the son of a Jewish
tax collector. He tried without success to interest Frederick the Great in his services
as chemist and/or spy; Frederick the Great was mordantly polite, but not hiring
magi. By 1779 Saint-Germain was getting old, and he looked for one last score, find-
ing it in Prince Charles of Hesse-Cassel. Charles, not the sharpest knife in the draw-
er of European royalty, was a devotee of reincarnation and Masonry who bought
Saint-Germain a factory and a personal physician. Unfortunately, the Hessian 
climate disagreed with Saint-Germain, who developed rheumatism and died 
on February 27, 1784 claiming to be the lost heir to the throne of Transylvania. 
He wasn’t.

“Saint Germain said that his salvation, his ascension whereby he became
an Ascended Master, was the result of two million right
decisions that he made. Now, if you stop and think about that from a
mathematical standpoint, you will see that it would take a man quite a few
lifetimes to make two million right decisions.”

– Mark and Elizabeth Clare Prophet, The Lost Teachings of
Jesus

That’s terriffic, you say, but you’re not actually running a game set in late 18th
century Europe. To which I say, thank goodness for crazy people’s theories about
Saint-Germain. You can get a whole GURPS Time Travel campaign by just follow-
ing them around, but here’s a smattering to get you started. Saint-Germain’s stories
of age and power (plus those of the two false Saint-Germains) are all true: he is an
immortal Ascended Master, either reincarnating or faking his death and becoming
(among other things) an 18th-dynasty Egyptian initiate of Thoth (GURPS Egypt),
Merlin (GURPS Camelot), Roger Bacon88 (GURPS Middle Ages 1), Francis Bacon99

(GURPS Swashbucklers) and the lost heir to the throne of Transylvania (Chelsea
Quinn Yarbro made him a vampire in a pretty fair series of vampire novels,1100 for
GURPS Blood Types fans.).1111

After faking his death at Hesse-Cassel, he went on to save aristocrats from the
guillotine (GURPS Scarlet Pimpernel), found a Theosophical cult in 1930s
America1122 (GURPS Cliffhangers), and appear to saucer contactees as a Venusian
(GURPS Atomic Horror). All official French records of him vanished in a conve-
nient fire in 1870 (GURPS Warehouse 23). He was the son of a djinn (GURPS
Arabian Nights), he was Quetzalcoatl the White God (GURPS Aztecs), the
Wandering Jew,1133 or Koschei the Deathless (GURPS Russia), the orchestrator of
the Masonic American Revolution1144 either on the orders of or in opposition to
Adam Weishaupt (GURPS Illuminati), and either Christ or the Buddha or both
(GURPS Religion). In short, he’s everywhere you want to be.
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1133 The Wandering Jew was a Christian
legend of the Middle Ages; a Jew named
(variously) Cartaphilus or Ahasuerus
cursed Christ as He carried His cross
through Jerusalem. Christ, always consid-
erably nastier in this kind of legend,
reportedly responded with “Tarry here,
until I come again.” From that moment
onward Cartaphilus was unable to stay in
any one place, or to die or be killed.

In legend, he still wanders the world
learning magical power and sharing it
with certain foolish mortals such as
Agrippa (note 6, p. 10).

1144 Masonic legend credits a mysterious
“Professor” in black with the design of
the American flag and the Great Seal of
the United States (eye in the pyramid and
all). The most painless explication of said
tale is in Katherine Kurtz’ historical novel
Two Crowns For America.

1155 For more on bisociation, see “Two-
World Minimum: Bisociation and the Art
of High Weirdness,” on pp. 108-111.

1166 Walt Whitman may have been a mem-
ber of the Hermetic Brotherhood of
Luxor, run in America by the mulatto sex-
magician Paschal Beverly Randolph
(1825-1875). Randolph claimed to have
initiated Lincoln, actually worked for
Lincoln’s political campaigns, and may
have met him. The always-useful Joscelyn
Godwin’s Theosophical Enlightenment cov-
ers Randolph and his era; until a trip to
Austin this fall I didn’t even know there
was a biography of Randolph, and now I
own it. I can’t recommend John Patrick
Deveney’s Paschal Beverly Randolph to any-
one interested in an easy read, though.

1177 See p. 58 for the Sirians.

1188 For Cagliostro, see Butler’s Myth of the
Magus, for Barrett see Godwin’s
Theosophical Enlightenment for the little we
know about the re-founder of the English
occult tradition, for Dippel see Radu
Florescu’s In Search of Frankenstein.

1199 He was also in prison in the Tower 
of London with angel contactee
Emmanuel Swedenborg.

2200 See p. 120.

2211 Some have drawn parallels between the
mysterious technical exhibits in
Lovecraft’s prose-poem “Nyarlathotep”
and the public demonstrations of electri-
cal wonders performed by Nikola Tesla
(see note 6, p. 24).

“It is perfectly true, Madame, that I made the acquaintance
of the Countess of Gergy a long time ago.” “But according to her,
you must be over a hundred years old now.” “That is not impossible
. . . but, as I admit, it is even more possible that the revered lady is
talking nonsense.”

– Exchange between the Comte de Saint-Germain
and Madame de Pompadour, 1760

So who is Saint-Germain? All of the above. Bisociate him; revel in his
mighty parallel reality.1155 Here’s Saint-Germain as ten different INWO Secret
Masters. Like Walt Whitman, he is vast, he contains multitudes. (Also like Walt
Whitman, he was involved in Rosicrucian sex-magick with Abraham Lincoln.
No, really.)1166

The Bavarian Illuminati: Saint-Germain as the Dark Pimpernel, the
Grand Master of Europe. He appeared in London during the Masonic Jacobite
Revolt of 1745, designed the Great Seal of the United States in 1776 for fellow-
Masons Jefferson and Washington, and overthrew czars and kings with dropped
hints and secret societies.

Discordians: Saint-Germain, whoever he was, was putting them all on. The
whole thing was a joke, a gag, a little bit of Chaos thrown into the rationalist
gears of the Enlightenment. After teaching Washington to grow pot, he taught
Beethoven to fiddle, Münchausen to lie, and Byron to drink; he started the
Romantic movement on a bet with Casanova. He was on very good terms with
Catherine the Great and Madame de Pompadour, a couple of avatars of Eris
who knew what they liked.

The UFOs: Of course he was immortal. All the Sirians1177 are immortal.
Adepts of Hermes: Truly the greatest Magus of them all; he revealed the

Rosicrucian doctrines to Cagliostro, the Words of Enochian Power to Francis
Barrett, and the Elixir of Life to Johann Konrad Dippel, Baron von
Frankenstein.1188 His occult plans for human history still unfold.

Shangri-La: Ascended Master, apostle of peace, Lord of Light. After trying
to avert bloody revolution, he retreated to the Himalayas to purify himself. He
struggles for us yet on a plane we cannot reach, appearing only to the worthy.

Society of Assassins: One step at a time: alchemists make the best poison-
ers. Saint-Germain in communication with Frederick the Great, 1760. Saint-
Germain in Russia, 1761. Czarina Elizabeth dies suddenly, saving Frederick the
Great’s kingdom, 1762. Any questions?

Gnomes of Zurich: Adopted by the last of the Medici and possessing a
mysterious fortune, one man stands behind the Rothschilds and Mason
Alexander Hamilton’s Bank of the U.S., behind the rise of the Swiss Necker in
the French treasury and the fall of Turgot, behind counterfeit gold and unde-
tectable ink. Alchemist and capitalist, Saint-Germain holds the purse
strings.

Bermuda Triangle: He visited India and disappeared in
Egypt when Napoleon opened the Great Pyramid. He appears
where yeti and sasquatch stalk – if we could trace his path
through Europe, a pattern would emerge. He knows where
the secret tunnels out of the Bastille sewers lead.1199

The Network: Saint-Germain the kabbalist is the
last digit of π, the four-color problem, the biggest prime
number ever. He is the incarnation of Information You Don’t Have Yet, and
when he shows up on screen you hit PRINT fast,2200 because he’s not telling you
a third time.

Servants of Cthulhu: Let’s see, dark complexion, associated with ancient
Egypt, nobody knows his real name, founds dark cults, travels the Earth reveal-
ing mysterious technological secrets and leaves anarchy and devastation in his
passing, sardonic sense of humor. . . . M’sieu Nyarlathotep,2211 I presume?
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Pyramid originally posted “Jack Be Nimble:
Spring-Heeled Jack” on December 18, 1998.
The next essay in publishing-order sequence is
“Surfing Bohemia: What’s Behind The
Winter’s Tale?” on p. 35.

11 Researching this essay was a painful slog
through a lot of books of miscellany, the
best of which is Jerome Clark’s
Unexplained! (see p. 124). I don’t own
Peter Haining’s 1977 book The Legend
and Bizarre Crimes of Spring Heeled Jack,
the only full-length study of the case of
which I’m aware. Web browsing research
while writing this column was not made
any easier by the existence of a ska band
named Springheeled Jack.

Jack Be Nimble:
Spring-Heeled Jack

“He threw off his outer garment [a large cloak], and applying the
lighted candle to his breast, presented a most hideous and frightful
appearance, and vomited forth a quantity of blue and white flame
from his mouth, and his eyes resembled red balls of fire . . . he wore a
large helmet and his dress, which appeared to fit him very tight,
[resembled] . . . oilskin.”

– The Times of London, February 22, 1838

Even, or more probably especially, in 1838, the Green Dragon Alley in
London’s seedy dockyard Limehouse district was no place for a lady, or
even for two ladies. And it certainly wasn’t on February 22, because that’s

when and where Spring-Heeled Jack was, if the words “when” and “where” mean
anything in such a context. Starting in November of 1837, a strange figure began
accosting young ladies (mostly) in Middlesex villages and London suburbs. The
stories varied, but most of them involved a dark-clad figure (although in some
cases he wore a “dark cloak” which, when thrown aside, revealed a “white
address”) wearing a helmet (sometimes horned) who leaped (or flew) down from
the roof or out from a cul-de-sac, breathed bluish-white fire into the face of his
victims, and left them dazed and insensible, leaping away over hedgerows and
rooflines. The rumors dubbed him “Spring-Heeled (or Springheel or Springald)
Jack,” and nobody knew what to make of him. That’s pretty much where we
stand today,11 which makes Spring-Heeled Jack a superb guest star or even central
enigma for any game involving High Wierdness and one or more of: London,
the 19th century, or young ladies.

The London police tried to ignore the tales, but by January of 1838 the cat
was well and truly out of the bag. Lord Mayor of London Sir John Cowan
declared Spring-Heeled Jack a public nuisance and formed up a vigilance com-
mittee to apprehend the fiend. The Duke of Wellington himself is reported to
have ridden out with the vigilantes, a brace of pistols at his saddle, to bring down
Spring-Heeled Jack. But Jack continued his rampage unfazed, bouncing around
on the lawns of Kensington Palace, clambering up London cathedrals and (by
one report) the Tower itself, even using the vigilantes as cover for his pranks. On
February 20 at 8:45, Jane Alsop of Old Ford ran to the door to answer an urgent
bell. She saw a tall figure, who urged: “For God’s sake, bring me a light, for we
have caught Spring-Heeled Jack in the lane!” When she brought the candle,
however, the figure revealed itself as Spring-Heeled Jack, blew a gout of flame in
her face, and began tearing at her dress and neck with “metallic claws.” Only the
timely intervention of her sister saved Jane from an unknown fate. Jack did a
similar dramatic “ring and run” stunt at the house of one Mr. Ashworth in
Turner Street a week later, but that was the last major sighting for some time.

Sporadic Spring-Heeled Jack reports dot 1839 and 1843, and in 1845 he
apparently murdered a prostitute in broad daylight by stunning her with his fiery
breath, hurling her from a bridge in London, and drowning her in the open
sewer below. Jack shows up again in Peckham in 1872, in Caistor and in
Aldershot in April and August of 1877 where he and a companion pestered the
sentries at an army base (Aldershot North Camp) until they shot at him – to no
effect, of course. Bouncing across the roofs of Everton in Liverpool in 1904, Jack
vanishes until he drops out of a pecan tree in Houston, Texas on June 18, 1953.
Jack, or some other bouncing, caped, helmeted fellow, visited Falkville, Alabama
on October 17, 1973, went back to Liverpool again later in the 1970s and
attacked a man named Marshall in Scotland in 1986.
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22 Night Hag Syndrome is connected to
ADSP, or Awareness During Sleep
Paralysis. This is a well-documented dis-
order that an estimated 15% of Americans
have suffered from at one time or anoth-
er. It is, almost certainly, the origin of the
“nightmare,” the haglike demon who sits
on the chest of a sleeper and torments
them. One can easily see how this particu-
lar condition could spawn all manner of
psychosocial phenomena, not restricted to
demonic attack and UFO abduction.

The existence of ADSP gives very
strong credence to the UFOlogical PSH
(note 9, p. 45), as a common, cross-cul-
tural belief strain with identifiable roots
in neurology or cardiology. (The cause of
ADSP is still obscure.) I recommend
David J. Hufford’s The Terror That Comes
In The Night: An Experience-Centered
Study of Supernatural Assault Traditions for
a broad cultural, medical, and psychologi-
cal examination of the phenomenon.

Of course, Real World explanations
are no fun. Maybe there’s an ultraterres-
trial (see pp. 81-83) species that likes 
sitting on people’s chests at night pre-
tending to be Greys or incubi? Or what if
the specific brain-wave patterns of, say,
15% of American, serve to summon ultra-
terrestrials?

33 On p. 44.

44 Or Spring-Heeled Jack as a robot (built
by a mad scientist? sent as a probe from
Mars? projected back in time to kill Sarah
Connor?), given his metallic claws, glassy
stare, and so forth.

“For some time Newport, near Lincoln, has been disturbed by
man dressed in sheepskin or something of the kind. The man has
springs on his boots and can jump a height of 15 feet. The other night
he jumped on a college, got into a window by the roof and so frightened
the ladies that one has not yet recovered.”

– Illustrated Police News, November 3, 1877

What’s the Real Answer? Spring-Heeled Jack reports differ substantially
from the “Night Hag” syndrome22 (which deserves a whole essay to itself, really)
in their common threads and general outdoor locations. In the 1830s, suspicion
centered on Henry, Marquis of Waterford, a well-known troublemaker with a
history of woman-hatred and practical joking. Apparently one witness (Mr.
Ashworth’s servant boy) saw an embroidered “W” on Jack’s cloak once, and said
cloak, although dropped in a pell-mell escape, vanished while nobody was look-
ing (implying an accomplice). Waterford may have learned “fire-eating” from
Gypsies, and he did have mechanically-minded friends who might have rigged up
carriage-spring boots (although you would be more likely to break a nocturnal
ankle in that kind of contraption than hop over roofline and gable) for him to
wear; Colin Wilson suggests that Waterford and his friends wagered £3,000 that
he could scare 30 people to death, which is plenty gruesome and sociopathic for a
“grim and gritty” game. Of course, Waterford died in 1859, which leaves a centu-
ry of Spring-Heeled Jack sightings to go.

Other mundane explanations range from spoilsport Paul Begg’s insistence in
Into Thin Air that Spring-Heeled Jack was a religious zealot who ran around on
the rooftops and thought that the Devil was after him (I don’t buy it) to an
escaped kangaroo dressed up as a prank (which strikes me as perhaps the best
GURPS Goblins scenario notion I’ve heard in a long, long while), which might
explain the occasional reports of Jack’s long, pointed ears. The Aldershot case
may indeed have been someone playing dress-up with luminous paint – the word
“sheepskin” in the description is suggestive. There was no shortage of inspira-
tion; by then, many, many penny-dreadfuls printed lurid tales of Spring-Heeled
Jack, who became something of a super-hero in their pages rather than a figure of
fear. (One of my prized possessions is a 1989 children’s book by someone named
Philip Pullman called Spring-Heeled Jack in which Jack helps lovable orphans
fight off Mack the Knife and emigrate from bad old Dickensian London to
America.) Jack even got his own play, Spring-Heeled Jack; or, The Felon’s Wrongs, in
1863, which ran for several seasons as a thumping success.

“Criminals are a superstitious, cowardly lot.”
– Batman

Spring-Heeled Jack as a flying, eccentric do-gooder could spark an odd
Victorian GURPS Supers game, and it’s worth noting that many, many witnesses
saw an inoffensive flying man in Brooklyn of all places on September 18, 1877
(the year of Aldershot). But most of the flying unknowables, and most of the
Spring-Heeled Jack stories, are much darker and more lurid. Although contrary
to sloppy writing on the subject, nobody actually seems to have referred to Jack
the Ripper as “Springheeled Jack,” the parallels between both Jacks’ motiveless
attacks on women (including one murdered prostitute by Springald) and the
Marquis Waterford’s misogyny are suggestive. Could Waterford have returned
from the dead in 1888, using whatever occult secrets taught him to fly and
breathe flame in the first place? Flying, fire-breathing creatures might well be
gargoyles (another item for that Victorian-era GURPS Black Ops campaign set-
ting,33 assuming you don’t go with “Spring-Heeled Jack as UFO pilot44 with an
antigravity belt and a flame gun”) or demons, setting up an opening for a “reverse
Scooby Doo twist” scenario – what if the Devil really was after Paul Begg’s zealot,
chasing him over the London skyline?
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55 The Jersey Devil occupies the strategic
ground between tall tale and genuine
Fortean event. Although Devil tales are
often told as jokes, there is at least one
outbreak of serious Jersey Devil sighting
panic on record.

According to legend, in 1735 Leeds
Point, New Jersey, a Mrs. Leeds, upon
learning she was pregnant for the 13th
time, cursed the child and declared that
“it might just as well be a devil.” And so it
came to pass; Mrs. Leeds was delivered of
a hideous creature with bat’s wings, a
horse’s head, cloven hoofs, and a barbed
tail. Her offspring flew off into the
remote Pine Barrens of South Jersey (for
which I recommend F. Paul Wilson’s
short Lovecraftian story “The Barrens”),
where he lives and roams to this day.

Between January 17 and 22, 1909 (a
prime year for airship sightings as well;
see pp. 43-45) the Jersey Devil rampaged
through 30 different towns from Bristol,
Pa. to Salem, N.J. including an appear-
ance in the backyard of a Philadelphia
woman and a duel with firefighters in
West Collingswood, N.J. Described vari-
ously as a “walking alligator” (see the
Reptoids, p. 82), a “dog-monkey” (a
Natumeran from p. 64?), and a “jabber-
wock,” the Devil spread panic and then
vanished, to appear again briefly in 1926,
1930, and 1931.

66 See note 8, p. 18 for alchemical gob-
bledygook.

77 A mysterious figure “dressed in dark
clothing” filled a number of houses in
Mattoon, Illinois with a sweet-smelling
knock-out gas between September 1 and
11, 1944. Most of the victims were
women. Authorities dismissed the reports
as hysteria about the local chemical plant,
despite the findings of a “lipstick tube”
and “women’s footprints” near the alleged
crime scenes. Eyewitness descriptions
were very similar to Spring-Heeled Jack
incidents, as was the Gasser’s m.o. A simi-
lar case occurred in Boutetourt County,
Va., between December 22, 1933 and
January 22, 1934. See Loren Coleman’s
Mysterious America for this, and many
other, details.

The “high-heeled” footprints in both
cases could have been left by Jack’s jump-
ing shoes – or Spring-Heeled Jack could
have been an alchemically androgynous
(see note 20, p. 38) Spring-Heeled Jill 
in Mattoon.

88 See p. 114 on using, and researching,
the magic of time and dates.

The Jersey Devil is a similar winged critter with a bad reputation and an
odd backstory.55 Another such tale is that of the Mothman, another flying entity
seen for the year starting November 14, 1966 around Point Pleasant, West
Virginia. This story of almost unrelieved tension and unpleasantness culminated
in the disastrous collapse of the Point Pleasant bridge on December 15, 1967. It
involves numerous Man In Black sightings (an excellent description of Spring-
Heeled Jack’s garb, of course), including one on February 22 – exactly 129 years
after Jack’s appearance in the Green Dragon Alley. The Mothman case (and the
Jersey Devil case, too, come to mention it) deserves a essay of its own, but until
I get around to writing it, go track down John Keel’s The Mothman Prophecies
and scare yourself good, huh?

“How many miles to Babylon?
Three score miles and ten.
Can I get there by candle-light?
Yes, and back again.
If your heels are nimble and light,
You can get there by candle-light.”

– “Mother Goose,” Songs For The Nursery

Which leads us to the edges of Spring-Heeled Jack, his mythic and poetic
resonance, which is considerable. Starting, of course, with “Jack be nimble,” in
which Jack’s “jumping over a candle-
stick” resonates oddly with Jack’s
deceitfully obtaining a candle from
poor June Alsop and then using it to
blind her. That’s even before looking
in William S. Baring-Gould’s indis-
pensable Annotated Mother Goose and
discovering that jumping over the can-
dle is an old fortune-telling custom in
England, associated with November
(the month that both Jack and the
Mothman sightings began), St.
Catherine, and with weddings. Was
Jack engaging in some occult marriage
when he blew flame into the faces of
those young maidens in London –
especially the ones in alchemically-
intriguing66 Green Dragon Alley?
(Speaking of nomenclature, it’s pretty
interesting that a “cowan” is Masonic
argot for an “unworthy intruder,” eh,
Lord Mayor?) For me, at least, this
carries tingly echoes of the spring-
shod sorcerors in Tim Powers’ beauti-
ful 19th-century London novel The Anubis Gates. (For a different batch of chil-
dren’s rhymes, compare the Rolling Stones’ “Jumping Jack Flash” to the career
of Jack, discussing the parallels between him and the 1944 Mad Gasser of
Mattoon77 – it’s a gas, gas, gas!)

You can get even odder, of course. “Phantom kangaroos” are common OOPs
(Out-Of-Placers) in Fortean studies – one visited Chicago on October 18, 1974,
a year and a day (brrr . . . faerie) after Spring-Heeled Jack showed up in Falkville,
Alabama. Phantom kangaroos showed up all over northern Illinois and Indiana
the next few weeks, culminating on November 25 – St. Catherine’s Day.88 Saint
Catherine, often depicted being borne by an angel (a winged man), she who died
on a fiery wheel – could she, or the goddess-archetype she conceals, be the occult
bride of Spring-Heeled Jack, candle flame to his fiery breath?
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Pyramid originally posted “Emperor of the
Air: Norton I” on January 29, 1999. The
next essay in publishing-order sequence is
“Travelin’ Man: Sir John Mandeville,” on 
p. 64.

11 In the seventh-season Bonanza episode
“The Emperor Norton,” which first aired
on February 27, 1966.

22 http://www.notfrisco.com/
colmatales/norton/index.html.

33 Which I don’t own; I used the prover-
bial fine-toothed comb on my library, the
aforementioned Web essay, and a lot of
AltaVista and Google searches.

44 Norton is also written up as a GURPS
character on pp. WWi102-103.

55 Surely there lurks a connection other
than the etymological between the wildly
libertine Barbary Coast and Peter
Lamborn Wilson’s proto-Rosicrucian,
free-loving Barbary Pirates (see note 4, 
p. 10).

66 That’s the kind of detail that Tim
Powers can turn into pure fictive sero-
tonin; I can merely make vague allusions
to thwarted oceanic power. Really, if you
just read Powers’ novel Last Call, you’ll
get a much better idea of what I think I’m
trying to do in these essays.

Emperor of
the Air: Norton I

“At the peremptory request of a large majority of the citizens of these
United States, I, Joshua Norton, formerly of Algoa Bay, Cape of Good
Hope, and now for the past nine years and ten months of San
Francisco, California, declare and proclaim myself Emperor of these
United States . . . ”

– Emperor Norton I, first imperial proclamation,
September 17, 1859

He was Mark Twain’s neighbor and Leland Stanford’s enemy. He was
broken by William Tecumseh Sherman and defended by Ben
Cartwright.11 He was the sole legitimate Emperor of the United States

of America for 21 years. He took the throne on the heels of an assassination and
was buried with full Masonic honors. He was Norton I, née Joshua Abraham
Norton, and if the foregoing hasn’t tipped you off yet, he makes great game
material – both as a figure of mystery and evocation, and as an example of the
kinds of threads that spiral out from any life lived on the edges of High
Weirdness. Weaving those threads into a cloth of fools’ gold, or into new
clothes for the Emperor – that’s what I’ll do here, and one hopes you’ll do in
your game.

“Norton has shed no blood, robbed no one, and despoiled no country,
which is more than can be said for most fellows in the king line.”

– apocryphal verdict at Norton’s sanity hearing

As perhaps befits an Emperor who reigned only, or at least primarily, in his
own world, the best resources available are on the Web; the essay “The Madness
of Emperor Norton”22 by Joel GAzis-SAx makes an excellent starting point. If
one’s instincts turn printward, the diamond in the rough is William
Drury’s Norton I.33 Sorting those stories, the following figure
emerges.44 Joshua Norton, possibly of Jewish extraction, was born
in Deptford (where Marlowe was stabbed in 1593) on
Valentine’s Day, 1819. His parents emigrated to South Africa
in 1821, and after working as a ship’s chandler, Norton took
ship for Rio and thence to San Francisco in the Gold Rush
of 1849. In San Francisco, Norton prospered, buying five
plots of land (two wharves and a chunk of the future
Barbary Coast55) and brokering transactions of all kinds
out of a beached ship-turned-warehouse,66 the Genesee.
By 1854, Norton was worth $250,000 – a considerable
fortune. But he lost it all in a failed investment in rice
futures – his ship came in, but it came in after three other
ships had all dumped their cargoes of Peruvian rice, wip-
ing out Norton’s investment. Lawsuits and other stock
shenanigans (and a brutal foreclosure on his mortgaged
property by prominent San Francisco banker and future
general William Tecumseh Sherman) left Norton bankrupt
by August 1857. Norton couldn’t recover, and in September of
1859, with the city feverish after the assassination of Senator
David Broderick by the lawyer David Terry, he realized that he
could repair both his fortunes and those of the city by a sudden, dra-
matic act. He proclaimed himself Emperor.
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77 Mercury’s orbit wobbles, a fact which
annoyed the famous mathematician-
astronomer Urbain Le Verrier to no end.
When a fellow named Lescarbault saw a
round dot against the Sun on May 26,
1859, Le Verrier was all pumped up and
announced that Mercury’s wobble could
be explained by the intra-Mercurian planet
“Vulcan” which he, Le Verrier, predicted
would be found by 1877.  Le Verrier
should have known something was wrong
when the observational data indicated a
mass too low to cause Mercury’s perturba-
tion, or when the solar eclipse of 1860
revealed no planets, but Le Verrier was
still hipped from predicting Neptune and
ignored such trivia as beneath him.  For
the next decade, astronomers frantically
checked the Sun, some (notably a German
astronomer named Weber and a Swiss
named Wolf) finding (and photographing)
round spots where Le Verrier predicted
transits, or close enough.  In another solar
eclipse in 1878, a fellow named J.C.
Watson found two Vulcans, and another
fellow named Swift found a third one,
none of which matched Le Verrier’s
Vulcan.  That was the last anyone saw of
Vulcan, really; apparently Vulcan tired
itself out appearing in three separate
places.  Coincidentally, Le Verrier died in
1877 – no doubt his ghost stuck around for
a year to make one last check.  Vulcan was
actually a mathematical anomaly caused by
errors in Newtonian mechanics; Einstein’s
relativity explained Mercury’s wobble
without invisible prankster planets.

San Franciscans somehow took to their new monarch, egged on by the
antics of the many competing local papers. The papers printed Norton’s procla-
mations (dissolving Congress, firing Lincoln, calling upon the North and South
to sign a truce, proclaiming religious unity, etc.) and when they ran short, made
up their own Nortoniana to fill space and score political points. (Norton’s
famous proclamation ordering the construction of a suspension bridge from San
Francisco to Oakland is probably such a forgery, assuming that word means
something in this context.) Norton was able to make a tenuous living exchang-
ing American coins for his own printed “imperial currency” in many denomina-
tions – the burgeoning tourist trade and many San Francisco bars and restau-
rants accepted Norton’s notes freely.

Mark Twain, who lived near Norton, used the kindly Emperor as great copy
and as a pointed contrast to railroad robber baron Leland Stanford. (Twain
eventually based the character of the King in Huckleberry Finn on Norton.)
Norton acted, at all times, with dignity befitting the Emperor of America – for
him it was no joke but the overriding condition of his life; possibly it was the
only thing that made his near-total poverty tolerable. He continued to ride
around the city on his bicycle, wearing a sword and a special Imperial uniform
given him by the Presidio army base, attending public functions until he died of
a cerebral hemorrhage on January 8, 1880 at 8:15 a.m. His funeral, at the
Masonic Cemetery, was the largest the city had ever seen, attended by 10,000
people.

“I could argue all day about the significance of facing east in
religious rituals, but a clean table is a clean table.”

– attributed to Emperor Norton I

So what does Norton signify; what does he
illuminate? In a game of mystical symbolism, the
existence of a mad Emperor should send up sig-
nal flares – madmen traditionally serve as con-
duits for the divine; in Islamic countries the mad
are “touched by Allah,” while the insane become
shamans in some tribes. Astrologically, the signs
are murky; strange objects crossed the sun at
Norton’s birth in 1819 and his ascension in 1859
(the latter was identified as the planet Vulcan77

by Le Verrier). The United States, of course, is a
Cancer (born July 4) and hence governed by
water;88 Norton (the king from over the sea) was
a watery Aquarius (as was Lincoln, who became
ruler of America shortly after Norton did). The
Emperor in the Tarot looks to East and West –
Norton traded in China and came from Africa,
settling in the crossroads city of San Francisco.
His symbol, the Eagle, is the symbol of Norton’s
two kingdoms, the U.S. and Mexico.99

The Emperor represents the wounded
Fisher King1100 (Tennyson published The Holy
Grail the year Norton ascended to the throne);
Norton’s “unhealing wound” is his insanity. The Emperor is Osiris, dead and
resurrected; Norton proclaimed his rule at the funeral of an assassination victim
(a sacred sacrifice?)1111 and died the year that another Mason, James Garfield,
became President – before being assassinated himself in July 1881.
Kabbalistically,1122 “Norton” adds to 1099 – the year that Godfrey of Boullion1133

made himself King of Jerusalem only to die, like Garfield, in July of the next
year. Norton I = “Norton” + 1 = 1100; or “jackal,” recalling Anubis,1144 the dog-
headed Egyptian god of death. Norton had two dogs, Bummer – and Lazarus.
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88 For more on the mystical birth of
America, see p. 42, or note 14, p. 69.

99 Norton’s official title was “Emperor 
of the United States and Protector 
of Mexico.”

1100 The Keeper of the Grail (p. 109), in
Arthurian legend. See also Last Call, by
Tim Powers, the first of the trilogy which
ends with Earthquake Weather, cited here.

1111 More Frazer; see note 8, p. 96.

1122 See p. 113 for more kabbalistic tips.

1133 Godfrey of Boullion, inevitably, also
appears on the lists of Prieuré de Sion (see
note 9, p. 41) heads, and as a key member
of their Holy Bloodline.

1144 Anubis, a.k.a. Oannes the Sirian. See 
p. 58.

1155 Winchester’s widow Sarah built the
famous Winchester Mystery House in
San Jose. Haunted by the ghosts of those
killed by her husband’s rifles, she was told
by a spiritualist that the ghosts would
leave her alone as long as the sound of
hammers never stopped in her mansion.
She began adding rooms, hallways, base-
ments, stairways, etc. with very little
rhyme or reason; the design, as well as 
the motive, seems to have sprung from
some other world. Construction contin-
ued 24 hours a day for 38 years, eventual-
ly reaching 160 rooms. Sarah died in
1922, shortly after bad weather forced a
halt to the construction.

1166 The King of Pain, at least, appears in
Neil Gaiman’s wonderful treatment of His
Imperial Majesty’s career, “Three
Septembers and a January,” in Sandman #31.

“‘You all were so embarrassed by that, I bet,’ said Salvoy,
grinning. ‘Your exalted king, probably babbling nonsense and
dressed like a bum, right? Or naked, looking like a crazy man.
Brought down in the world, and how. Dizz-gusting! And you
sensible folks probably just ran away from him. Think how pleased
he must have been with his friends.’ ”

– Tim Powers, Earthquake Weather

More specifically, Norton’s era was a powerful attractor of American kings.
Andrew Carnegie was the Steel King, Henry Frick the King of Coke, and Oliver
Winchester became the Rifle King after buying the Volcanic Rifle Company in
1857 – two years before Norton became Emperor. Winchester (whose middle
name, of course, was “Fisher”) even died in 1880, the same year as Norton.1155

San Francisco itself had at least two potential monarchs besides Norton; the
mad aconite-liniment salesman known as the King of Pain1166 and the phrenolo-
gist William Coombs, alias George Washington II. The King of Pain commit-
ted suicide after losing his prized coach-and-four gambling; Coombs claimed to
be Washington’s reincarnation and rightful king of America, but was forced to
leave San Francisco after Norton published a proclamation declaring Coombs
insane. Finally, no mention of Norton’s royal rivals can go by without noting
that Norton died exactly 55 years to the day before Elvis Presley – America’s
new Undying King – was born.
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1177 For more on bisociation, see “Two-
World Minimum: Bisociation and the Art
of High Weirdness,” on pp. 108-111.

1188 Marriot was a fellow-Englishman and
former publisher (founder of, among
other journals, the London Morning
Chronicle). He emigrated to San Francisco
the year before Norton assumed the pur-
ple. On July 3, 1869, Marriot tested the
steam-driven hydrogen airship Avitor in
an unmanned tethered flight around the
Shellmount Park race track.

Despite the success of this modest
test, Marriot’s Aerial Steam Navigation
Company never really became a going
concern. See pp. 43-45 for more Airship
sightings.

1199 It’s truly amazing that so many other-
wise intelligent people took Margaret
Murray’s thesis (of witchcraft as a large-
scale formal  surviving worship of Diana,
as presented in The Witch-Cult in Western
Europe and The God of the Witches) serious-
ly. It makes a great conspiracy theory, and
super narrative or gaming background (as
in Katherine Kurtz’ novel Lammas Night)
but it’s ludicrous on the face of it, and one
hardly needs Eliot Rose’s masterful refu-
tation A Razor For a Goat to realize it.

The field, finally free of Murray,
continues to evolve, with the best current
book I’ve seen on the subject being Robin
Briggs’ Witches and Neighbors.

2200 See p. 41 for more tobacco magic.

2211 See Stephen Levy’s Hackers. The other
connection from MIT leads to Vannevar
Bush, head of the MIT Electrical
Engineering Department and secret mas-
ter of MJ-12. See p. 107 for the Awful
Truth.

2222 Why, yes, he did. See Fritz Leiber’s
superb horrific urban fantasy novel Our
Lady of Darkness.

“Perhaps occasionally the soul of Emperor Norton descends once
more into the world to momentarily inhabit the body of an otherwise
undistinguished infidel. One day I was sitting in a hamburger stand
in rundown Midtown Atlanta. A burned-out speed freak at a nearby
table looked at me with a pleasant smile and said, ‘I’m King of the
Universe. I don’t know what I’m doing in a place like this.’”

– Principia Discordia

So what, then, is the Real Truth behind the life and reign of His Imperial
Majesty Norton I, Emperor of the United States and Protector of Mexico?
Elusive; and thus we bisociate1177 among our old favorites the INWO groups,
offering ten Nortons – a royal assortment to tempt any gaming palate. 

The Bavarian Illuminati: Norton was what he once claimed to be – the
Bourbon heir. Smuggled to South Africa, the Masons of Occident Lodge No. 22
fitted him into the web of destiny. He pulled the strings of invisible power from
the Golden Gateway to the Pacific.

Discordians: For Eris so loved the United States, or at least California, that
she gave her only begotten son to be its Emperor.

The UFOs: Norton ordered his subjects to support the inventor Frederick
Marriot – in his construction of a revolutionary airship.1188 A mysterious airship
appeared over Galisteo Junction, New Mexico the year Norton died – and over
his capital of San Francisco in 1896.

Adepts of Hermes: Norton’s reign, lasting 21 years, is exactly three times
the traditional seven-year reign ascribed to the King of the Witches by
Margaret Murray and her ilk.1199 Norton, the former trader in crops such as rice
and tobacco,2200 served as the Horned God of America (or at least for California)
while Mammy Pleasant, the voodoo mistress of San Francisco, served as Dark
Queen, his rival and coregent.

Shangri-La: Norton used his royal powers for peace, calming anti-Chinese
rioters and working to improve conditions for all. The true triads saw the Son of
Heaven walking among them.

Society of Assassins: Invoked and dispatched by deadly gunfire, mythic
ruler of America when Lincoln was shot, Norton was not the Undying King,
but the Ghostly King, Hamlet witness to America’s usurping murders. Norton
walked the streets of Dallas, but we knew him not.

Gnomes of Zurich: Norton created his own banknotes, his own currency,
in a city home to golden hills and the U.S. Mint – an act of supreme plutoman-
tic power that the Gnomes had to respect. They rested easier when he was dead.

Bermuda Triangle: He ordered the building of a sacred bridge and died at
the crossroads of California and Dupont, under a clock. He was buried with his
fellow Masons on the Founding Day of the Order of the Golden Fleece. They
moved his body on June 30, 1934 to a California town where the dead outnum-
ber the living.

The Network: San Francisco’s mad and
secret king (who invented “a new kind of rail-
road switch,” the plans for which were “lost” in
the Fire of 1906) and computers? No connec-
tion. Unless you remember the origins of hack-
ing in the MIT Tech Model Railroad Club,2211

and don’t believe that “Norton Utilities” is a
coincidence.

Servants of Cthulhu: Norton bravely threw
himself into insanity, proclaiming himself
Emperor to block the path to power for a different King – the King in Yellow,
who brings depression and madness to all those he encounters. Say, Clark
Ashton Smith spent some time in San Francisco, didn’t he?2222
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Pyramid originally posted “A Dish Best
Served Cold: The Antarctic Space Nazis” on
November 6, 1998. The next essay in pub-
lishing-order sequence is “A Conspiratorial
Alphabet,” on p. 119.

11 The notion of a mystic paradise in
Central Asia goes back a long way. The
Tibetan Buddhist concept of Shambhala
(or Shamballa, or Schamballah, etc.)
seems to be part Earthly Paradise (such 
as the one Mandeville didn’t quite get to
on p. 64 but St. Brendan did by note 12
on p. 66), part metaphorical “inner jour-
ney.” Either way, between the
Theosophists (note 2, p. 81) and books
like James Hilton’s novel Lost Horizon
(which elided “Chang Shambhala” into
“Shangri-La”), it became a popular con-
cept in the West.

Shambhala/Shangri-La is often
placed in opposition to a similar Central
Asian mystic kingdom, Agartha (or
Agharti, or Agarthi, etc.). This may have
been a Hindu term that the confused
Louis Jacolliot promulgated in a series 
of books on Indian myth. The French
mystic Saint-Yves d’Alveydre managed to
tie it into the Weird Menace, Yellow
Peril, “Coming Race” threat (such as that
of Fu Manchu, note 13, p. 22) while still
maintaining that the Agarthans wanted
only peace.

Depending on which side you’re on,
either Shambhala or Agarthi is the evil
shadow of the other. One or both of them
are located underground in the Hollow
Earth, or on a remote mountain plateau,
or on the astral plane, or in a mirage.
Joscelyn Godwin’s Arktos and Walter
Kafton-Minkel’s Subterranean Worlds
(both cited on p. 126, among other places)
have the skinny.

22 There’s more Antarctic oddness on pp.
98-100.

33 See note 1, p. 16 for dubious penguin
lore.

A Dish Best Served
Cold: The Antarctic
Space Nazis

“Much of humanity has already embraced Nyarlathotep’s
vision, unknowingly, and the problem as a whole is more than
a group of agents can handle. Still, stomping Nazi butt is always a
worthwhile endeavor.”

– Adam Scott Glancy, Delta Green

Orcs are good, but they’re not thinkers. It’s hard to get serious about the
cunning ploys of orcish warlords. Imperial stormtroopers? They’re bet-
ter, but of limited use in the multifarious worlds of GURPS (most of

which turn out to be one or another incarnation of Good Old Earth). What any
campaign needs is bad guys. Villains, both cunning and brutal, villains your PCs
can shoot without compunction and slaughter without pity in the name of
Good. Villains to plot from behind the scenes and to die in droves under the
heroes’ blades or bullets or blasters. Villains who can be the tip of the iceberg,
the spider in his web, or anywhere in between. Villains like the Antarctic Space
Nazis – the all-purpose, plug-and-play, go-anywhere, kill-anything, hackable,
slashable bad guys. Hey, if they were running the game, they’d kill you.

“The German submarine fleet is proud of having built for the
Fuehrer in another part of the world, a Shangri-La11 on land, an
impregnable fortress!”

– Admiral Karl Doenitz (1943)

The story of the Antarctic Space Nazis starts in the Real World, but it
doesn’t stay there long.22 On January 19, 1939, the Kriegsmarine catapult-ship
Schwabenland under the command of German Arctic specialist Kapitan Alfred
Ritscher launched two modified Dornier-Wal flying boats into Antarctica from
a position off the coast of Queen Maud Land. Pilots Rudolf Mayr and Richard-
Henrich Schirmacher carried out extensive reconaissance reaching 300 miles
into the interior, mapping and photographing roughly 230,000 square miles of
territory, dropping six-foot metal spears adorned with swastika fins to literally
stake a claim to what Ritscher renamed “New Swabia,” or Neuschwabenland.
After a brief landing on January 29 (during which the explorers examined an
area of hot springs and entered a large cave system), a number of penguin pho-
tographs33 and the requisite flag-raising, the expedition departed for Germany,
returning April 10, 1939.
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44 Perhaps alchemists in the Nazi Refuge
had developed Azoth. See p. 17.

55 The best books on the potential Fourth
Reich certainly include Ladislas Farago’s
Aftermath: Martin Bormann and the Fourth
Reich, and William Stevenson’s The
Bormann Brotherhood. In the novelistic
world, Frederick Forsyth’s The Odessa File
and Ira Levin’s Boys From Brazil are well
worth a look.

From such frozen soil springs ream upon ream of conjecture. The Nazis,
goes the story, sent U-boats full of machinery, scientists, equipment, supplies,
gold and slave laborers to build a final Redoubt somewhere in the “warm-water
interior” of Neuschwabenland. The career of the commerce-raider Pinguin
which sank or captured thousands of tons of Allied shipping in southern waters,
the mysterious sinking of a U-boat carrying 33 tons of mercury44 through the
Straits of Malacca in Asia, the final cruise of U-530 and U-977 which both sur-
rendered to the Allies in Argentina in August of 1945 (three months after V-E
Day), and the mysterious disappearance of numerous high-ranking Nazis are all
thrown together in a stew of cryptic hints and dark allegations. The Nazis built
Doenitz’ Shangri-La in the depths of Antarctica and retreated there to prepare
for the coming Fourth Reich!55 Depending on your paranoia, Heinrich Muller
(head of the Gestapo), Martin Bormann66 (third-in-command of Nazi Germany)
or Hitler’s disembodied brain still lurk in the Antarctic Refuge, surrounded by
cloned Lebensborn SS troopers, giving orders and plotting revenge.

“Now, it seems the Nazis have thrown something new into the
night skies over Germany. It is the weird, mysterious ‘Foo Fighter’
balls . . . Pilots have been encountering this eerie weapon for more
than a month . . . ”

– New York Herald Tribune January 2, 1945

But why stop at Antarctica when all of space beckons to you? It’s well-
known that the Luftwaffe was experimenting with a bunch of test aircraft
toward the end of the war, and less well known that the German secret weapons
research was increasingly hampered by a deluge of dingbat theories and schizo-
phrenic, pinheaded directives from Himmler. This means that a flying disk
might actually have been built by the Luftwaffe, no doubt under great protest –
it’s not impossible, given some of the other crackbrained stunts the Germans got
up to. Some researchers (notably Renato Vesco in Man-Made UFOs 1944-1994
with our old acquaintance David Hatcher Childress) claim to have found docu-
ments indicating tests of flying saucers or saucerlike craft between 1941 and
1945. Said documents, unfortunately, are almost all secondary sources dating
from the 1950s – there aren’t any contemporary records of such tests. This, no
doubt, is because the records were suppressed by someone (Russians?
Americans? Warehouse 23?).

The consensus version is that the BMW Flügelrad II Mark 3, a workable
“flying saucer” known as the Dora, made at least one flight from a Czech air-
field on February 12, 1945 under Flugkapitan Rudolf Schriever. The best
stories say that it was made of a kind of porous bronze called
“Luftschwamm” which somehow defeated the boundary effect and used the
mighty powers of centrifugal force and suction and electromagnetic Tesla77

hoo-hah (or Deadly Orgone Radiation, as we learn on p. WT107) to fly at
490.7 mph and up to 50,000 feet. Dora could turn on a dime, hover, and
generally UFO things up in a big way; the Luftschwamm also made the
cool Theremin whine that UFOs make in all your better saucer movies.
Dora was designed by Dr. Richard Miethe at the Nordhausen concentration
camp and built with slave labor. Miethe may have been working from
designs by anachronistic Romanian jet pioneer Henri Coanda,88 or (more

excitingly) from designs by probably-certifiable wacko Viktor Schauberger,
who had (in ascending order of likelihood) a radical theory of “liquid vortex

propulsion,” a mysterious kidnapping and beating death in Chicago in 1958,
and a truly impressive beard. U-530 and U-977 slipped Dora, Schriever, and SS

General Hans Kammler (the man in charge of Himmler’s secret weapons
research, who really did disappear in early 1945) into Neuschwabenland, and
within two years the Antarctic Nazis had outer-space capability.99 Suitably modi-
fied, Dora landed on the Moon in 1947.
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66 Sadly for the World of Pretend, but just
as well for the Real World, the best evi-
dence now indicates that Bormann died in
Germany in 1945. He really was an excel-
lent choice for Evil Secret Master. His
quiet policy of destroying virtually all
existing photographs of himself, and giv-
ing orders preventing the taking of any
more, just scream out something awful
about image magic and souls trapped in
silver nitrate.

77 Tesla’s notes, of course, were mostly
confiscated by the U.S. government upon
his death in 1943, but many of his papers
remained in the Telsa Museum in
Belgrade, Yugoslavia – under Nazi occu-
pation since 1941. See note 6, p. 24 for
more Tesla.

88 See note 10, p. 48.

99 See the Willy Ley quote on p. 48.

1100 The sequel to Inception, cited on p. 43.

1111 For early UFO paranoia, contemporary
sources can be invaluable, uncluttered
with modern accretions to the folklore.
Donald Keyhoe’s The Flying Saucers Are
Real, Frank Scully’s Behind the Flying
Saucers (both 1950), and Keyhoe’s Flying
Saucers From Outer Space (1953) are the
seminal classics in the field. Adventures
Unlimited Press has recently released
Kenn Thomas’ edition of DeWayne B.
Johnson’s unpublished 1950 thesis Flying
Saucers Over Los Angeles, which is more
accessible for modern readers.

1122 See p. 82 for the Nordics.

1133 They’re certainly tailor-made for the
“Red, White, and Blue” scenario on p. 26.

1144 Using Tesla technology, of course; see
note 7, above. See pp. 49-52 for Project
Rainbow, the Philadelphia Experiment,
and what they wrought.

1155 As in the Testimony of the Bullwhip,
on p. 33.

1166 See note 12, p. 59.

1177 On p. AE33-51.

“When World War II ended, the Germans had several radical types
of aircraft and guided missiles under development. The majority of
these projects were in the most preliminary stages, but they were the
only known craft that could even approach the performance of the
objects reported by UFO observers.”

– Cpt. Edward J. Ruppelt, USAF, Report on
Unidentified Flying Objects

From the Moon, the Antarctic Space Nazis grasp at global power. The obvi-
ous place for them to work their fell schemes is in a GURPS Atomic Horror
campaign (beginning with the info on Nazi Remnants on p. AH71) drawing
from novels like Heinlein’s Rocketship Galileo, David Drake’s Fortress and W.A.
Harbinson’s wonderfully recondite Projekt Saucer: Genesis.1100 The mythology
says that U.S. Navy Admiral Richard Byrd’s “Operation Highjump,” which
explored and mapped great swaths of Antarctica in January 1947, was actually a
reconaissance-in-force against the Neuschwabenland Redoubt. The Nazis retal-
iated by buzzing the aerodrome of the 509th Bomber Group (the A-bomb
squadron) at Roswell, New Mexico, and launching the first of many “UFO
flaps” across America.1111 Are the “Nordic” Loi the “supermen” Hitler dreamed
of?1122 Did Truman’s Majestic-12 and Bormann’s SS sign a secret alliance in 1947
against the Reds?1133 Have we been on the moon since the Fifties using Nazi

technology?
In a GURPS Black Ops campaign, the Antarctic Space Nazis can be either

an independent power akin to the Lodge or the Greys’ most flexible flunkies.
The discovery of Neuschwabenland can date back to Highjump and the early
days of Argus or break the campaign open at any time later on. Black Ops can
plow through armies of brainless Wehrmacht mooks or match wits with an elu-
sive Otto Skorzeny in a game of move and countermove throughout the 1960s.
Perhaps the cream of the SS crop is almost capable of taking on a Black Op
mano a mano, although Vile Hitlerian Eugenics can never match Good Solid
American Killing Power. (Or, of course, the SS can cheat with bionics, biotech
or anything else that doesn’t mar the smooth, Aryan flesh of its stormtroopers.)

The Antarctic Space Nazis can fit into any slot in a GURPS Illuminati
campaign. The story so far can work with them as the Secret Masters Beyond
the Pole, pulling strings on contactee cults, hate groups, Joseph McCarthy, and
the CIA (through the CIA’s contact, former Nazi General Reinhard Gehlen).
From the CIA, they get their fingers into the military-industrial complex (trad-
ing scraps of saucertech for billions in stocks or military protection). The
Antarctic Space Nazis also make admirable dupes and pawns, manipulated by
the Illuminati, Shangri-La (the first one, in Tibet), or the aliens themselves (if
Miethe designed Dora from alien blueprints). They’ve got armies of SS clones,
flying saucers, death rays, stacks of gold bullion, and the malevolent brains of
Escaped War Criminals on their side, though; as middleweight villains, they can
show up anywhere!
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1188 Theosophy (see note 2, p. 81) fell on
particularly fertile ground in newly-uni-
fied Germany, where mystics sought suit-
ably powerful national myths. Although
Blavatsky referred to the Secret Masters
as the Great White Brotherhood, later
theosophists made it explicit: only the
“Aryans” were the true Fifth Race, and all
other humans were degenerate spawn of
fallen Fourth Race tribes. This modifica-
tion of Theosophy blended well with the
neopagan völkisch movements such as the
Armanen Order of Guido von List (1848-
1919) and the aggressively anti-Semitic
Order of the New Templars founded by
Jörg Lanz von Liebenfels (1874-1954).

In 1917, a drifter, Rosicrucian, and
occultist named Adam Glauer (who styled
himself the Baron von Sebottendorff)
began recruiting members in Munich for
a more militant völkisch group, the
Germanenorden. As a cover for the
Germanenorden’s radical agenda,
Sebottendorff founded the Thule
Gesellschaft, a “German heritage study
group.” The Thule group soon took on a
life of its own, with more than 1,500
members. Sebottendorff combined a
harder-edged occult tradition with direct
political action. In January 1919,
Sebottendorff deputized Karl Harrer to
found a “worker’s auxiliary” to add mus-
cle to the more aristocratic and intellectu-
al Thule Gesellschaft. Harrer selected a
locksmith named Anton Drexler to head
this new National Socialist German
Workers’ Union – the Nazi Party.

Thus the Nazi Party has an unques-
tionable mystical pedigree, and nobody
can honestly doubt the Nazis’ research
into the subject. The vexed question of
actual belief in or use of paranormal or
magical practices by groups like the
Ahnenerbe (see note 11, p. 34)  remains
fraught. Nicholas Goodrick-Clarke’s The
Occult Roots of Nazism is a sensible affir-
mation, Peter Levenda’s thrilling Unholy
Alliance froths it up well, and Trevor
Ravenscroft’s The Spear of Destiny is sheer
barking delight. For an overview of the
entire evolution of magical belief in the
West leading to Nazism, James Webb’s
The Occult Establishment, and its compan-
ion volume, The Occult Underground,
manage the nigh-impossible task of being
clear, scholarly, readable, and good-
humored. Finally, no discussion of Nazi
magic can be complete without a whole-
hearted recommendation of “Thor vs.
Captain America,” David Brin’s bravura
short story about what happens when
myths collide.
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“I will win the Battle of Time!”
– Adolf Hitler (1945)

Or anywhen, of course. If the U.S. Navy could build Project Rainbow and
the Philadelphia Experiment, so could the Antarctic Space Nazis!1144 (Maybe
they demanded the secret from MJ-12 before they let NASA take off. Or maybe
Werner von Braun was working for the Antarctic Space Nazis all along.) Using
the Rainbow Effect, the Antarctic Space Nazis can launch their deadly saucers
into any period of Earth’s past, and grub around for archaeological artifacts
before they’ve been lost.1155 What if the reason nobody’s found the Ark is that the
Nazis already stole it from the Temple in 945 B.C.? Antarctic Space Nazis make
truly vile villains for a GURPS Time Travel-Places of Mystery campaign, with
trips to the Face and Pyramids of Mars1166 thrown in for good measure. Needless
to say, the Antarctic Space Nazis would get along like a house on fire with their
pals in GURPS Alternate Earths’ Reich-5.1177 (Although, they might be unwill-
ing to change the past before 1945 for fear of losing Dora, if you want some
bogus reason for the Nazis to play by the rules of the Observer Effect.) Finally,
of course, the Antarctic Space Nazis could get interdimensional travel when the
Hellstorm goes off in the “Antarctica next door” of GURPS Technomancer, and
trade saucertech for the Kondor Group’s magics.

“Had the German submarines discovered at the North Pole or in
John Dee’s Greenland the exact point through which one penetrates,
as through a black funnel, going to connect with the Other Pole,
emerging in that paradisal land and sea that are no longer here,
yet exist?”

– Miguel Serrano, Adolf Hitler, El Ultimo Avatar

Not that the Nazis were
any slouch as magicians, at
least not in the Land of
Coulda-Happened,1188 where
all the great High
Weirdness lives. Barbara
Hambly’s Sun-Cross series is
a great source of ideas for
introducing Nazis as extra-
planar magical foes of your
fantasy world. Others might
include riding the
Banestorm in specially mod-
ified Flügelräder – that
Maelstrom is conveniently
close to the south pole of
Yrth in GURPS Fantasy,
and a secret Antarctic Space
Nazi colony could easily
escape detection in the lands
of the djinn to the west of
Al-Haz. Your fantasy cam-
paign might actually turn out to lie in the Hollow Earth beneath Antarctica, and
its marbled cities could get a truly unwelcome shock as the flying saucers land in
the square. Or, of course, you could play U.S. Navy ratings on Byrd’s fourth
Antarctic expedition, Operation Deep Freeze in 1956, which hopes to outflank
the Nazis by setting up a base camp in the Hollow Earth – tommyguns vs.
Schmeissers in a land of dinosaurs and scimitars has a certain appeal.



Pyramid originally posted “Hite’s Handy
Field Guide To Ultraterrestrials” on
December 11, 1998. The next essay in pub-
lishing-order sequence is “Jack Be Nimble:
Spring-Heeled Jack,” on p. 70.

11 John Keel is perhaps one of the truest
modern heirs to Charles Fort, although
his books often seem more angry or
resigned compared to Fort’s cheery
approach. Our Haunted Planet, Why
UFOs? Operation Trojan Horse, and
Disneyland of the Gods all posit the theory
of “ultraterrestrials,” as explicated on p.
87. His Mothman Prophecies, about what
must have been a truly nightmarish year
(see p. 72), is a  chilling personal narrative
of psychological horror.

22 Theosophy was among the first of the
great pseudoscientific theories, the true
harbinger of the “New Age” as we know it
today. Changes in scientific fashion bled
into the world of the occult as well.
Darwinian evolution, and Lyell’s new
geology, presented Europeans with vistas
of an Earth hundreds of millions of years
old, populated by lost species only dimly
visible in fossils and skeletons. Helena
Petrovna Blavatsky (1831-1891), a
Russian spirit medium and former circus
trick-rider, combined her notions of the
new science with Sanskrit mythical texts
in her turgid Isis Unveiled, followed up
with the even longer and less readable
Secret Doctrine. These works became the
scriptures of the Theosophical Society,
and Theosophy drove the older
Rosicrucianism-and-pentacles magic the-
ories into the background.

Blavatsky’s teachings held that
mankind was actually the product of mil-
lennia of spiritual evolution, from the pri-
mordial First Race through the semi-
material Hyperboreans, apelike
Lemurians, manlike Atlanteans and the
present Fifth, or human, Root Race. Each
race ascends to the heights before being
brought low by disaster – but a “saving
remnant” (see note 8, p. 21) survives to
guide the next race onward. H.P.B. (as
she liked to be called) was in contact with
the Atlantean remnant, the Secret
Masters who “opened the Akashic
Record” to her and allowed her to reveal
the wisdom of Theosophy. For more on
H.P.B., I recommend Madame Blavatsky’s
Baboon, by Peter Washington. For
Theosophy and what it wrought, I recom-
mend Joscelyn Godwin’s Theosophical
Enlightenment, for a mostly accurate, if
positive, reading.

Hite’s Handy Field Guide
to Ultraterrestrials

“But I accept that in the past, before proprietorship was established,
inhabitants of a host of other worlds have – dropped here, hopped here,
wafted, sailed, flown, motored – walked here, for all I know . . . ”

– Charles Fort, The Book of the Damned

They walk among us. They whir down from the skies
in flying disks or ghost ships, pop out of weak spots
in space time or faerie rings, lurk beneath our feet in

crystal caves and secret government bunkers, pop up in pen-
tagrams and hide behind the dumpsters. They wear black
trenchcoats and silver space suits. They are what John Keel11
calls the “ultraterrestrials,” and they come in more varieties
than you can shake a stick at. Even the types presented here
are just a smattering; every one of them has, at least, a
“good” and “evil” version along with a “hybrid human” ver-
sion; many of them interbreed with or descend from each
other in truly inspired Theosophical22 fashion. With this
Handy Guide, however, you won’t be caught unprepared
next time the ultraterrestrials show up in your game, be it
fantasy, conspiracy, B-movie SF, or just plain High
Weirdness.

“3 1/2 feet tall. Large head. Large slanted eyes. Worship technology.
Don’t give a damn about mankind.”

– John Lear,33 on the Greys

By now, the forces of cultural drift driven by Steven Spielberg and Whitley
Strieber have made the Greys our default “alien” image. (Grey sightings went
from 20% of the total UFO occupants reported to 80% of the total over the
1980-1988 period.) But small, noseless, large-headed beings with large black eyes
and long fingers show up plenty of places besides Fox-TV autopsy tables. For
example, the Dropa cave drawings found in the Bayan Kara Shan Mountains
depict stereotypical Greys – arriving from the sky in 9500 B.C. The Gray
Neighbors of the Shetlands and the Gray Man of Ben MacDhui are only two of
the “gray faeries” of Scotland. Aleister Crowley contacted an entity known only
as “Lam” in 1919; Crowley’s drawing of Lam could go on the British edition of
Communion with no changes.

The traditional Grey is telepathic, has no lungs, and enjoys absorbing human
bodily fluids, human psychic energy, and strawberry ice cream through its oddly-
fungal skin. Epochal abductees Betty and Barney Hill identified the Grey home
system as Zeta Reticuli (although they hinted that the Greys were wearing Nazi
uniforms), but the delightfully enthusiastic George Andrews identifies the Greys
as Rigellians in Extra-Terrestrial Friends and Foes. Greys may be artificially-grown
teleoperated beings, and they range from bluish-grey to greenish-gray (hence
“little green men”) to brownish-grey. In game terms, Greys can be Alphans from
GURPS Atomic Horror or Truly Badass Greys from GURPS Black Ops.44

“The Aryans could trace their descent through the Atlanteans from the
more spiritual races of the Lemurians, in whom the ‘Sons of Wisdom’
had personally incarnated.”

– H. P. Blavatsky, The Secret Doctrine
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33 The son of Learjet inventor Bill Lear,
John Lear was the first and most signifi-
cant of the “whistleblowers” who revealed
the Awful Truth of the MJ12-Grey
alliance. Lear’s story, in general, became
the default version of the 1980s UFO
folktale, complete with cattle mutilations,
underground bases, and Area 51.

On the guilty pleasures list for sure,
a source I use as the touchstone for the
current (well, 1997) “unified field version”
of the myth is Jim Marrs’ Alien Agenda.
(For those scoring at home, that’s the
same Jim Marrs who wrote the Kennedy
assassination book Crossfire. Unified field
indeed.) For the UFO myth’s develop-
ment, see Curtis Peebles, Watch the Skies!
Phil Patton’s Dreamland is a masterpiece
of levelheaded writing about Area 51. As a
reference to the whole alien megillah,
though, Jerome Clark’s The UFO Book:
Encyclopedia of the Extraterrestrial is top of
the commercial field.

44 On pp. AH55-57 or I60-62; pp. BO84-
88. Or they can even be Martians from
pp. WT98-99.

55 Adamski’s Flying Saucers Have Landed is
an important historical document, but
pretty dry reading. George Hunt
Williamson’s books, on the other hand,
have that sparkly madman zest I love; his
Secret Places of the Lion is a zany retelling
of Ruth Montgomery’s “walk-in” theory
(of spirit entities incarnating into
mankind to shape history, a la Saint-
Germain on p. 68) that ties in Ancient
Egypt, too.

66 Both Tesla (note 6, p. 24) and Saint-
Germain (pp. 67-69) have been identified
as Venusians. The planet Venus is not
only the planet most often mistaken for a
UFO (thanks to its brightness), it’s also in
the running for the planet most often
identified as a UFO home world. Venus is
also strongly associated with the mirror;
see pp. 94-97.

77 They’re as bloodline-obsessed as the
Prieuré de Sion (note 9, p. 41), and it
wouldn’t surprise me a bit if they didn’t
turn out to have even more in common.
Especially since there’s a pretty solid case
for considering the “Prieuré documents”
on which the whole canard is based forg-
eries prepared as occult propaganda by a
coterie of French fascist Vichy support-
ers. Saint-Yves d’Alveydre (see note 1, p.
77) demonstrates that French fascism
could be just as mystically loopy as its
German cousin.

George Adamski,55 the classic “first contactee,” saw a tall (6’6”), blond
“Venusian”66 in the Mojave Desert on November 20, 1952. These “Nordic”
aliens became standard contactee fare well into the 1970s, with the “Ummo”
sightings in Spain (1964-1967) the best-known after Adamski. Earnest contactee
types who want to play down the fact that George Hunt Williamson, one of
Adamski’s co-witnesses, was a follower of American Nazi occultist William
Dudley Pelley call the “Nordics” the “Blonds” or even the “Talls.” You can usu-
ally count on them to slip up and start telling us how the blond supermen want
to save us from ourselves, and have been secretly working to save us from evil
alien influences by keeping our bloodlines pure.77 Heck, it might even be true,
although the Nordics resemble our old pals the Antarctic Space Nazis88 a little
too much for my taste. They also resemble the standard depiction of “angels”
and Olympian Gods, which might not be a coincidence either, despite the fact
that they claim to have a strict policy of noninterference with Earth.

GURPS Atomic Horror calls the Nordics the Loi;99 they’re also called
Teygeteans or Telosians (usually identified explicitly with Blavatsky’s Great
White Brotherhood; telos means “end,” for more apocalyptic fun). Andrews says
they come from Procyon; others say either Lyra or the Pleiades, or maybe the
Hyades. Connection with the Hastur-worshipping pale-blond “Cult of the
Yellow Sign” in the Lovecraft mythos is made at your own risk.

“He said he was taken to an examining room by creatures that looked
‘like frogs or lizards.’ The ‘woman’ told him they were the educators
and would supervise his learning experience, he said. Among other
strange things, Foster recalled that the lizard men encouraged him to
join the Masonic lodge.”

– “Lincoln Man Recounts Abductions,”
Omaha Metro Update November 4, 1990

After those weasel Nordics, it’s almost a relief to get to
the Saurians, also called Reptoids (or Reptons, or
Nagarians), who are basically 7-foot-tall reptile men.
Depending on the witness, they look more or less like the
Gorn from Star Trek, the Creature From The Black
Lagoon, or just a green and scaly Grey. Canadian paleon-
tologist Dr. Dale Russell thinks they look like the Late

Cretaceous dinosaur Troodon, and did a neat little model of what Troodon would
look like if he’d escaped the dino-doom 65 million years ago and evolved into a
big-headed tool user. This has led some folk to think the Reptoids are actually
extratemporal beings, evolved Troodons who traveled forward in time from the
Cretaceous and who are causing global warming right now to get the Earth nice
and cozy for their time-suspended invasion fleet. Reptoids tend to show up in
Kentucky (1878 and 1975, to pick two cases) and the Ohio Valley in general for
some reason, although one of the best cases is from Riverside, California in
1958. Reptoids may be connected with the Serpent of Genesis, and hence with
“Luciferian” Illuminated (Luciferian = “light-bringing,” get it?) groups ever
after.1100

You can use the Reptile Men from GURPS Fantasy Folk, Gill
Men/Nommos from GURPS Atomic Horror, or make an IQ-boosted Troodon
from GURPS Dinosaurs for the Reptoids in your game (or, heh heh heh, use the
Serpent People from GURPS Cthulhupunk).1111 Some researchers call the Greys
“saurian” due to their big black eyes and unemotional expressions (and the same
kinds of researchers who suck up to the Nordics call the Reptoids the “large-
nosed Greys”), and the so-called “Orange” race is a Grey-Reptoid hybrid.
Reptoids, according to report, come from Altair, Capella (says Andrews), Bootes,
Sirius (for the fishier Reptoids)1122 or – and I’m not making this up – Draco. You
can see why I like the time-travel theory instead.
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88 On pp. 77-80.

99 See pp. AH44-51, and Sitchin’s
Nefilim, on p. 58.

1100 Like the Brotherhood of the Snake, on
p. 59.

1111 Encounter Reptile Men on p. FF128-
131, Gill Men on p. AH93, Troodons on
p. D47; Serpent People on p. CT116.

1122 Such as the Nommo on p. 58.

1133 For which, see pp. 43-45.

1144 On FF50-54.

1155 Which is to say, Nephilim; see note 
10, p. 58. You know, if the ultraterrestri-
als can’t keep themselves straightened
out, you’re under no obligation to, either.
Mix and match them all to suit your per-
sonal campaign, or to throw change-ups
at the players.

1166 Yeti are on pp. WT99-100, Metarans
are on pp. AH52-54. The Ummo symbol
looks like this: )+(

1177 On p. S58.

1188 The Jersey Devil (see note 5, p. 72)
might be another.

1199 On pp. AH94, FF99-102, and BE74.

2200 You’ll want to read it, even if you
don’t want to involve insectile aliens. It’s
easily the most brilliant conspiracies-and-
magick-and-time-travel comic book ever.

2211 The qlippoth (literally “shells” in
Hebrew) are the skin-scrapings, broken
carapaces, empty skin-bags, etc. of more
positive spirits. Some consider qlippoth
the ghosts of those who died insane, or
the brute material instincts remaining to
potentially power a zombie. In some
occult traditions, the qlippoth are the
mirror images (see pp. 94-97) or the shad-
ow-selves of the Sephiroth, the emana-
tions of God which form the kabbalistic
Tree of Life (see p. 113 for kabbalism).

Functionally, then, the qlippoth are
God’s garbage heap. Intriguingly,
“Gehenna” began as the name of
Jerusalem’s city dump. Thus, the qlip-
pothic dimension, “universe B,” might
border (or be) Hell. Even the people who
claim to work qlippothic magick (and that
lot spell it with a “k”) allow that qlippoth
are horribly dangerous, toxic, and awful.

“Up the airy mountains,
Down the rushy glen,
We daren’t go a-hunting
For fear of little men.”

– William Allingham, “The Fairies”

The overwhelming majority of UFO, alien or what-have-you close encoun-
ters involve those “little men.” Even the Greys are diminutive; and when you add
a silvery space suit and a mirrored or glowing helmet, who’s to say that what
might be a Grey isn’t actually one of the “bearded dwarves” who accompanied
the airship-pilots in the Great Airship Sightings1133 of 1897? Black-bearded folk
under 3 feet tall have been abducting humans for some time; the Mesoamerican
ikal and the Northumbrian duergar have the same m.o. and the same foul temper
and black beard. Dwarves on UFOs act politer than dwarves from caverns and
hollow hills, but don’t count on it; that’s usually because they’re working for the
Reptoids or the Nordics. Use the GURPS Fantasy Folk Dwarves1144 – what do
you suppose Blacksmith/TL16 looks like?

“And there were giants in the earth1155 in those days.”
– Genesis 6:3

Boy howdy were there! What E.T. did for Grey sightings, The Day The Earth
Stood Still did for giants. Giant UFOnauts range from big furry ones like the Yeti
from GURPS Warehouse 23 to the Voronezh “robotlike” giant of 1989 who
looked uncannily like the Metarans from GURPS Atomic Horror (and wore the
“Ummo” symbol of the Nordics, for extra fun).1166 Ancient giants include not
only 10-foot Goliath of Gath but a 15-footer found buried in Cumberland (in
full armor according to the medieval chronicler who found him). Sir Francis
Drake battled 7-foot-tall giants in Tierra del Fuego, and a Commodore Byron
found 9-footers there on a voyage in 1764. By the time Darwin stopped off,
though, the Patagonians had shrunk to an average of six feet, although South
American UFO sightings tend to be giant-rich to this very day. If you don’t like
the Yeti or the Metarans, use the Gormelites from GURPS Space1177 – giant ultra-
terrestrials come in all varieties. The famed “West Virginia Mothman” was a
furry, winged Metaran-type giant, for example.1188

“I just know it’s there, I can see it clear as day. It looks just exactly
like a bug. A praying mantis is what it looks like. Only it’s so big. How
can it be so big?”

– Whitley Strieber under hypnosis, as reported in Communion

The Insectoids or Mantids are closely linked in the stories with the Greys;
Strieber, for example, repeatedly describes the Greys who abducted him as “bug-
like” under hypnosis. When the Greys communicate, it’s often with an “insect-
like buzzing,” and Greys show all the symptoms of a hive mind. Could the Greys
be constructions like wasps’ nests, built by insectoid aliens? The head of the
mantis and the head of a Grey look awfully similar, after all. You’ll want to ignore
the square-cube law and use Great Big Bugs from GURPS Atomic Horror,
Insect Men from GURPS Fantasy Folk or the Giant Mantis from GURPS
Bestiary1199 if you seek to enter the realms of the Insectoid Aliens. You’ll also want
to read Grant Morrison’s comic book The Invisibles for more unsettling notions
of Insectile Aliens.2200 Insectoids lend themselves to blending UFO and magick;
the euphoniously named Riley Crabb has no problem believing that the
Insectoids come from Dubhe in Ursa Major, sixth-dimensional space, the Greco-
Egyptian demon-god Typhon, Lilith, and the baleful qlippoth2211 of kabbalistic
lore. Makes you wonder what the mantises are praying for. And to Whom.
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This next section takes a Highly Weird look at things,
symbols, and concepts less formally Weird than the
Philadelphia Experiment or the Great Pole Shift.

Some of them are Fantastic – faeries, manticores – and some
of them are mundane – Antarctica, Coca-Cola – and the rest
are a little bit of both. But everything is Weird if you look at
it long enough, and through the right lens.

85 There’s More to Faeries Than
Their Glamour

88 Stalking the Wild Manticore

91 Chess

94 Mirror, rorriM

98 Below the Snow: Antarctica

101 Red, White, and Real: Coca-Cola



Pyramid originally posted “There’s More
To Faeries Than Their Glamour” on June
26, 1998. The next essay in publishing-order
sequence is “Digging Up Weirdness,” on 
p. 32.

11 “The Gentry” is just one of the nice
things you call the faerie so that they
don’t get mad and come back and blight
your calves and kill your baby and rape
your wife. “The Good Folk” is another
popular euphemism. You can get a pretty
good idea just what the medieval Scots
really thought of the faerie just by track-
ing these, similarly placatory names: The
“Good Neighbors,” the “Honest Folk,”
the “Forgetful People,” and the “Men 
of Peace.”

22 The best samples of the genre include
Megan Lindholm’s Wizard of the Pigeons,
the urban horror stories of Fritz Leiber
(most especially “Smoke Ghost”), and
(word on the street has it) China
Mieville’s King Rat.

33 The indispensable Brewer’s Dictionary of
Phrase and Fable tells me that Dom-Daniel
was actually only coined as recently as
1788 in Chaves and Gazotte’s
Continuation of the Arabian Nights. What
began, therefore, as a house of the djinn
beneath the waters off Tunis has been
elided, by Southey and other poets, into a
general term for the Otherworld, and,
hence, the land of Faerie.

44 Pamela Dean’s novel Tam Lin, an
updating of the old folk ballad, is also
chock full of slow-building uncanniness.

55 Katharine Briggs’ other superb works
include The Vanishing People, The Fairies
in English Tradition and Literature, and
British Folktales. Thomas Keightley’s
World Guide to Gnomes, Fairies, Elves, and
Other Little People, and Nancy
Arrowsmith’s Field Guide to Little People
are both useful secondary resources,
although it looks like they’ve been sur-
passed in breadth, if not depth, by Carol
Rose’s Sprits, Fairies, Leprechauns, and
Goblins: An Encyclopedia, which covers tra-
ditions from American Indian to Burmese
to Italian.

66 Teind is Lowland Scots for “tithe.” 

77 Seelie and Unseelie are Scots terms for
the “blessed” and “unblessed” courts of
the faerie. The Unseelie Court is also
known as the Sluagh, the “Host” of the
Unforgiven Dead.

There’s More to Faeries
Than Their Glamour

“Near the point where the Blue Ridge and the Allegheny Mountains
unite, north of Patrick County, Virginia, many little stone crosses have
been found.
A race of tiny beings.
They crucified cockroaches.
Exquisite beings – but the cruelty of the exquisite. In their diminutive way
they were human beings. They crucified.”

– Charles Fort, The Book of the Damned

Alot of people hold some very silly notions about faeries, which is unsurpris-
ing given that the Gentry11 are, for the most part, the biggest batch of liars
you ever did see. Faeries are cute little iridescent creatures with rainbow

wings. Nope. Faeries are sweet and nice, or at least caring and fine. Nope and
nope. Faeries are only useful for Historical Medieval Fantasy games, or possibly
High Fantasy games if we promise to just call them Elves. Nope, nope, and a third
time nope. And I’m not just talking about Urban Fantasy games based on books
like Emma Bull’s overrated but still quite readable War For The Oaks and its myriad
heirs, most of which seem to be written by Charles de Lint.22 All this would, I’m
sure, be cleared up if we had GURPS Faerie to refer to, but I’m afraid we don’t,
yet.

Until then, you’ll just have to make do. A copy of GURPS Fantasy Folk for
racial templates, a healthy dollop of GURPS Celtic Myth for the Sidhe and the
nature of the Otherworld, and a copy of the exceptionally-good Ars Magica sup-
plement Faeries for faerie lore, taxonomy and glamouries should keep the rule-
crunchers among you happy for the time being, until some bold champion brings
an actual GURPS Faerie back from Dom-Daniel.33 For some campaigning notions,
odd crossovers, and ways to look at the Good Folk that may not jibe with your
gauzy Sleeping Beauty memories, read on.

“There be three kinds of fairies, the black, the white, and the green, of
which the black be the woorst.”

– The Examination of John Walsh (1556)

Faerie tales, of course, are actually horror stories; they are literally “tales of the
uncanny.” Even Happy Fairy Fantasy usually has Evil Fairies to match: Sleeping
Beauty’s godmother has her Maleficent, the AD&D High Elves have the Drow. It’s
even better when the venom isn’t cut with syrup: Raymond Feist’s Faerie Tale is
only one of the surprisingly good pure Faerie Horror novels out there.44 Simply
reading any of these novels, or any really good book of faerie lore (to start, try
Katharine Briggs, especially her truly wonderful Encyclopedia of Fairies)55 will give
you centuries of leads for horror roleplaying. Faeries connect to every facet of hor-
ror. They pay a Teind66 to Hell every seven years (a disturbingly foggy notion that
the Fair Folk owe Something Big to Lucifer), they’re conflated with the spirits of
the ancient (and often ticked-off) dead, and every changeling or faerie lover story
demonstrates their predatory lust for human youth, which seems awfully vampiric
now that I ponder it. It’s important, when using the Good People as Bad People
Indeed in your games, to emphasize the alienness of even the Seelie Court.77
Between the good offices of Disney and Tolkein, many gamers tend to think of the
Elves as sort of ecofriendly romantics with a melanin problem: David Bowie as the
Lorax. Nothing works so well for horror as smashing that kind of sentimental illu-
sion – do it gleefully.
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88 See, for example, the hash that Sir John
Rhys made out of Halloween (note 2, p.
19), or the usefully useless Golden Bough
of J.G. Frazer (note 8, p. 96).

99 Machen was a member of the Hermetic
Order of the Golden Dawn (see note 4, p.
44), as was fellow Celtic mythographer
William Butler Yeats. Are there any con-
nection between their  magical communi-
cations with “aethyric intelligences” and
their lurid descriptions of the Fair Folk?

1100 Carlos Castaneda is a liar and a fraud,
and worse yet, a pretty boring writer to
boot. Don’t bother.

1111 Roughly on the topic of unreasoning
Dionysian murderousness, I very much
recommend Donna Tartt’s novel The
Secret History.

1122 Although real folklorists pooh-pooh
any connection between Robin Hood and
the creepy, murderous, trickster hob-
goblin Robin Goodfellow, we’ve
already learned that for the sake of a
good game, there’s no such thing as
too much dodgy anthropology.

Robin Goodfellow is also known
as Puck; he’s still troublesome in
Shakespeare’s A Midsummer Night’s
Dream, but domesticity has taken its toll.
Puck has become a relatively senescent
(but still unnerving) genius loci in
Kipling’s excellent story cycle Puck of
Pook’s Hill. Puck, needless to add, is cog-
nate with the shapeshifting pooka, pwca,
phwca, etc. Capitalized, he’s the Puck,
in lowercase, he’s a puck.

Think about it. Faeries are immortal, merciless, soulless beings who can
appear out of nothing, command vast powers, live unseen among humans, work
good or ill at whim, and, most fundamentally of all, follow no definable internal
logic. Their famous dependence on the literal word of promises or taboos, their
mimicry of human societies, their inability to create (or to cast shadows) paint
the faerie as hollow men indeed, unguessable simulacra. The faerie are
Lovecraftian randomness and ancient survival incarnate. No wonder H.P.L.
conflated them with Robert E. Howard’s Serpent People, and the stunted rem-
nants of the Serpent People with the Lost Race of Arthur Machen. Which leads
me to: 

“What if the obscure and horrible race of the hills still survived,
still remained haunting wild places and barren hills, and now and
then repeating the evil of Gothic legend . . . ”

– Arthur Machen, The Novel of the Black Seal

Every age gets things wrong, but few ages get as many things so usefully
wrong for roleplaying games as did the Victorians.88 From the works of folk-
lorists like David MacRitchie, and horror writers like Arthur Machen,99 crept
the notion that old legends of the faeries actually refer to the oppressed, physi-
cally deformed and stunted, and (by Victorian logic) evil and brutish Former
Races (the Picts, who may not actually even have existed as such, were the usual
suspects for these eminent scholars) pushed aside by the Celts and Saxons into
the hills and caverns of Wales, Scotland, and Cornwall. Eventually, deprived of
light and nutrition, their old culture forgotten, they devolved into a subhuman
race much like Wells’ Morlocks in their cannibalism and sundry bad habits.

Thinking of the faeries as evil little cannibalistic axe-murderers loitering on
the moor behind the monoliths does put rather an unpleasant spin on those fine
old songs about Fairy Love By Moonlight and whatnot, doesn’t it? Try this
experiment: whenever you’re reading an especially romantic faerie ballad, sub-
stitute “orc” or “goblin” for “fairy” or “elf.” Now that you’re in the right mood,
try looking at that faerie lore from the perspective of a stuffy Victorian anthro-
pologist: pookas turning into dogs, for example, can be stunted dwarves with
animal-skin masks, or secret magics, or both, depending on the campaign. For
gaming, adapt Machen’s novels or Robert E. Howard’s derivative but excellent
stories of the Lost Race; either Victorian scholars from GURPS Horror or
stout-thewed warriors from GURPS Conan can search out the burrows of the
Lost Race and find more than they bargained for.

“On the other hand, it’s true that Mescalito drives people crazy,
as you said, but that’s only when they come to him without knowing

what they’re doing.”
– “Don Juan,” as quoted by Carlos Castaneda,1100

A Separate Reality

Or, of course, there’s the slightly more modern
anthropologists who call the faeries vegetation spirits: lin-

eal descendants of the Greek dryads. What if they are? What
if they exist as physical embodiments of nature; not just Disney

Documentary Nature but Nature Red In Tooth And Claw? Such a
spirit was Pan, lord of the unreasoning fear called “panic”1111 and
the ancestor of Puck, and (in another form) of Robin Hood.1122

(Do you dare to run a campaign where the PCs are brave
knights of the Sheriff of Nottingham trying to stop the depre-

dations of a band of deadly, devolved, and distinctly un-Merry
men in green? It’s not a coincidence that the faerie weapon

of choice was the bow firing “elfshot,”1133 you know.)
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1133 It’s possible that English peasants,
finding the flint arrowheads of their
Beaker-Folk forerunners, identified them
as “elfshot,” and it’s certain that Victorian
anthropologists said that they did to but-
tress theories like David MacRitchie’s.

Elfshot, nastily, will keep burrowing
up from the wound until it reaches your
heart and kills you, or your brain and
gives you “elf-stroke,” at which point the
faerie come and replace you with a
changeling wooden image called 
a “stock.”

This association of elfshot with
strokes and heart failure ties in nicely with
faerie as the spirits of powerful (and poi-
sonous) vegetation.

1144 John M. Allegro’s The
Sacred Mushroom & The
Cross is unnecessarily mean-
spirited, and historically
less than sound, but it’s a
pretty wild ride. Terrence
McKenna’s druggie classic
Food of the Gods claims that
mankind evolved in sym-
biosis with magic mush-
rooms and other hallucino-
gens, and that by cutting
ourselves off from them,
we’ve blinded ourself to a
very important dimension.
Maybe the ultraterrestrials
are just trying to get us into
parahuman rehab.

1155 So interested that he
wrote Passport to Magonia (see p. 125) on
the topic.

1166 For which, see pp. 81-83.

1177 The best reference work on angels and
demons, by far, is Gustav Davidson’s 
A Dictionary of Angels, Including the Fallen
Angels.

1188 John Keel is by far the front-runner on
this topic; see note 1, p. 81. Another
excellent work dealing with ultraterrestri-
al weirdness is Ted Holiday’s evocative
The Goblin Universe.

1199 See pp. 43-45.

2200 For the Night Hag, see note 2, p. 71.

2211 If they can’t ignore poetry, that magi-
cal Shakespearean dramaturgy on pp. 35-
38 becomes pretty darned important.

Or what if they’re vegetation spirits of another kind, like Dionysos lord of
intoxicating vines: beings in some dimension only breached while ingesting (or
inhaling) certain plants? Leprechauns and mushrooms may have more in com-
mon than you’d think. This has potential for some Illuminated Secret History;
how many social, political, and religious movements can you cast retroactively
as someone coming down off a hallucinogenic high having received instructions
from a Green or Glowing Man? More than you’d think, but I’ll give you one to
start: the island of Patmos, where St. John was confined while he wrote the Book
of Revelation, is noted for its fine crop of amanita mushrooms.1144

“The mind of a person coming out of Fairy-Land is usually blank
as to what has been seen and done there.”

– W. Y. Evans-Wentz, The Fairy-Faith in Celtic Countries

The comparisons between faerie kidnappings and UFO abductions,
between the “blank minds” Evans-Wentz cites and abductees’ “missing time,”
between Men In Black and Men In Green
(both colors associated with faeries,
UFOnauts, and demons) – all this makes
UFOlogist Jacques Vallee very interested.1155

Plenty of medieval sightings of “faerie ships
in the sky” and descriptions of the interiors
of faerie mounds as “having torches that
burn with no fire” and “shining metal walls”
sound awfully familiar in our modern X-Files
context, don’t they? If the faeries and the
UFOs are the same, your campaign takes on
a whole new dimension, either in time (back
millennia) or space (out past the very Dome
of Heaven – or into the Hollow Earth for
the Teind). Didn’t I say faeries were alien?
What if they’re aliens? Worse yet, what if
they think we are?

“The games of the ultraterrestrials1166 never end.”
– John Keel, Our Haunted Planet

Keel calls anything that pops into our perception without sufficiently ratio-
nal warning an “ultraterrestrial” or a “parahuman” – angels,1177 faeries, demons,
little green men, devil dogs, and phantom cats. That, paradoxically, keeps things
simple. Anything weird comes from Otherspace, from Arcadia, Dom-Daniel,
Universe-B, the Mauve Zone, hyperspace, Dreamland, Fairy-Land. They’re all
the same zip code, or at least the same invisible commonwealth.1188 The ultrater-
restrials can manipulate our matter, but are constrained by (and depend on) our
thoughts – that’s why UFOs looked like aerial chariots in Biblical times, galleys
in the 8th century, airships in the 1890s,1199 and spaceships now. Passing between
There and Here happens at weak points, Places of Mystery where the mana is
high: Stonehenge, Loch Ness, or north of Patrick County, Virginia. Magicians
can conjure Them and call them demons (or angels, or elementals, or loa); They
can command us (as night-hags,2200 or incubi, or mesmerists, or Mysterious
Strangers). This could be the Big Answer that your GURPS Illuminati cam-
paign has been looking for: They aren’t from around here. When they’re here,
they can ignore physics but not poetry;2211 they can stop time but not the shot
clock. They haven’t simply killed these nosy, meddlesome PCs because, to the
parahumans, The Conspiracy is just a game – and games have rules, after all.
Now, the only question is how do we play?
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THE TRUTH IS
UNDER THERE 



Pyramid originally posted “Stalking the
Wild Manticore” on November 20, 1998.
The next essay in publishing-order sequence is
“Hite’s Handy Field Guide to
Ultraterrestrials,”  on p. 81.

11 Namely, on p. 13.

22 Like those of our old pal Mandeville
(see pp. 64-66).

33 Much of the basic meat of this column
came from David R. Cheney’s article
“The Manticora” in Mythical and Fabulous
Creatures: A Sourcebook and Research Guide,
edited by Malcolm Smith.

Stalking the
Wild Manticore

“The iridescence of my scarlet hide blends into the shimmering
brightness of the desert sands. Through my nostrils I exhale the horror
of the lonely places of the earth. I spit out pestilence. I consume armies
when they venture into the desert.”

– Gustave Flaubert, The Temptation of St. Anthony

One of the best things about fantasy roleplaying is the monsters. As I’ve
said before,11 just one monster can spark a whole campaign, especially
in high historical fantasy. The sight of a basilisk in the Crusaders’ bro-

ken-down tower, the coils of the kraken surfacing off Viking Norway, a glimpse
of a griffin circling lazily over Norfolk: their potent capacity to thrill and
delight both players and GM goes back to the first campfire stories and the
most lustrously illuminated travelers’ tales.22 But even Otherwhere, in Erewhon
or Hyboria or Middle-Earth or Pegana or Yrth, the fabulous beasts paradoxi-
cally remain exciting only as long as they remain fabulous. Familiarity, even for
the most ornately bejeweled dragon, eventually will breed boredom. Which is
why keeping fantasy alive, on Earth or in some other world, depends on pre-
senting unfamiliar beasts. Such a beast is the manticore, and although it springs
almost entirely from three paragraphs two millennia old, it (like all myths that
become symbols) has depth enough to stay unfamiliar forever.

“[Ctesias] assures us that the Indian wild beast called the manticore
has a triple row of teeth in both upper and lower jaw; that it is as 
big as a lion and equally hairy, and that its feet resemble those of the
lion; that it resembles man in its face and ears; that its eyes are blue,
and its color vermilion; that its tail is like that of the land-scorpion;
that it has a sting in the tail, and has the faculty of shooting off
arrow-wise the spines that are attached to the tail; that the sound of

its voice is something between the sound of
a pan-pipe and that of a trumpet; that it
can run swiftly as a deer, and that it is a

savage man-eater.”
– Aristotle, Historia animalium

Those three paragraphs, which Aristotle reduces
above, come from the lost Indica of Ctesias of Cnidos.
Ctesias was the Greek court physician to Artaxerxes II
(404-359) of Persia, and he traveled with his master the

length and breadth of the Persian Empire –
which meant, potentially to the very bor-
ders of the magical land of India. To the

Greeks, India had much the same romance
as “Mars” or “Atlantis” does to us – it was a magi-
cal, but potentially accessible land full of won-
ders (the Indica is also the source for the unicorn
and the griffin, and locates the satyrs of
Dionysos thereabouts, too). Ctesias’ book was

not quite a best-seller (if it had been, it might have survived), but it was the
authoritative book on India for Aristotle and Pliny, which is to say for the rest
of the Western world for the next 1,800 years.33
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44 I’ve dragged Mu in here for much the
same reason British biologist Philip L.
Scalter hypothesized “Lemuria.” Just as
he needed a common home for the
lemurs of Madagascar and India, so too
do  I need a common home for my were-
feline masterminds. Between the manti-
cores of the Utter Indies and the were-
jaguars of Olmec Mexico stretches the
Pacific Ocean, once upon a time the Lost
Continent of Mu.

Colonel James Churchward (1850-
1936) deserves the credit, if that’s the cor-
rect word, for revealing Mu in a series of
books beginning with The Lost Continent
of Mu in 1926. Churchward, a Freemason
(for those scoring at home) and some-
thing of an adventurer, served with a regi-
ment of Lancers in manticore-ridden
India. In Burma, Churchward encoun-
tered an aged guru who showed him
unimaginably ancient “Naacal Tablets”
telling the story of the Lost Continent of
Mu. The guru also trained Churchward
to decipher them on the astral plane.

Churchward’s books sort of amble
around aimlessly; they cast a wide net
with an indifferent payoff. For the busy
reader, David Hatcher Childress’ Lost
Cities of Ancient Lemuria & the Pacific, like
all his Lost Cities series (see p. 125) give
the Churchwardian gist and a lot more
besides.

55 The Upas tree grows on the
Mandevillian isle of Pathen; see note 5, p.
64.

Ctesias filtered his Indian stories through the Persians who told them at
court (he was something of a quisling and a Perso-symp as compared to the
equally credulous, but fiercely pro-Greek Herodotus, his chief rival – the
Greeks won, which is another reason that Herodotus’ books survived and he got
to be the Father of History), which is why the Indian monster has a Persian
name; “manticore” comes from martiya khvaris, Persian for “man eater.” The
manticore is thus re- and misnamed the marticore, as well as the marticora,
manticora, marticoras, mardkhora, mantichore, manicora, martiora, and so
forth and so on.

In your game, of course, you can make each of these names a subspecies;
some manticores have dragon tails, while others’ tails shoot spines porcupine-
style; some breathe poison (like the basilisk), and some simply devour victims
whole. The traditional manticore has a pleasingly musical voice; in other ver-
sions he speaks like a man. In still others he is as intelligent as man; the manti-
core can be desperately solitary or dangerously social. Some have dragons’
wings, others have scales, and still others (the mantiserra) have a razor-sharp
dorsal fin. (In some versions, only the female manticore has scales.) The manti-
serra lives in the ocean, but other manticores live in the jungle, the desert,
underground caves, or deserted cities. The mantiserra springs from the
inevitable copyists’ errors, lousy Latin, and weird medieval conflations rung on
Aristotle and Pliny, which is where we also get great names like the martiserra,
manticero, maricomorion, and mantigere.

“I am inclined to think it is the tiger.”
– Pausanias, Description of Greece

That last name, which is probably a coincidence (although as all true
Illuminati know, there’s no such thing as coincidence), points up the probable
“true origin” of the manticore – the (occasionally, and probably more than occa-
sionally in the days before elephant guns) man-eating Bengal tiger. Tigers are
bright vermilion, certainly, and can outrun a deer in short bursts. Tigers’ molars
have three ridges (explaining the three rows of teeth), tigers’ tails possess a bony
spur at the end (explaining the scorpion-sting), their rumbling is musical
enough (as anyone who’s visited them at the zoo can attest), and the human face
might well refer to the legendary human cleverness of the man-eater. Shere
Khan, the manticore, at your service.

“It was a manticora – a creature the size of a horse, with the head of
a man, the body of a lion, wings of a dragon, and tail of a scorpion.
One of the most ferocious magical monsters known . . . ”

– Piers Anthony, A Spell For Chameleon

Your fantasy manticore, of course, can even have Shere Khan’s delightfully
droll (and oh so veddy veddy evil) voice, and his role as Dark Lord of the Wild.
Certainly the connection between manticores and tigers led to confusion of the
manticore legend with the were-tiger stories, also out of India; perhaps your
fantasy manticore is the true form of a creature capable of turning into both
man and tiger (hence, “mantigere,” or “man-tiger”). Modern Spanish folklore
considers the manticora a kind of were-beast to this day, and at least one author-
ity connects it with the Haitian demon-animal baka, or cigouave (from whence
it’s just a skip and a jump to the Olmec werejaguars and the Manticores of
Sunken Mu44). Other useful hints for making the manticore both different and
dangerous include poisoning his tail-sting (or spines), possibly with the deadly
poison of the Upas tree55 (the evil version of the Tree of Life). Add the manti-
core’s habit of devouring his kills whole, including bones, clothing, and posses-
sions, and you’ve got the makings of a truly distressing fantasy scenario – at
least.
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66 Such as the 12th-century bestiary trans-
lated and annotated by T.H. White, pub-
lished under the title The Bestiary: A Book
of Beasts.

77 As in C.S. Lewis’ Narnia books.

88 An excellent resource for medieval,
Gnostic, kabbalistic, and other symbology
where animals are concerned is Louis
Charbonneau-Lassay’s Bestiary of Christ.
The original 1,000-page edition was pub-
lished in Brussels in 500 copies in 1940,
and destroyed almost in its entirety by a
Nazi air attack. Arkana published an
abridged version from a surviving copy in
1991.

Interestingly, a similar fate befell the
book Eleusis Alesia, by the French ley-
hunter (see note 11, p. 55) Xavier
Guichard. A Nazi bomb leveled his house
at Abbeville, killed Guichard, and
destroyed virtually all copies of his mas-
terwork, which demonstrated the exis-
tence of a Bronze Age grid of sacred
power points from La Aliseda, Spain to
Kalisz, Poland. That masterpiece has yet
to be reprinted, and only a few rare copies
exist in museums and private collections.

99 See note 8, p. 18 for alchemical advice.

1100 The Alexander the Great of medieval
romantic poetry had only a passing simi-
larity with the Alexander of Real History.
The romantic “King Alisaunder” har-
nessed griffins to his chariot to fly to
meetings with the King of the Birds, jour-
neyed to the bottom of the sea in a crystal
diving bell, walled up the evil giants Gog
and Magog (see note 6, p. 21) and their
armies behind a vast brazen gate some-
where in Central Asia (possibly a gate to
Agartha or Shambalha or whichever one
is the Evil Kingdom; see note 1, p. 77),
and sought the Earthly Paradise (see p.
64).

1111 For the Grail, see p. 109.

1122 Which he signed on the advice of
Aymeric de St.-Maur, Templar Master of
England. Were the manticores and the
Templars in on it together?

1133 Robin Hood, of course, was identified
as Robert, the Earl of Huntingdon, in
later versions of the stories. Could
Robin’s Merry Men have been Merry
Mantigeres? (See p. 86 for Robin as
Unseelie.)

“Head of a man, brave and dangerous as a lion,capable of wounding
with barbs? But not a whole man, or a whole lion, or a merely barbed
opponent. A manticore. The Unconscious chooses its symbolism with
breath-taking artistic virtuosity . . . ”

– Robertson Davies, The Manticore

Now, if you want to amp up the symbolic value of your manticore, take a tip
from the medieval bestiaries.66 They
considered the manticore the sym-
bol of the Devil, of chaos
unleashed on the earth. This ties
in nicely with the manticore as
shape-shifting trickster, and with
the manticore as Dark King of the
Beasts (with the Christlike lion as
Bright King of the Beasts,77 of course).
Such a creature springs from the wells of
dark magic, or from the blood of evil
gods.

On a slightly higher weirdness note, the manticore was also the symbol of
the prophet Jeremiah, ostensibly because they both spent time in a pit. Possibly
the manticore’s association with plague, poison, and disaster also fit with the
gloomy prophecies of destruction that Jeremiah handed down. Church architec-
ture also carved manticores into pillars and maps as symbols of India and the
uttermost East.88 The manticore’s vermilion (vermi- lion = horrible, or vermi-
form, lion?) color recalls the Red Lion of alchemy, which is either the
Philosopher’s Stone of life eternal, sulfur, or antimony depending on who you
ask.99

“A standing cuppe of syluer with a couering with a straunge best
called a mantissera enprinted in the botome.”

– item from the Will of Eburton, Somerset (1494)

Which is where the conspiracy comes in. In a fantasy game, of course, 
the manticores take the shape of trusted officials high in the kingdoms of the
East but secretly rule using the powers of the Dark Upas to draw strength
from Hell and poison the innocent, devouring them alive to prolong their
unholy existence. The manticores serve the darkest of gods, the lord of chaos
and cannibalism.

Or, of course, the manticores have been among us – in our world – all along.
They came out of India with Alexander1100 (the medieval poem King Alisaunder
describes how manticores slew his army in the desert on the way back to Persia)
and slowly spread into Europe. Their diet of human flesh keeps them immortal;
alchemy is actually concealed and specially formulated cannibalism. The
Eburton “standing cuppe of syluer” is a dark Grail indeed,1111 where the manti-
core lords of Somerset drank their sorcerous health in the blood of innocents.
Do the manticores seek to restore a truer, harsher lineage, sprung from the
Upas tree on the sinking of Mu, to the throne of England? Lord Fitzwalter, the
leader of the barons who forced King John to sign the Magna Carta,1122 bore a
manticore on his shield in purple (the royal color); two manticores appear in the
arms of the Earls of Huntingdon,1133 arch-conspirators against Queen Elizabeth
(Henry Hastings, Earl of Huntingdon, was heir presumptive to Her Majesty).
Are the werewolves of London really weretigers, or something even worse? The
Huntingdon crest passed from the Kings of Scotland to the Lords Herbert,
Holland, and finally (after 1529) Hastings. Is it entirely coincidental that the
first Governor-General of India was Warren Hastings? In the music of pipes
and trumpets heralding the dawn of the British Empire, the traveler can almost
hear the roaring Chaos that is the voice of the manticore.
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Pyramid originally posted “Chess” on August
21, 1998. The next essay in publishing-order
sequence is “Le Comte de Saint-Germain,” on
p. 67.

11 Ahh, the Encyclopedia Britannica. Never
shall it let me down. Although I use the
online Britannica at www.britannica.com
at the drop of a mouse, I maintain that the
true Source Of All Knowledge And
Wisdom (in the immortal words of Poul
Anderson) is the 13th (1926) edition,
which contains the entire classic 11th
(1910) edition with four supplementary
volumes and a full index.

22 That would be Hermes Trismegistos
(note 2, p. 16), in between building the
Pyramids, inventing hieroglyphics, hang-
ing the Gardens of Babylon, founding
Rosicrucianism, and generally doing
everything worth doing in the ancient
magical world.

Chess
“It’s a great huge game of chess that’s being played – all over the world
– if this is the world at all, you know . . . I wouldn’t mind being a
Pawn, if only I might join – though of course, I should like to be a
Queen, at best.”

– Alice, in Through the Looking-Glass, by Lewis Carroll

And who wouldn’t? Chess, in all its variants and wonders, makes such a
great metaphor, plot element, or what have you for Conspiracy, Secret
History, or any of the usual suspects herein that joining as a pawn is a

small price to pay indeed. And PCs being who they are, it’s never a good idea to
let them within a knight’s move of any queen you wish to preserve. Chess can
only show up in historical gaming from GURPS Arabian Nights onward; in that
it barely made it into Persia 50 years before Islam did. The earliest traces of
chess lead back to the Indian subcontinent of about 500 A.D. and a game called
chaturanji, although the “four armies” chaturanji translates to refers to Indian
war tactics (elephants who became bishops, cavalry who became knights, chariots
who became rooks, and infantry who became pawns) that predate the Hellenistic
invasions of 326 B.C. So at best you can sneak chess into the 4th century B.C.,
where it was probably a lot more like parcheesi and played with dice.11

That is, if you want to stick to history. Although nobody reveres history
more than I, a too-literal clinging to tedious old actual fact can only slow you
down in the frenzy of game building. The early historians of chess knew this,
which is why they ascribed the invention of chess to any number of mythical fig-
ures from Japheth son of Noah to King Solomon, Queen Semiramis, or Hermes
himself.22 As late as 1860 chess historian Duncan Forbes announced, based on no
discernible evidence whatsoever, that chess was 5,000 years old and derived from
ancient Sanskrit wisdom. That’s the kind of thinking we need more of in our
roleplaying games, if you ask me.

“Fancy what a game of chess would be if all the chessmen had
passions and intellects, more or less small and cunning; if you were
not only uncertain about your adversary’s men, but a little uncertain
also about your own.”

– George Eliot, Felix Holt

Living chess almost certainly dates back to India along with chess itself;
there are records of living parcheesi games (which was more exciting than it
sounds given that the rajahs used dancing girls as the pieces) that predate chatu-
ranji. Tamerlane, who invented a chess variant of a hundred squares, was very
fond of living chess games that no doubt involved a gruesome component for
captured pieces. (Dan Simmons visits the unwilling living chessmen theme in his
excellent psionic-vampire horror novel Carrion Comfort, which you should read
right away before bed. Heh heh.) Rabelais mentions living chess (along with
demonic dice) in Gargantua and Pantagruel; it was a common feature of
Renaissance fun.

In Edgar Rice Burroughs’ The Chessmen of Mars, we get to see not only jetan,
the Martian chess, but a living combat chess game. In other words, if your rook
moves to take the opposing pawn, the people representing those figures fight a
deadly duel to see who gets the square in question. If the pawn is lucky or good,
the rook could wind up dead and the pawn keeps his square. This can add a nice
dimension to simple games of gladiatorial arena combat, not to mention snarling
up any chess master’s strategy. To keep the hierarchy closer to conventional
chess, perhaps the pawns can be only lightly armed in your personal arena.
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33 Well, they both involve tiny simulacra
of humanity. The mandrake root (man-
dragora officinarum) supposedly sprang
from the shadow (or the seed) of a hanged
man. Uprooting the plant caused it to
emit a piercing scream, so specially
trained dogs got delegated to do the actu-
al yanking. Its magical effects varied in
legend from anesthetics to aphrodisiacs to
hallucinogenics to narcotics to excorcism.

The exorcism may work because of
the similarity of the forked mandrake
root to a human figure; a demon flees
from one body into another, only to be
trapped in the plant. This may be the
kind of thing that makes mandrakes’
leaves shine, as they were reputed to in
old herbals. The Arabs call the man-
drake the “devil’s candle” for this rea-
son.

Eventually, any manlike figure
used for magical purposes (such as a
“voodoo doll”) became known as a
mandrake, or mandragola, the latter
possibly a corruption of main-de-gloire,
or “hand of glory,” which is a whole
different subject.

44 It wasn’t a play of corrupt bishops,
but of a venal friar, and there’s no evi-
dence except Machiavelli’s legendary
sneakiness that he was any great shakes
at chess. But this is the kind of evoca-
tive question that you find in your
better quality of nonsense.

“Here is a TRUE story of international intrigue, romances,
corruption, graft, and political assassinations, the like of which has
never been written before. It is the story of how different groups of
Atheistic-Materialistic men have played in an international chess
tournament to decide which group would win ultimate control of the
wealth, natural resources, and man-power of the entire world. It is
explained how the game has reached the final stage.”

– William Guy Carr, Pawns in the Game

Carrying the metaphor of living chess one step further, the Conspiracy as
Chess Game obtrudes itself onto our attention. Referring to the various foot
soldiers in the hierarchy as chess pieces may simply be a piece of theater for the
Illuminati, or the titles may convey some meaning: pawns as dupes, rooks as
Black Helicopters, knights as MIBs, bishops as controlled personalities, and the
Queen as the Blackest of Black Ops. Imagine the players’ fun when they start
noticing chess terminology and chess parallelism everywhere in the game: find-
ing chess pieces on the dead bodies of their enemies, discovering to their dismay
that kindly old Mrs. Springer shares her name with the German word for chess-
knight, and being addressed in the requisite anonymous phone calls as “Bishop’s
Pawn One.” If you want to get even stranger, reflect that “checkmate” comes
from the Persian shah mat meaning “the king is dead”; when the PCs stumble
across a plastic knight on the grassy knoll, they’ll wonder how many pieces it
took to put the White King into terminal check, and who was playing them.

From chess game as metaphor we go to chess game as actual driving force
of the story; here you’ll need a better grasp of chess than I possess to lay out 
a fluid conspiracy campaign that responds well to player action, but any book of
famous chess games will give you a surprisingly adaptable uber-plot for your

players to stumble into. Just figure out which NPCs or resources equal
which chess pieces; if the Black Queen’s Knight falls early in the model

game, let the PCs witness (or better still cause) the death of 
a major henchman early in the campaign. Katherine Neville’s con-
spiracy-historical novel The Eight blends chess and nefariousness well,

and strikes sparks into a lot of other corners of High Weirdness
indeed.

One of her conceits is the occultly powerful chess set; in The
Eight, the Montglane Service merely encodes a mighty secret.
But what if, in your game, the chess set actually does control the
world? If, for example, the holder of the Black Knight becomes

unstoppable in battle or able to attack the White Queen unseen?
If the holder of the White Rook can move the length of the
world in a single step? If the King can enter a hidden castle,
unseen by enemies at a crucial time? It’s worth noting some-
where in here that one of the first major works on chess in
English is Thomas Hyde’s 1694 work Mandragorias, the “game
of the mandrake.” What, exactly, do magical plants have to do
with chess,33 and why exactly was chess-master Machiavelli’s play
of corrupt bishops called Mandragola?44

The Byzantine Emperors used to play a version of chess
called zatrikon on a circular board that looks uncommonly like a
polar map projection. The Black Templars and the White
Rosicrucians might struggle mightily in your game to control the

zatrikon board of the sorceror Emperor Leo, their very struggle
reflected in certain mystically significant chess games through-
out history. When Black takes a piece, the Rosicrucians lose

Germany; when White threatens the Black Queen, the
Templars must withdraw from China.
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55 See note 11, p. 55, for more details on
ley lines.

66 Another neat trick is to number the
squares and add the totals of the various
pieces’ moves; kabbalistically interpreting
them can give vital occult insight onto the
struggle mirrored by the chess game.

Nigel Pennick’s Secret Games of the
Gods gives some notions of magical inter-
pretations or uses of many games.

77 See note 4, p. 44.

88 John Dee – he’s everywhere you want to
be, especially in note 8 of p. 11.

99 See p. 113 for some of those connec-
tions.

1100 See p. 110 for the Tarot.

1111 And that’s all you’re getting from me.
Chess problems make my head hurt,
Enochian magick makes my head hurt,
and Enochian chess magick problems bid
fair to be vastly worse. You’re welcome to
dig up a copy of Chris Zalewski’s Enochian
Chess of the Golden Dawn if you wish, or
you could just make the result up and
claim that the game predicted it anyway.

1122 The Secret Masters of Shangri-La, or
Agartha, or Shambhala, or wherever (see
note 1, p. 77) are often referred to as the
Nine Unknown Sages, the Nine
Unknown Seers, or the Nine Unknown
Masters, nine being three triplicities (note
18, p. 38).

1133 Activate the “dragon lines,” or telluric
currents/ley lines.

1144 Geber (Jabir ibn-Hayyan Abu Musa
Djafar al Sofi) (721-815) of Haran was the
greatest of the Arab alchemists, studying
in Baghdad during the great age of the
Arabian Nights. Many, many later schol-
ars published texts under his name to take
advantage of his reputation, much as the
Alexandrian magical community did
Hermes Trismegistos. Whether or not his
Summa Perfectionis is such a work is
unknown. Consider this: his name has
been adduced as the derivation for both
“algebra” and “gibberish.”

“Here and there in the ancient literatures we encounter legends of
wise and mysterious games that were conceived and played by scholars,
monks or the courtiers of cultured princes. These might take the form
of chess games in which the pieces and squares had secret meanings in
addition to their usual functions.”

– Hermann Hesse, The Glass Bead Game

Chess, as a game of territorial contest, makes an excellent parallel for war. It
also makes an excellent device for geomancy: earth magics such as feng shui that
depend on controlling points of power across the globe. Chinese chess, xiaonqi,
actually has a “river” in the center and two “castles” at either end. Arcane paths
along the chessboard can replicate ley lines55 and mana flows; a chessboard can
become a kind of dowser’s ouija board for the telluric currents that foam
between the menhirs.66

This was the theory behind Enochian Chess, invented by Wynn Westcott
and MacGregor Mathers when they founded the Golden Dawn in the 1880s.77
They, and other magicians like Yeats, played Enochian Chess four-handed
using pieces drawn from Egyptian mythology on one of four boards represent-
ing the four elements and labeled with the Enochian letters of John Dee’s88
skrying tables (to vastly oversimplify, Dee used these big grids of letters to get
messages from “angels” – or demons, or faeries, or UFOs – much like a ouija
board). Dee’s tables and the connections between them also have occult corre-
spondences99 to astrology, alchemy, kabbalah, and the Tarot1100 (is it a coinci-
dence that the modern rules for chess and the Tarot deck both date from the
third quarter of the 15th century?), which means that any game of Enochian
chess becomes an occult mechanism for divination, evocation, or any number
of magickal uses.1111

“Wilhelm Steinitz, called the Father of Modern Chess, who had held
the world’s championship for 28 years . . . who had had two psychotic
episodes and been hospitalized for them in the last years of his life,
during the second of which he had believed he could move the chess
pieces by electricity and challenged God to a match, offering God the
odds of Pawn and Move.”

– Fritz Leiber, “Midnight by the Morphy Watch”

Let’s put it all together, then. In ancient India, the Nine Unknown Sages1122

constructed a conceptual device which, when combined with the proper medita-
tions and incantations, could raise the telluric currents, reshift the ley lines, and
communicate with powerful entities from other planes. This device, the
Agarthan Chess Set, was lost, although it became the model for the develop-
ment of chaturangi, then of Persian shahtranj, Byzantine zatrikon, and eventual-
ly chess. Under the laws of similarity, any chess game serves to “raise the drag-
on,”1133 which is why so many chess masters develop serious mental problems.
Others, of course, became mighty occultists, faking their deaths and launching a
covert struggle to recreate the Agarthan Set. Pieces of the Set cropped up
throughout history; Alexander held the White Knight, Napoleon the Black
Rook. The lesser sets built by adepts such as Geber1144 and Dee served to control
human destinies and the affairs of nations; the British Secret Service used Dee’s
set to defeat Hitler, then lost it to Moscow with the defection of Kim Philby
(whose father was a brilliant scholar of Arabic manuscripts, like Thomas Hyde).
Now, the Soviets have fallen; somewhere, someone has found a more powerful
set – perhaps the Set itself – and is using it to unmake empires. The PCs may be
pawns in the new player’s game, knights of the Black Templars, or simply chess
enthusiasts who bought one too many old chess books in that used bookshop in
Geneva. Your move.

93

HIGHLY SIGNIFICANT WEIRDNESS: CLASHING SYMBOLS



Pyramid originally posted “Mirror, rorriM”
on October 9, 1998. The next essay in pub-
lishing-order sequence is “A Lie Agreed
Upon: Hollow History,” on p. 27.

11 The ancient Greeks also believed that to
dream of seeing your reflection in water
was an omen of death.

22 The Venus and Adonis story very close-
ly resembles the Isis and Osiris story; both
became central elements of the mystery
cults. The legend also parallels, of course,
the myth of Cybele and Attis (note 5, p.
20).

33 Some traditions connect the “Veronica”
cloth with the Shroud of Turin. Records
of the Veronica’s appearance before the
coming of the Shroud are spotty; some
conjecture that the Veronica cloth is sim-
ply the Shroud folded so that only the
head is visible. Given that the image of
Christ on the Shroud becomes most visi-
ble as a photographic negative – a kind of
mirror image – that’s another interesting
tie to the concept.

Mirror,
“For now we see as in a mirror, darkly: but then we shall see face to
face. Now I know in part, but then I shall know as I am known.”

– 1 Corinthians 13:12

Often all that’s needed for extra horror or extra weirdness in a game is a
recurring theme, or image. Focusing on any element of the setting or
story causes the players to focus there as well, or to attach significance

to every appearance. And when you’re talking images, or better yet images of
images, you’re talking mirrors. Haven’t you wondered what the people in the
mirror do when you’re not looking at them? In a game of horror or High
Weirdness, it’s not nice. So let’s look deep into the mirror, maybe even step
through the frame and wander around a bit, following the connections where
they lead. The result may seem cracked, it may seem disjointed, it may seem,
well, like a house of mirrors.

Manufactured mirrors, as distinct from really clear pools of water, seem to
date from some time after 1000 B.C.; the Egyptians had them by then (and may
have had them earlier; ancient texts mention glass factories at Sidon that may
have made mirrors as well). The best mirrors of the ancient world were
Etruscan, made of polished bronze. At some point the secret of glass mirrors
was lost, and polished metal (iron, silver or bronze) became standard. A German
guild in Nuremberg may have rediscovered (or independently invented) the
secret from about 1250; in 1507 the Venetians figured out how to grind mirrors
on a larger scale. The secrets of Venetian glass lasted until 1667, when the
French prime minister Colbert bullied Venice into sending 20 artisans to Paris.
With them, he spread mirrors all over Europe.

“For Dionysos or Bacchus, because his image was formed in a mirror,
pursued it, and thus became distributed into everything.”

– Olympiodorus, Commentary on Phaedo

Mirror legendry certainly spread all
over; the Greeks begin with Narcissus,
who lost himself in his own reflection in a
pond. In some accounts he was kid-
napped by the nymph of the pond, the
first of our malevolent entities from
inside the mirror-world, but by no means
the last.11 The Titans used a mirror to
catch Dionysos’ soul before killing and
eating him; Dionysos is, of course, one of
the gods of mystical revelation. The
Vedic Great Goddess was called the
Mirror of the Abyss, recalling Nietzsche’s
warning about looking into the abyss, lest
it look into you – just as a mirror image
does. Tezcatlipoca, the bad-news god of the Aztecs, was “Smoking Mirror.”

Mirrors can be good, of course; Perseus’ mirrored shield defeated the
Gorgon, and the mirror is one of the Eight Precious Things of Buddhist mysti-
cism (the others, for those of you having Rod of Seven Parts flashbacks, are a
book, a coin, a pearl, an artemisia leaf, a jade gong, a rhinoceros horn, and a
“musical lozenge”). If you’re looking for a good candidate, the Yatano-kagami
mirror, in the shape of an eight-petalled lotus blossom, kept in the shrine of Ise
in Japan (where ordinary mortals may not look into it) makes a dandy Asian
mystical mirror treasure.
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44 Faerie society, in many of the tales or
songs, explicitly mirrors human society
with courts, masques, hunts, balls, and
even funerals. See pp. 85-87 for more on
Faerie.

55 Vodoun is the Haitian form of the great
complex of Afro-Caribbean syncretic reli-
gion (generally called “voodoo”) descend-
ed primarily from West African religious
traditions intermixed with American
Indian, Catholic, and other religious and
mythic concepts. This religious complex
extends from Brazilian candomblé and
macumba through Haitian vodoun,
Trinidadian Shango, and Cuban/Puerto
Rican Santería into hoodoo and conjure
magic of the Southeastern U.S.

Maya Deren’s Divine Horsemen
would be worth recommending even if it
didn’t go into depth on the symbolism of
the mirror in Haitian vodoun. Alfred
Metraux’ Voodoo in Haiti is also well worth
the read. Maria Gonzalez-Wippler has
written a number of books on Santería
which I’ve never been able to discern any
real difference between; Santeria: the
Religion is as good a place as any to start.
The ethnographic writings of Zora Neale
Hurston, especially Of Mules and Men and
Tell My Horse, are masterpieces of sound
anthropology written with interest and
without condescension. Wade Davis’
Serpent and the Rainbow, while excitingly
told, has a biological-reductionist feel that
weakens it as a religious study.

Vodoun and its associated traditions
are highly syncretic, meaning that, like
these essays, they take whatever looks
interesting and effective and make it their
own. Thus Catholic saints, French sor-
cery, Arawak devils, Dahomeyan gods,
historical figures, and cultural icons like
Darth Vader can and do all turn up in
Afro-Caribbean rituals.

66 Gods of magic, like Hermes and Hecate
(see p. 114) are therefore also gods of the
crossroads. The magical associations of
commerce (which still live on in tales of
selling one’s soul to the Devil) also derive
from the crossroads as a meeting place for
merchants and other untrustworthy out-
siders. 

The Ancient Egyptian word for “mirror” is ankh; another reminder that the
image is the life, and another connection between Isis (the giver of life, symbol-
ized by the ankh) and mirrors. The ankh, if you round its loop evenly, becomes
the astrological symbol for Venus, a goddess much akin to Isis, as the myth of
Venus and Adonis makes clear.22 Venus, of course, as a goddess of beauty and
vanity, had a mirror as one of her attributes. In Catholic iconography, the Feast
of the Slaughter of the Holy Innocents (Childermas, Dec. 28) is symbolized by a
row of four mirrors, while the single mirror symbolizes the Virgin (much as it
earlier symbolized Isis).

Mirrors tie slaughter and Mary together in slightly more contemporary
iconography, in the urban legend of “Bloody Mary” or “Mary Worth.” A young
woman mutilated by rivals, burned as a witch, or lynched for killing her chil-
dren, dies – but if you say her name five times in front of a mirror, she appears
and kills you. (Clive Barker used this legend to good effect in his short story
“The Forbidden,” which became the even better movie Candyman.) Another
version of the urban legend names the girl Veronica, saying she killed herself
with a pair of scissors after using them to invoke ghosts on a ouija board – again,
saying her name before the mirror calls her image up, the scissors still sticking
through her neck. Is this connected to the legend of St. Veronica, who passed a
cloth over the face of the suffering Christ, leaving it imprinted with the true
image (vera icon) of His face in His blood?33 True images, bloody faces, conjuring
the dead, and capturing spirits – that’s a lot to see in the mirror.

“I know you’ve stolen my wife’s soul, Mrs. Gunnison, and I know
how you’ve stolen it. I know a bit about stealing souls myself; for
instance, if you’re in a room with someone whose soul you want, and
they happen to be looking into a mirror, and the mirror breaks while
their reflection is still in it, then –”

– Fritz Leiber, Conjure Wife

You can see even more in the mirror, if you look. Mirrors hold your soul,
say cultures from Ireland to New Guinea to Lesotho. That’s why you put a mir-
ror over a dying person’s mouth, to catch their soul, not to check their breath-
ing. That’s also why you cover mirrors in a sickroom, don’t show a baby a mir-
ror until their soul is strong enough to resist it (perhaps faeries44 sneak out of the
mirror to replace the baby with a changeling – a mirror image), and why break-
ing that mirror is seven years’ bad luck. Vampires, having no souls, are not
reflected in mirrors, which may explain why the vampire-plagued Etruscans got
so good at mirror-making.

The mirror is also a door to the Otherworld; Celtic women were buried
with their hand-mirrors as soul-boats. In vodoun,55 the mirror reflects the world
of the Invisibles – the gateway loa Legba is invoked with the call “O fathom the
mirror, O Legba.” Many vodoun veves are mirror-symmetrical; the loa are
served with the left hand (the mirror of the right hand) in some rites. The cross-
roads (sacred to Maitre-Carrefour, the mirror-image of Legba) is the mirror-
place, where roads meet and reflect each other.66 It’s also, of course, where you
meet the Devil, or vampires, or something from the Other Side.
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77 See p. 82 for the Nordics, and note 6 on
that page for more about Venus.
Interestingly enough, Venus is also the
planet with the highest albedo, or reflec-
tivity.

88 Sir James George Frazer (1854-1941)
likely had a greater effect on the world of
folklore and anthropology than any other
person in history, and most of it was, to
put it politely, wrongheaded. In his 12-
volume magnum opus, The Golden Bough
(published, revised, and expanded
between 1890 and 1915) he set forth the
notions that virtually all human religious
and mythic practices are interrelated,
springing from a common complex of
myths; and that the myths and folkways of
more primitive societies can serve as
guidelines to the past practices of more
technologically (and, implicitly, cultural-
ly) advanced societies like, for example,
Edwardian Britain’s.

The central pattern Frazer uncov-
ered is the cycle of the sacred kingship;
born in spring, he weds the goddess in
summer, and dies with the year’s end.
Although no lover of the recondite and
the strange should be without a copy of
the one-volume abridged Golden Bough,
probably the best way to ease into
Frazerian myth is to read John Maddox
Roberts’ alternate history adventure novel
King of the Wood.

The sheer level of research in
Frazer’s work, combined with the seem-
ingly powerful explanatory and reductive
patterns he elucidated, reshaped the
nature of the field. From roughly 1900 to
1940, anthropologists, folklorists, and
self-proclaimed experts produced reams
of Frazerian readings of every imaginable
aspect of human culture and myth.
Margaret Murray’s witch thesis (see note
19, p. 76), Robert Graves’ redactions of
the Greek and Celtic myth cycles (note 7,
p. 63), and many another theory flowered
where Frazer spilled the sacred blood of
the Holly King. In other words, it makes
terrific gaming material.

Like, say, Venusians. The planet Venus has also been long associated (at
least since Adamski’s crossroads contact in 1952) with particularly odd UFO
aliens, the glowing “Nordic,” faerie-godlike type.77 These
“Nordic” ultraterrestrials may appear as angels, or
even as gods – or goddesses, like, say, Venus.

Another possible location for soul-catching
ultraterrestrials is the Moon, which Central
Asian tribesmen described as the mirror
reflecting everything in the world. Like
Venus, Diana the Moon is a feminine god-
dess. And at her grove at Nemi, where the
Moon was reflected in Lake Aricia (“Diana’s
Mirror”), the priest must stand watch con-
stantly until killed by a stranger, who becomes
the next priest of Diana Nemorensis and King
of the Wood until he is killed in his own turn.
This little custom, blending reflection, danger,
bloody sacrifice, and the Moon, lasted at least until the
2nd century A.D., according to the irreplaceable J. G. Frazer,88 who was so
interested in it that he wrote the 12 volumes of The Golden Bough on the subject.
You can go a long way by looking into Diana’s Mirror, it seems.

“They say, if a smooth, shining piece of steel be smeared over with
the juice of mugwort, and made to fume, it will make invocated spirits
to be seen in it.”

– Cornelius Agrippa, Three Books of Occult Philosophy,
I:xlv

Magic mirrors reveal the Invisibles, just like in vodoun, and just as the 
fuming mugwort recalls “Smoking Mirror.” Some magicians would make magic
mirrors out of each of the seven planetary metals (gold for the Sun, silver for 
the Moon, copper for Venus, iron for Mars, mercury for Mercury, tin for Jupiter
and lead for Saturn); by catching the reflection of the proper planet in such 
a mirror, you could “charge it up” for catoptromancy (scrying or divination 
by mirrors).

The Irish battle-goddess the Morrigan’s magic mirror is again, only the first
in a long line including the glass of Merlin, the Speculum of Vergil Magus99 (see
Avram Davidson’s superb novel The Phoenix and the Mirror for more on both
mirror and magus), and John Dee’s magic “shew stone.”1100 Dee’s mirror
revealed, among other things, the Gunpowder Plot of 1605 and angelic pres-
ences – our “Venusian” Nordics again? According to Flavia Anderson’s decided-
ly odd The Ancient Secret, the Holy Grail may have been a druidic (Merlin’s?)
mirror or crystal – grele is apparently medieval French for “hailstone,” a spheri-
cal ball of crystal ice. The Grail is everywhere, even in the mirror.1111

“I have been horrified before all mirrors.”
– Jorge Luis Borges, “Mirrors”

A smattering of mirror-minded visionaries might include the student of
optics Leonardo da Vinci, whose handwriting can only be read in a mirror.
Dopplegangers reflect from Edgar Allan Poe’s “Mystification” and “William
Wilson” (Poe was obsessed with his own face’s asymmetry, and much of his writ-
ing involves mirror-doubles of himself), and Joseph Conrad’s “Secret Sharer.”
Read the most famous looking-glass world of all in Lewis Carroll’s Through the
Looking Glass (especially evocative in Martin Gardner’s brilliant Annotated Alice).
Anything by Borges (but especially “The Library of Babel” and the rest of the
stories in Labyrinths) will charge up those iconic (Veroniconic?) juices for end-
less (or endlessly reflected) games.
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99 The Roman veneration of the poet
Virgil, combined with a clerical belief that
his poems predicted the coming of
Christianity, gave the author of the Aeneid
the reputation of a powerful sorceror in
the medieval mind. The adventures of
“Vergil Magus,” complete with brazen
head, magic mirror, and demon-control-
ling book and ring, became a popular sub-
ject for tales somehow set simultaneously
in ancient Rome and the contemporary
world of medieval Italy.

1100 See note 8, p. 11 for more on Dee, and
note 3, p. 67, for one possible fate of his
mirror. At least one source claims that
Dee’s shew-stone was a polished piece of
obsidian from Mexico – in other words, a
mirror stone sacred to Tezcatlipoca, the
Smoking Mirror.

1111 And on p. 109.

1122 For more on bisociation, see “Two-
World Minimum: Bisociation and the Art
of High Weirdness,” on pp. 108-111.

“Every room should have a full-length mirror.
Presently we will require it – I shall see to it.”

– ‘Phipps,’ in The Unpleasant Profession of Jonathan
Hoag, by Robert A. Heinlein

Here’s a quick Battling The Mirror Realm GURPS Voodoo campaign frame,
then, bisociating1122 (another mirror-word, no doubt) all this. The mirror-spirits
come from Mirror-Venus, the planet Venus as it appears in the mirror. In the
guise of gods or “Nordic aliens” they influence history and try to reshape our
Earth to their own soulless liking. Bloody Mary, Tezcatlipoca, Maitre-
Carrefour; these are the Secret Masters behind the Mirror. Perhaps they’re the
Sons of the Bird from Heinlein’s The Unpleasant Profession of Jonathan Hoag, or
perhaps they’re Etruscan vampires. On our side are certain magicians, such as
Merlin, Vergil, Dee, and the Venetian witches – remember that Italian Diana
cult, training the finest warriors in the world though the Darwinian priest-selec-
tion by the mirror-lake of Nemi? They or others can build magic mirrors
(painting the backs with alchemical solutions, or grinding the mirrors to long-
forgotten Pythagorean ratios) that allow access to the mirror-world from our
side, or like the shield of Perseus protect us from the mirrorfolk. (Colbert, no
doubt, was a Rosicrucian adept.)

The PCs stumble into the mirror-maze and slowly piece together the truth
from its reverse image – just learning to tell the good guys from their evil dupli-
cates will be good for many sessions of paranoia. Perhaps the Mirror Masters
use doppelgangers of the PCs to carry out their fiendish activities. Our heroes
have to steal the Yatano-kagami or the Mirror Grail to seal up the gateways and
Save the World. Set the climax (a la Orson Welles’ The Lady From Shanghai) in
the Hall of Mirrors at Versailles, or at the House of Mirrors in an appropriately
Bradbury-esque carnival for seven years’ bad luck all around, and give your
players something to – ahem – reflect on.
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Pyramid originally posted “Below the Snow:
Antarctica” on January 15, 1999. The next
essay in publishing-order sequence is “Ancient
Astronaut Texas Steel Cage Death Match,”
on p. 57.

11 On pp. 77-80.

22 A magickal, reality-crossing, permanent
cyclone created by an atomic bomb explo-
sion on a high-mana Earth. See p. T126
for more information.

33 See p. T65-66.

44 See p. 113 for the kabbalistic resources I
used for this.

55 And on pp. 53-55.

66 Again, on p. 77.

77 See more of Graham Hancock’s theo-
ries and those that he has appropriated on
p. 59.

88 Perhaps the ones he drew while using
griffin-chariots for aerial reconnaissance,
or while searching out the Earthly
Paradise. See note 10, p. 90.

99 From our heroes at Adventures
Unlimited Press. I may have said this
before, and I certainly allude to it on p.
125, but title for title, there’s probably no
publisher in business today with more
game-usable books on the racks. Er,
except Steve Jackson Games, of course.

Below the Snow:
Antarctica

“There may have been an eclipse of the sun, Sept. 21, 1903,
as the almanac said, but we should, none of us, have liked to swear
to the fact.”

– Robert Falcon Scott, Voyage of the Discovery

Antarctica just ain’t right. Why didn’t that eclipse (90%
totality predicted) happen on schedule for Scott’s first
expedition? Was it because the sky was overcast, 

as Orthodox Science would have you believe? Or was it
because Scott was only one of the many people to step
between the Antarctica of the Real and the Antarctica of the
Surreal, the Subreal, the Shadow Beneath the Earth? (For
details on all of this, I can do no better than to recommend ,
yet again, Joscelyn Godwin’s delightfully titled Arktos: the
Polar Myth in Science, Symbolism, and Nazi Survival.)
Antarctica holds the entrance to the Hollow Earth, one of
the gates to inaccessible Leng of the corpse-eating cult and
the yellow-masked king, the Nazi Redoubt (Remember the
Antarctic Space Nazis?11 Well, they remember you.), the ruins
of Atlantis and the anteroom to Hell. And all of it is accessi-
ble, thanks to the Zhukov 3 Hellstorm22 in GURPS

Technomancer. Realities cross and twist in the icy katabatic winds, gouts of
magic blow across the void, and the Penguin Gestalt-Mind33 sits in unholy
Communist communion with – something.

That anteroom to Hell thing is literal; the 12,450-foot volcano Mount
Erebus sits on James Ross Island, staring down at McMurdo Sound Station, the
gateway to Antarctica for virtually every visitor, explorer and scientific expedi-
tion. Erebus, “Darkness” in Greek mythology, was the section of the under-
world through which the souls of the dead passed on their way to Hades; it was
also the name of the primal being who (along with Nyx, Night) spawned Death,
Dreams, Despair, Deceit, Destruction, and Discord (as well as the Three Fates –
sound familiar, Sandman fans?). Mount Erebus sits at 77 degrees, 32 minutes
south – kabbalistically, 77 translates to both “violence” and “goat” and 32 trans-
lates to (wait for it) Bel, the serpent-lord of Babylon, also known as Baal. I’m
not making this up.44 Gates of magic and gates to Hell, all lying at the bottom of
the world.

“History, like South America and Africa, tapers southward.”
– Charles Fort, Lo!

There’s not a lot you can do for alternate histories with Antarctica, true
enough. (World War Three breaks out over the Falklands in 1982?) History
itself is mighty thin on the ground there; although the Greeks speculated about
the existence of an unknown southern continent (Terra Incognita Australis, in
Latin) as early as the 5th century B.C. But they were just being all balanced and
logical-minded; it bothered the great Alexandrian geographer Ptolemy no end
that all the land seemed to be in the Northern Hemisphere. Surely, he fretted,
the world would topple over if that were the case. (And indeed, the constant
threat of Pole Shift remains with us today.)55 In 1739, the French navigator
Bouvet de Lozier sailed south to the fringes of the ice, although the island he
discovered (Bouvet Island in the Indian Ocean) kept disappearing and reappear-
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1100 Hyperborea, at the other end of the
Earth, is literally the “land beyond
Borea,” the land beyond the North wind.
In this temperate country of eternal sum-
mer, life is good, vigorous, and close to
nature, and Apollo reigns supreme (com-
plete with a cameo in The Winter’s Tale;
see p. 37).

Thanks to the voyages of Pytheas of
Massilia, who named some unknown
northern island (possibly Norway or even
Iceland) “Thule” around 300 B.C., the
name Thule got attached to the
Hyperborean legend. Once Hyperborea
was identified as the “Aryan homeland”
by the French occultist Fabré d’Olivet in
1822, all bets were off; “Thule” became
the Teutonic Atlantis, a racist, völkisch
Earthly Paradise.

Actually, a dog’s breakfast of the
denizens of these annotations climbed on
the “Aryan Hyperborea” myth, including
Saint-Yves d’Alveydre (note 1, p. 77),
Hermann Wirth (note 7, p. 54), Sir John
Rhys (note 2, p. 19), and of course the
occultist Nazis of the Thule Society (note
18, p. 80).

ing for centuries thereafter – Captain Cook tried to find it twice in 1772 and
1775, a fellow named Lindsay spotted it in 1808, but James Ross (after whom
the island Erebus crouches on is named) missed it again while discovering
the Ross Ice Shelf in 1843. A German captain named Krech finally
pinned Bouvet Island down in 1898 – but the vanishing island seems
eerily connected somehow with the tradition of Antarctica as a gate
to Otherwhere. Appropriately enough, Bouvet Island, the most
remote spot of land on Earth, is pentagonal in shape – and due
north of the Nazi Redoubt of Neuschwabenland.66

“And in this country it seems that there are white-
haired monsters in this shape, and also six-horned
oxen. The Portuguese infidels have written it in
their maps . . . This country is a waste. Everything
is in ruin and it is said that large snakes are found
here. For this reason the Portuguese infidels did not
land on these shores and these are also said to be
very hot.”

– description of Antarctica, Piri Re’is Map

But Antarctica is connected now with an even more excit-
ing missing island – Atlantis. Graham Hancock’s theory,77 in the
breathless Fingerprints of the Gods, is that a globe-girdling
Atlantean civilization, drawing unknown powers from the arts of
sacred geometry and gosh knows what using vast technologies,
built all those pyramids and walls and pillars and sphinxes that lesser
minds blame on Ancient Astronauts. But Hancock realizes that such a
civilization would leave archaeological traces behind – traces which are
sadly lacking in the record. So, with impeccable logic, Hancock concludes
that the Atlantean civilization must have been based in the only continent
where no archaeologists have ever looked – Antarctica.

Not unreasonably, some narrow-minded folks object that Antarctica is cov-
ered in Atlantis-unfriendly ice sheets, to which Hancock whips out the Piri Re’is
Map. The map, drawn in 1513 by Piri Muhyi al-Din ibn-Hajji Mehmed (Re’is
means, roughly, “Admiral” in Turkish – he’s Admiral Piri), was rediscovered in
1929 in the Ottoman archives in Constantinople by one Khalil Edhem. Piri’s
notes indicate he drew the map based on older maps from the time of Alexander
the Great88 as well as on the maps of Christopher Columbus. No trace of the
“older maps” has ever been found, despite a search of the Turkish archives
requested by Secretary of State Henry Stimson in 1929. The matter rested there
until 1956, when the amateur archaeologist Arlington Mallery determined that
the southern fringe of the map actually depicted the coast of Antarctica – before
the ice appeared. From here, geographer Charles Hapgood attempted to recon-
struct the “older maps” by adjusting the Piri Re’is Map’s Antarctic coast based
on degrees of distortion of known coastlines. The results – a stunning match
between the reconstructed Piri Re’is Map and the primordial coastline of
Antarctica. The entire technical details can be found in Hapgood’s finally back-
in-print99 volume Maps of the Ancient Sea Kings. It’s an ingenious piece of recon-
structive cartography, and it’s a shame that it’s all hogwash.

“The Lemurians gravitated toward the North Pole, or the Heaven of
their Progenitors (the Hyperborean1100 Continent); the Atlanteans,
toward the Southern Pole, the Pit, cosmically and terrestrially –
whence breathe the hot passions blown into hurricanes by the cosmic
Elementals, whose abode it is.”

– H.P. Blavatsky, The Secret Doctrine
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1111 For geomancy, see note 11, p. 55; for
the Martian Pyramids, see note 12, p. 59.

1122 According to Plato, the Atlanteans
used a special metal called orichalcum, lit-
erally “gold-copper.” Orichalcum has
been identified as everything from an
alloy similar to brass, to a specific
Pyreneean copper ore, to a magical metal
refined in alchemical processes.

1133 See “Digging Up Weirdness,” on pp.
32-34.

1144 All usefully compiled, along with a few
others, in The Antarktos Cycle, from
Chaosium Books.

1155 Leng makes Agartha look like
Shambhala. See, again, note 1, p. 77.

1166 Dante has been identified repeatedly as
a Rosicrucian Secret Master, and for
much the same reason Shakespeare (or his
eidolon Bacon) has. When your poetry is
long, brilliant, allusive, and defining, occ-
cultists seek to build their self-esteem by
recruiting you into their brotherhood,
posthumously if need be.

Dante was familiar with a lot of
arcane knowledge, including alchemical
and other mystical imagery, and possibly
even kabbalistic tradition. Which means
that if your game needs his dubious mem-
bership in the Fedeli d’Amore to be more
than just a reading circle but the driving
force behind the Prieuré de Sion, go right
ahead.

1177 Kenneth Grant’s work attempts to
define, defend, and explicate the “Left-
Handed Path” of neo-Crowleyian magick.
He is perhaps most immediately useful in
game terms for his habit of assigning
Lovecraft’s Cthulhu Mythos starring roles
in the Crowleyian cosmos, and alluding to
H.P.L.’s occult wisdom. His books, how-
ever, are only available in relatively
expensive British hardback editions, and
unless you’re dedicated to a Lovecraftian-
Satanist game element, they’re frankly
probably not worth the effort and
expense.

1188 See note 1, p. 16.

Unless, of course, it isn’t in your game – if one casts aside the ironclad evi-
dence that Antarctica has been under miles of ice since 14 million B.C. and
accepts the Hapgood thesis that there might have been an ice-free era on
Antarctica from, say, 30,000 B.C. until 10,500 B.C. (or 7000 B.C., or 6000 B.C.,
depending on when you need Atlantis to sink beneath the ice leaving only pyra-
mids behind), one can get Atlantean cities buried in icy caverns for fun and
weirdness. Perhaps geomantic gates to the Martian pyramids,1111 or Atlantean
technology, or lost orichalcum1122 mines remain under the glaciers. This could be
what gives the Antarctic Space Nazis their edge, or why Secretary of State
Stimson was so eager to find those “older maps” in the Turkish Imperial Library.
(Are they safe in Warehouse 23? Are you sure?) Perhaps you don’t respect a civi-
lization crushed by glaciers – Hapgood
suggests that the Sea Kings were caught
by the Pole Shift; suddenly rather than
living in the Earthly Paradise, they were
living in Nature’s Icebox; the earthquakes
and tidal waves crushed Atlantis and it
froze to death before it could struggle up
from barbarism. (Rand and Rose Flem-
Ath’s When the Sky Fell makes a dandy
source for this.) All your Atlantis stories,
from high-fantasy GURPS Conan style
adventure, to lost and desperate Sea-King Pyramid Builders in GURPS Egypt, to
GURPS Cliffhangers lost worlds (that Hollow Earth again) and archaeological
madness,1133 to GURPS Black Ops search-and-destroy missions against the Prima
strongholds can happen in, toward, or about Antarctica. Your players won’t be
expecting it, and they probably won’t pack for the cold.

The Atlanteans don’t have to be good guys, of course; there’s a long line of
tradition from Edgar Allan Poe’s Narrative of Arthur Gordon Pym to Lovecraft’s
At the Mountains of Madness placing the Lost World at the South Pole – and
unequivocally calling it Evil.1144 Poe’s nightmare ocean leads to the Hollow Earth
and the vile, gigantic albino beings (Piri Re’is’ “white-haired monsters”?) there-
in; Lovecraft’s Kadath in the Cold Waste is even identified with Leng,1155 also
accessible through a different cold desert – the Tibetan plateaus of Central Asia.
In both cases, Antarctica again becomes a gate, and not a pleasant one.

“During the winter solstice of 1999 the south pole of our planet
will be directed toward the galactic centre as it aligns with the plane of
the galaxy and the sun. At that time, the galactic energy/consciousness
programs will enter the already existing hole in the ozone above
Antarctica, and give our planet an initiation of galactic
consciousness/energy that is entirely unprecedented in the history
of our planet.”

– from The Melchizedek Method, as channeled from
Thoth by “Alton”

In short, Thoth and Alton may try to claim that our cosmic Antarctic enema
will do us good, but most of your higher-quality madmen, artists, and strange
ones seem to doubt it. Let us not forget, for example, that Lovecraft considered
“the galactic energy/consciousness” to be none other than Azathoth. Dante (no
doubt working from proto-Rosicrucian legends of Kadath and Leng)1166 placed
the pit of Hell, Cocytus, in the center of a frozen plain – and Mount Purgatory at
the South Pole directly above/below it. Set is the god of the uttermost South in
ancient Egyptian lore, saith Kenneth Grant.1177 Astrologically, the southernmost
zodiacal sign (the sign in which the sun turns north at the winter solstice) is
Capricorn, the Goat, perhaps not coincidentally connected with Satan and Baal –
and Mount Erebus. Tekeli-li! Tekeli-li!1188
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Pyramid originally posted “Red, White, and
Real: Coca-Cola” on March 19, 1999. This is
the last essay in publishing order in this book.
Go drink a Coke; you’ve earned it.

11 The Elixir Vitae, or Elixir of Life, is one
of the by-products of the Philosopher’s
Stone. Most alchemical recipes for the
Elixir Vitae involve mercury, which pos-
sesses great magical potential thanks to its
“androgynous” (see note 20, p. 38) liquid
state symbolically between iron (Mars)
and copper (Venus).

22 This essay is what happens (eventually)
when someone like me is allowed into a
Multinational Economics class. The pri-
mary source for it is Mark Pendergrast’s
magisterial history For God, Country, and
Coca-Cola, although Frederick Allen’s
Secret Formula is also a good look at the
Real Thing.

Red, White, and
Real: Coca-Cola

“Paramount is the holy sacrament, the sacred fluid that binds you
Europeans together, that infuses your bodies and spirits, that is given
to children when they need suck, and to the wise old ones before they
close their eyes for the final time . . . I refer to the rare and precious
substance you call Ko-Ka-Ko-La.”

– Kasan Maibang, in Dream Park, by Larry Niven and
Steven Barnes

Postmodern demigods Michael Jordan and the Dalai Lama drink it, as did
Patton and Zhukov when they destroyed Nazism. It’s 99% sugar-water
and 1% mystery, a name known to more people than any other phrase

besides “okay.” It is Coca-Cola, and if ever there was an American Elixir
Vitae,11 Coke is it.

“You can run from it, but you can’t hide. Sooner or later, no
matter how far you think you’ve ventured . . . from the modern
world, Coke will find you. Go to the foothills of the Himalayas,
the hurricane-pounded fishing islands off the coast of
Nicaragua – go to the birthplace of civilization if you like.
Coca-Cola will be waiting for you.”

– Michael Konik, New York Times, February 24,
1991

Look at the numbers; Coca-Cola is available in over 185 countries,
and sells over 700 million drinks a day. Worldwide, people have drunk
more than two and a half trillion bottles of Coke in the 113 years since
John Stith Pemberton brewed up the first batch, and more importantly,
since Frank Mason Robinson drafted the famous red and white
Spencerian-lettered Coca-Cola emblem. That emblem is the most
famous commercial trademark in the world, bar none. Think about it;
you probably see the Coca-Cola ideogram more often than a medieval
villager saw a cross.22

Anything repeated that often gains power, power to move consumers
and, in a game of magical cause and effect, power to change the world.
Does the red-and-white swoosh and script serve as a mantra/mandala said
and seen a billion times a day, a subliminal brainwashing signal of the
Illuminati, the ikon of a powerful archetypal entity (Hermes, god of merchants?
Dionysos, god of wine?), or all of the above? All that impact, all those thoughts
and phrases, the fortunes in advertising, the hundreds of thousands of trucks
and transports dedicated to putting that rune, that glyph before ten billion eyes
– if a world has a drop of magical thinking or power to it, that symbol has big
mojo indeed.

This power, by the way, is the key to making an Urban Fantasy game really
feel urban, like a product of modern myth rather than a game about archaic sur-
vivals. Not that there’s anything wrong with archaic survivals, of course, 
but the mystical ecosystem is going to have grown some new predators in the last
century of mass-market gestalt. But what, then, might the Coca-Cola sign signify?

“Coca-Cola is . . . a sublimated essence of all that America stands for . . . ”
– newspaper editor William Allen White (1938)
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33 According to Dallas motorcycle patrol-
man Marrion Baker, Texas School Book
Depository clerical supervisor Mrs.
Robert Reid, and Oswald’s own testimo-
ny, he bought and drank a Coke on the
second-floor lunchroom of the School
Book Depository shortly after Kennedy
was shot. All references to the Coke were
stricken from the main Warren
Commission report.

The above is taken from Jim Marrs’
Crossfire, which was handy and is relative-
ly complete and indexed. As superb a film
as JFK was, and as much ghoulish fun as it
is to discuss magic bullets and sacred king
killing (see note 1, p. 27), at the end of the
day I have to agree with Gerald Posner’s
Case Closed or Jim Moore’s Conspiracy of
One that Oswald acted alone.

44 See note 14, p. 69.

55 See p. 114 for more notes on time as a
concept of Illumination.

66 And see p. 113 for kabbalistic advice.

77 This quote was the result of
typing both “Coca-Cola”
and “alchemical” into
the AltaVista search
e n g i n e .
R e s e a r c h i n g
essays like this,
the bizarrely
aimless and Zen
nature of the
Web becomes a
positive boon.

88 See note 8, p. 18
for alchemical
source materials.

In the most mundane of games, Coca-Cola is merely the symbol of an enor-
mous multibillion-dollar multinational corporation with branches and employ-
ees in almost every nation on the face of the Earth. Merely, I say. Conspiracy
games might begin with the well-documented collusion between Coca-Cola and
the OSS in World War II and move into the Communist allegations of Coca-
Cola’s collusion with the CIA in the advance of American imperialism. From the
right, for Coke as glove on the hand of the Black Helicopters, it’s worth point-
ing out that James Farley, former FDR campaign manager, was present at the
founding of the UN as head of Coca-Cola Export. Others might point with
alarm at Coke’s (or local bottlers’) occasional flirtations with dictatorships in
Central America, or the funding role Coca-Cola played for Herman Kahn’s
Hudson Institute (the think-tank which guided much of American political-mil-
itary strategy during the 1960s and 1970s). Richard Nixon, rejected by the
Coca-Cola company, went to work for Pepsi – on whose business he was in
Dallas on November 22, 1963. JFK drank Coke. Cola Wars as Secret Struggles?
Why did Lee Harvey Oswald drink a Coke before making his getaway?33

More Illuminated conspiracies can be drawn out of the warp and woof of
Coke’s history from John Pemberton’s murky background as a student of
herbalism and “botanico-medicine” in the antebellum Georgia hills to the mys-
terious stranger who, according to legend, sold Coca-Cola president Asa
Candler “the secret of success in two words: bottle it.” Parallels to Saint-
Germain’s role in designing the also red-and-white striped American flag are
left as an exercise for the student.44 Coca-Cola was first served (May 5, 1886;
Coke is a Taurus) at Jacobs’ Pharmacy, at the exact center of Atlanta known as
Five Points. Revealed in a pentagram? New Coke was the only official Coca-
Cola from April 23, 1985 (St. George’s Day; St. George’s cross is red on white)
to July 11; eighty days when Coke was “dead” – a double Lent before a glorious
Easter.55 Coke is always (“Always, Coca-Cola”) a new beginning; kabbalistically
“Coca-Cola” adds to 232: the same value as the Hebrew for “Let there be
light.”66 That, of course, Latinized as Fiat lux, was the motto of the Bavarian
Illuminati.

“At an appropriate moment during the all-night ritual (as the cone
of power was being raised) the elixir was diluted approximately 50/50
with Coca-Cola. The sugar, caffeine, and alcohol included in this
process were all found to be sympathetic adjuncts to the active
entheogen, psilocybin.”

– AShT Ch0zar Ssaratu, aka Bill Siebert, in “Notes
on the Miskatonic Alchemical Expedition” (1987)77

William Allen White’s phrase “sublimated essence,” of course,
recalls the alchemical art. Sublimation is the process by which

the White Laton can be washed free of the impure, leading to
the final marriage of – Red and White again.88 In the red-

and-white connection, of course, it’s important to recollect
Coca-Cola’s transformation of Santa Claus into an avatar
of itself;99 harnessing the wild man (Red, just like the
Georgia clay of the Cherokee mounds where
Pemberton learned to mix sacred herbs and roots) and
the White Christmas (Lord of Winter) into Yule’s life-
in-death; an alchemical blend only made possible, no
doubt, by endless sublimation. Not just Santa lies within

Coke’s ambit, necessarily; the vodoun loa Ogun Pierre
has red and white as his sacred colors, and rules the iron

sugar vat. (Loco, vodoun loa of trees, also wears red and
white, tying us back into Santa as Herne the Horned.) Ogun’s

cult, of course, is native to the West African Guinea coast –
where the kola tree grows wild.1100
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99 The modern image of Santa Claus is
entirely the work of Coca-Cola advertis-
ing artist Haddon Sundblom who, in a
series of Christmas paintings beginning in
1931, transformed him from a lean elf in
brown fur to the jolly, fat, bearded fellow
in red and white we all know and love.

1100 See note 5, p. 95 for more on vodoun. 

1111 And so is Coca-Cola, at least in many
Mayan villages in eastern Chiapas.

1122 These ingredients drawn from the con-
jectural formula for Coca-Cola printeed
in William Poundstone’s excellent Big
Secrets.

1133 Apropos of Appalachian witches, it’s
not immediately relevant to this essay, but
Manly Wade Wellman’s “Silver John”
horror/thriller stories set in the
Appalachian back country make up one of
the greatest series in horror fiction.

1144 As in Halloween (note 2, p. 19), or
even Hollow History (pp. 27-30).

On a very slightly more prosaic note, it’s no doubt significant that both coca
leaves and kola seeds contain powerful alkaloids which can induce “airy
thoughts” and agitated states suitable for divine communion. Both coca and kola
are important parts of shamanic “magic drinks” even now.1111 The other ingredi-
ents of the Secret Formula (and, although the formula has been changed tens of
times since 1886, it’s mythically interesting that nearly everyone still ‘knows’
that Coke has a Secret Formula for its success) also show up in traditional
herbals. Lavender (or “elf leaf”), oil of cassia, neroli oil, coriander, and nut-
meg1122 all have powerful associations with love spells and the powers of air
(white) and fire (red). Did Pemberton derive the famous “Merchandise 7X”
from Appalachian witches?

“God bless us, he thought rapturously,
this is the nectar of which even the finest,
rarest bock in the world is only the
vaguest hint. In one long, slow, savoring
swallow he emptied the cup.”

– Tim Powers, The Drawing
of the Dark

Think about it: Pemberton brews a magic drink
(or, as they called magic drinks in the 1880s, a
patent medicine, as in “medicine man”) on the
sacred lands of the Red man, to sell to White and
Black Atlantans. Perhaps Pemberton combined
Cherokee initiatory drinks with Ogun-Loco vodoun
potions and Celtic witches’1133 brews into a truly
American quintessence. Is Coca-Cola the famed
Red Elixir of the alchemists, bringing prosperity
and long life to America? Tim Powers’ Drawing of
the Dark posits a magical brewery which serves as
the heartstream of the West; has the beer of King
Arthur been replaced by the Coca-Cola of Michael
Jordan? Do the green glass bottles serve as athanors
in miniature or djinn bottles holding the Luck of
the West? Why, exactly, did Coke spend millions of
dollars making sure that “every American fighting
man would always have a Coke”?

“For me, a symbol of that state is a
Bedouin mounted on a camel
and clad in traditional robes under which he is wearing jeans, with a
transistor radio in his hands and an ad for Coca-Cola on the camel’s
back. I am not ridiculing this, nor am I shedding an intellectual
tear . . . I see it rather as . . . proof that something is happening,
something is being born, that we are in a phase when one age is
succeeding another, when everything is possible.”

– Vaclav Havel, “The Need for Transcendence
in the Postmodern World”

Everything is possible in the age of Coke, the American Century. In
between phases is the time of magic,1144 the time of myth and power. Coca-Cola
pours from the green glass Grail somewhere in the Five Points now beneath
Atlanta’s streets. It’s the Real Thing, perhaps the realest of them all in a world of
shadows and illusions. Like the Grail, Coke adds life. Who serves the Grail?
Who’s thirsty?
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Earlier, I said that everything
is Weird if you look at it
right. This section covers

how to look at it right. A lot of con-
cepts used, and named, in the pre-
ceding essays come into their own
here. As one of the essays below
says, this is Illumination in Theory
and Practice. Think of this section
as Houdini showing how the trick
works — and if you can dislocate
your joints and hold your breath,
you can do it, too. I finish it off with
an example of looking at the mun-
dane through a lens of gameable
Fantasy or Weirdness, and then with
a bit of instructive silliness.

105 Six Degrees of Sir Francis Bacon

108 Two-World Minimum: Bisociation and
The Art of High Weirdness

112 Illumination in Theory and Practice

116 Metro Section Baghdad

119 A Conspiratorial Alphabet



Pyramid originally posted “Six Degrees of
Sir Francis Bacon” on April 17, 1998. The
next essay in publishing-order sequence is
“Justinian and Arthur: Historical High
Fantasy,” on p. 61.

11 See, among other citations, p. 124.

22 For the Six Degrees, browse to
www.cs.virginia.edu/~bct7m/bacon.html

33 www.imdb.com

Six Degrees of
Sir Francis Bacon

“I had a strict rule, which I think secret services follow, too: No
piece of information is superior to any other. Power lies in
having them all on file and then finding the connections.
There are always connections; you have only to want to
find them.”

– Casaubon, in Foucault’s Pendulum,
by Umberto Eco

Connections. It’s not just a bravura frame story for a
cunningly-presented, if slightly over-deterministic,
television show about the history of science. It’s

the key to Fun With Conspiracies. Steve Jackson
glimpsed that truth when he designed the First
Illuminati Card Game; Nigel Findley hinted darkly at it
within that blasphemous tome known only as GURPS
Illuminati (well, actually he came right out and said it
on p. I12, the spoilsport); Umberto Eco wrote the great
postmodern novel Foucault’s Pendulum on that theme.11
This isn’t just Weird Uncle Ken spouting off, in other
words. If you want to build a proper conspiracy for
your roleplaying game, and who the heck doesn’t, it’s
important to find those connections. Note that I didn’t
say “make them up.” That’s what crazy people are for.
You just have to find those crazy people’s books,
mimeographed pamphlets, Web sites, scrawled graffiti,
public access cable programs, or what have you. Trust
me; Casaubon is right. There are always connections. 

“It was a little like that game where you have
to go from sausage to Plato in five steps, by
association of ideas. Let’s see: sausage, pig-bris-
tle, paintbrush, Mannerism, Idea, Plato. Easy.” 

– Casaubon, in Foucault’s Pendulum,
by Umberto Eco

Which leads us, as by an ineffable connecting thread, to the
topic of this particular Suppressed Transmission: that game. No,
not the one with the sausages, but one oddly akin to it. It’s even
more akin to The Six Degrees Of Kevin Bacon, which proves two
things: that Kevin Bacon is at the epicenter of cinema, and that
University of Virginia students have way too much free time on their
hands. If you haven’t encountered this particular thing of beauty, it’s basically a
computer program22 running off the Internet Movie Database33 that traces the
path from Kevin Bacon to any other actor in Hollywood, past or present. Kevin
Bacon has a Bacon Number of 0; any actor who has appeared in a movie with
Kevin Bacon has a Bacon Number of 1; any actor who has appeared in a movie
with an actor with a Bacon Number of 1 has a Bacon Number of 2, and so
forth. This is the kind of thing we need for conspiracies. Unfortunately, Kevin
Bacon isn’t really the proper combination of occult mastermind, political back-
stabber, cryptographer, and mad scientist that we need at the center of our
Illuminated web of connections.
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44 See pp. 67-69.

55 The “School of Night,” for which see p.
40.

66 For this particular discussion, see notes
6 and 8, pp. 35-36.

77 And for this one, see note 3, p. 102.

88 Or about ghosts; see Tim Powers’ nov-
els Expiration Date and Earthquake
Weather.

99 See note 2, p. 16.

1100 See p. 40 for a trifle more on Sir
Humphrey Gilbert, and p. 12 for Dee as
cosmic epicenter.

Sir Francis Bacon (1561-1626), on the other hand, is perfect. According to
boring old historical fact, he served as Lord Chancellor of England, betrayed his
benefactor Essex to a charge of treason, pled guilty himself to bribery and cor-
ruption, wrote books of essays and histories, codified the scientific method in
Novum Organum and The New Atlantis, and died on Easter Sunday after catch-
ing pneumonia trying to freeze a chicken. In addition to this fairly busy sched-
ule, we are told by those in a position to keep a straight face that he was an
incarnation (or alias) of the immortal Count Saint-Germain;44 the editor of the
King James Bible; a member of a secretive sorcerous circle that included Sir
Walter Raleigh;55 possessor of the Masonic Secret Word; and the author of
Shakespeare’s plays,66 Don Quixote, and Vigenere’s Cryptography. After all that,
and faking his death a la Elvis, he moved to St. Martin’s in Paris and thence to
Germany to secretly direct the Rosicrucian Brotherhood. To quote Manly P.
Hall, who ought to know, “Bacon is not to be regarded solely as a man but as
the focal point.” (My copy of Hall’s Secret Teachings of All Ages has a really neat
picture of Shakespeare with an onionskin engraving of Bacon that you can lay
over it to see what Shakespeare would have looked like in a fruity hat. I truly
recommend this book.)

So let’s play Six Degrees of Sir Francis Bacon, and see what we come up
with. Let’s start with an easy one: Adam Weishaupt, founder of the Bavarian
Illuminati. Weishaupt was a Mason; Bacon was a Secret Mason. There’s your
connection. Weishaupt obviously derived his covert knowledge from Bacon’s
coded Masonic writings (and looking at Bacon’s career of conspiracy even in real
history, that’s not a bad match). Weishaupt has a Bacon Number of 1. Moving on
to the next card in my INWO deck, we come to the Discordians. Like its cousin
game, Six Degrees of Sir Francis Bacon is best played with discrete individuals;
we’ll take Kerry Thornley, one of the patriarchs of Eris. Thornley was in Lee
Harvey Oswald’s unit in the Marines, Oswald was framed by the Warren
Commission,77 the Warren Commission was a bunch of Masons, which brings us
back to Bacon. Thornley’s Bacon Number is 3. It’s 3 if you go the other way;
Thornley is a devotee of Eris, Eris started the Trojan War, Shakespeare wrote
Troilus and Cressida about the Trojan War,88 Shakespeare was Bacon. Thornley-
Eris-Shakespeare; Thornley is still a 3.

Adepts of Hermes? Hermes Trismegistos99 founded Rosicrucianism, Bacon
was a Rosicrucian; Hermes’ Bacon Number is 1. Bermuda Triangle? English
explorer Sir Humphrey Gilbert vanished in the Bermuda Triangle in 1583 (well,
it was somewhere in the Atlantic, and since he vanished, it must have been the
Triangle), Gilbert was sent on his mission by Elizabeth’s magus John Dee,1100 Dee
was in the Invisible College (a Rosicrucian study group) with Bacon. Gilbert has
a Bacon Number of 2. Or, intriguingly enough, Ignatius Donelley not only wrote
a book about Atlantis, which as we all know is right under the Bermuda Triangle,
but also one proving that Bacon wrote Shakespeare! Donelley’s Bacon Number is
1 twice over, connecting back to Bacon’s New Atlantis. Servants of Cthulhu?
Lovecraft wrote that John Dee translated the Necronomicon into English, Dee
leads to Bacon; Lovecraft gets a 2. See how much fun this is?
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1111 See note 14, p. 26 for MJ-12.

1122 The Boy Scouts spawned a bizarre off-
shoot in 1920 called the Kindred of the
Kibbo Kift (what is it with dumb club
names and those initials, anyway?) to
return Scouting to its Edenic, nature-
worshiping roots, the better to “improve
the race” (it is those initials, isn’t it?).
Among those roots were old ritual dances
of the type rapidly being assigned
Frazerian meaning (note 8, p. 96) by ama-
teur folklorists like the Kibbo Kift’s
founder John Hargrave.

Among the Kibbo Kift’s ritual
dances were the “dragon dances” of the
Dragon Society, a group stage-managed
by Bacon to create a Goddess-centered
occult colony in Quincy, Massachusetts
according to the principles of the New
Atlantis. The Pilgrim Fathers ran the new
colony, “Merry Mount,” off shortly there-
after and clapped its founder, Thomas
Morton, in jail in 1644 after a few more
tries. Hargrave to Morton to Bacon is a
Bacon Number of 2.

1133 Victor Hugo, author of Les Miserables,
was a Rosicrucian, and even served as
Nautonnier (Grand Master) of the Prieuré
de Sion, for a Bacon Number of 1.

1144 Edmond Halley, of Halley’s Comet
fame, theorized not just one Hollow
Earth, but four, each inside the next. He
was also, of course, a big wheel in the
Baconian-inspired, Invisible-College-
descended Royal Society, for a Bacon
Number of 1.

Polishing off the rest of the Illuminati, now, we can start by noting a con-
nection between The Network and The UFOs. Dr. Vannevar Bush, inventor of
a differential computer and author of “How We May Think,” which predicted
the Internet and hypertext in 1946, was also a member of the Majestic-12
group1111 who made that treaty with the Greys everyone gets so upset about. So
what’s Vannevar Bush’s Bacon Number? Well, he was appointed Director of the
Office of Scientific Research and Development in 1941 by Franklin D.
Roosevelt, President and (you’re way ahead of me by now) Mason. So he’s a
Bacon 2 also. Gnomes of Zurich? Sure, you can go through the Rothschilds
(Salomon Rothschild was a Mason). Or, you can go through a secretive Order of
African Architects founded by a Baron von Kopper in Prussia on the orders of
Frederick the Great (a patron of Saint-Germain, alias Bacon). The OAA’s secret
archives were stored, it seems, in Switzerland. African Architects? Secrets of the
Pyramids or Great Zimbabwei? Speaking of lost lands, Shangri-La can be tied
in a couple of ways. John Buchan, who wrote stories of Central Asian adventure
about the Nine Unknowns of Shangri-La, was part of a secretive group associat-
ed with the British Foreign Office; from there you can go back to Dee and
Walsingham and their coven with Bacon. The visionary painter Nicolas Roerich
was sent on a mission to Shangri-La by U.S. Secretary of Agriculture (and later
Vice President) Henry Wallace (I could not make this up if I tried, folks);
Wallace was appointed by FDR, as well. Wallace was also, they say, a
Communist agent.

The Communist Conspiracy? Karl Marx gets a 4. He was hired to write The
Communist Manifesto by Louis Blanc, a socialist friend of the magician Esquiros,
who hung out with the Rosicrucian artist Josephin Peladan. Marx-Blanc-
Esquiros-Peladan-Bacon. Of course, if you believe, as some do, that Blanc was a
Grand Orient Mason, then Marx jumps to a 2. Interestingly enough, Leon
Trotsky has a Kevin Bacon Number of 4: during his prewar American exile,
Trotsky acted in a few Hollywood pictures. (Look it up! It’s true, my hand to
God!) The future Father of the Red Army was in My Official Wife (1914) with
Eulalie Jensen, who was in Mother Machree (1928) with John Wayne, who was in
El Dorado (1967) with Ed Asner, who was in JFK (1991) with Kevin Bacon. That
makes Kevin Bacon’s Francis Bacon number 2, since JFK dealt with the Warren
Commission coverup, and the commissioners were (say it with me) a bunch of
Masons. Francis Bacon, meanwhile, has a Kevin Bacon number of 2 also; he was
played by Donald Crisp in Michael Curtiz’ The Private Lives of Elizabeth and
Essex (1939). Donald Crisp was in The Long Gray Line (1955) with Betsy Palmer,
who was in Friday the 13th (1980) with Kevin Bacon.

“When you wander, as you often delight to do, you wander indeed,
and give never such satisfaction as the curious time requires.”

– Sir Francis Bacon, Letter of Expostulation to Coke

The point of all of this (like we needed a point to all of this) is to demon-
strate that the connections are there for you, the gamemaster, to pick up.
Francis Bacon is handy because he has the same name as that toothy Secret
Master of Tinseltown, and, as you may have noticed, because he is loudly
claimed, by the type of people who loudly claim such things, to have been a
Mason. For a challenge, try playing Mason-Free Six Degrees of Francis Bacon
(the equivalent of playing Six Degrees of Kevin Bacon without using JFK). Go
through those old encyclopedia entries and biographies; you don’t even have to
read the openly crazy folks half the time, as that weird little anecdote about
Henry Wallace demonstrates. Then when you have to tie your own home-
grown Illuminati into the Boy Scouts, Les Miserables, or the Hollow Earth, just
think of Sir Francis Bacon and tie ‘em all together. Bacon Numbers on these, by
the way: Boy Scouts 2,1122 Les Mis 1,1133 Hollow Earth 1.1144 The proof, as they say,
is left as an exercise for the student.
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Pyramid originally posted “Two-World
Minimum: Bisociation and the Art of High
Weirdness” on July 23, 1998. The next essay
in publishing-order sequence is “The Slightly
Alternate History,” on p. 13.

11 Yes, I’m well aware that it should, tech-
nically, be “Vínland,” not “Vinland.” This
kind of stinginess with diacritical marks
has led some people to seriously suggest
that Leif Eriksson actually named the
country in question “Vinland,” meaning
“meadow land” rather than “Vínland,”
meaning “wine land.” They’re impelled
by the absence of grapes on the one
known Viking settlement in the New
World, L’Anse aux Meadows in
Newfoundland. This doesn’t stand up to
linguistic scrutiny, as the word vin
doesn’t  appear anywhere else in the
Icelandic literary corpus. Other people
assume that Leif meant “any blackish
fruit,” and that the “wine grapes” might
have been currants. This, too, founders
on the rocks of textual analysis. It’s also
unlikely that Leif was too stupid to know
a currant from a grape. So, we’re left with
grapes, and with the suspicion that no, we
haven’t found Vinland yet. See Erik
Wahlgren’s The Vikings and America for
the scoop, and Kim Stanley Robinson’s
superb short story “Vinland the Dream”
for a bisociative look at Vinland.

Pre-Columbian discoveries of
America are full of dubious research ideal
for distorting even further in the interests
of some campaign. Barry Fell’s America
B.C. is a prime example of a genre that
traditionally makes an entire Celtic colo-
nial culture out of plow marks on a flat
rock anywhere in the continent. Jim
Bailey’s Sailing to Paradise is beautifully
illustrated and ties in well with Hapgood’s
ancient Sea Kings theories (see pp. 99-
100). Ivan Van Sertima’s They Came Before
Columbus handles ancient African Olmecs,
while Charles Michael Boland’s They All
Discovered America has a cheerful, infec-
tious broadmindedness about it.

I should also mention the tales of the
Templar discovery of America darkly
hinted in Michael Bradley’s whiz-bang
Holy Grail Across the Atlantic and Andrew
Sinclair’s somewhat more sober The
Sword and the Grail.

22 Jung took synchronicity from Koestler’s
Roots of Coincidence, and Koestler’s The
Thirteenth Tribe deals with the Khazar
kingdom so effectively bisociated in
Milorad Pavic’s disturbing “lexicon novel”
The Dictionary of the Khazrs.

Two-World Minimum:
Bisociation and the Art
of High Weirdness

“I have tried to save from oblivion a minor horror: the vast,
contradictory library, whose vertical deserts of books run the incessant
risk of metamorphosis, which affirm everything, deny everything,
and confuse everything – like a raving god.”

– Jorge Luis Borges, The Total Library

In my library I have a copy of a book called The Vinland Map and the Tartar
Relation. I bought it not because I love old maps and traveler’s tales (which I
do), but because of its almost Borgesian existence in two worlds. In one

world, it’s the most important cartographic document of the millennium. In
another, it’s a shameless forgery. Which world the book rests in depends on
when you look at it and on where you stand when you look at it. To elaborate: in
1957 a Yale map curator bought a handwritten tome entitled The Tartar Relation
together with a world map showing what very much looks like the east coast of
Canada, labeled “Vinlanda Insula.” By the position of wormholes in the two, the
collector determined that both had been part of a medieval binding of yet a
third book, which needn’t concern us now. The undeniably genuine Tartar
Relation dates to 1440: the Vinland11 Map, therefore, predated Columbus by 50
years. In 1965, Yale University Press published the two documents with com-
mentary and a lot of bragging.

Even at the time, some experts denounced it as a forgery, but in 1972
microanalysis by Walter McCrone discovered large quantities of titanium diox-
ide in the map ink – a compound that did not exist in ink before the 1920s.
Bang, zoom, the map is a forgery. But in 1985, Yale secretly arranged for UC
Davis chemist Thomas Cahill to reexamine the map with a proton accelerator:
Cahill found only traces of titanium, which can be found in Gutenberg Bibles
and other medieval documents. Yale republished the book in 1996, once more
proclaiming it genuine. Walter McCrone remains unconvinced, as, frankly, do I.

But the dual nature of the Vinland Map is the sort of thing games dealing
with Uncertainty (such as games of conspiracy, magic, horror, mystery, and even
alternate history) thrive on. Something is two things at once, or to two different
sides. Believing them both is the key to keeping the game realistically unreal.
This “perceiving of a situation or
idea . . . in two self-consistent but
fundamentally incompatible
frames of reference,” is what
Arthur Koestler called bisocia-
tion. (Koestler was sort of bisocia-
tive himself,22 one of those combi-
nation brilliant artist-pathbreak-
ing philosopher-dodgy eccentric
types that usually get left back in
the Renaissance.) Koestler
thought bisociation was the
source of the jolt we get from
humor, from scientific theory, and
from art. Jokes, theories, and art:
sounds like the ingredients of any
good roleplaying campaign.
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33 Let me warn you at the outset: Grail
research is not for the weak of heart, or
for the short of shelf space. The Grail, as
the central symbol in Western esoteric
thought, connects to everything, and
everybody’s got a book on it. A.E. Waite’s
The Holy Grail looks at it kabbalistically,
John  Matthews’ Household of the Grail
goes the Celtic-myth direction, while
Jesse Weston’s From Ritual to Romance
tied the Grail to the Frazerian sacred king
(see note 8, p. 96) and inspired T.S.
Eliot’s poem The Waste Land which in
turn inspired Tim Powers’ novel Last
Call. And of course, there are the Grail
romances themselves, by the Templar-
sponsored Wolfram of Eschenbach and
Chretien de Troyes.

John Matthews’ anthology Sources of
the Grail and Norma Lorre Goodrich’s
The Holy Grail both give good overviews
of the phenomenon, and of course Holy
Blood, Holy Grail (see p. 124) ties it all into
that pesky Prieuré and their Rosicrucian
buddies.

44 See note 2, p. 14.

55 Medievalist Otto Rahn (1904-1939) vis-
ited many Grail-connected sites in France
and Germany, eventually identifying with
the legendary Cathar connection (as
explicated in Holy Blood, Holy Grail, above)
in his 1933 book Crusade Against the Grail.
This brought him to the attention of Nazi
mystic Karl Maria Wiligut, a.k.a.
“Weisthor,” who introduced Rahn to his
friend Heinrich Himmler.

Himmler gave Rahn an SS commis-
sion and a blank check for further Grail
research; the result was Rahn’s 1937 book

Lucifer’s Servants, which postu-
lates that the true Aryans, and
the Nazi Party, were rightfully
servants of a benevolent white
entity known in the Bible as
Lucifer. (This, of course, is also
Bramley’s Gods of Eden thesis; see
pp. 59 and 82.)

In February of 1939, Rahn
resigned his SS commission for
unknown reasons, and this expe-
rienced mountaineer mysterious-
ly died “of exposure” in the
mountains above Kufstein on
March 14, 1939  – exactly 595
years to the day after the surren-
der of his beloved Cathars at
Montségur.

66 See pp. 61-63 for Arthur.

77 On pp. WT36-38.

“He praised all the new Masonic symbols, but said that an image
that represented several things no longer represented anything.
Which – you’ll forgive me – runs counter to the whole hermetic
tradition, for the more ambiguous and elusive a symbol is, the more it
gains significance and power. Otherwise, what becomes of Hermes,
god of a thousand faces?”

– Conté Aglie, in Foucault’s Pendulum, by Umberto Eco

Although things can have more than two sides, of course, especially in the
world of High Weirdness. Keep in mind that the more sides you can see (and
eventually let your players see) to an object, the more powerfully bisociative it
becomes. You don’t need to choose one or the other, at least not at first. Think
of them all at once; hold all the angles in your mind. Bisociation is a concept; a
tool to use to think about impossibilities (like men who fly and fearless vampire
killers). Then write a game that drives the players as crazy as thinking of all
these things at once drives you.

THE HOLY GRAIL
Let’s start with something everyone knows about, and nobody agrees on.

The first sources describe the Grail33 as a “dish,” not as a cup. In others, it’s a
green, glowing Stone From Heaven (Kryptonite? Alien drive core?
Philosopher’s Stone? All three?). In still others, the Grail is a child and a maiden
– which causes some theorists to think the Grail is a bloodline or a family.
Different theorists say that the Grail is nothing more than a Celtic resurrection
cauldron (Horn of plenty? Nanotech containment unit?) or a poetic symbol (Of
secret knowledge? Celtic poetry was a magical spell; could the Grail be a Word
of Power?) or the severed head of a god.44 SS Colonel Otto Rahn55 thought the
Grail would redeem him and save
Germany just as King Arthur66 thought it
would redeem him and save Britain.
What single Grail could the ultimate,
predatory evil of the SS and the ultimate,
defensive good of the Round Table both
honestly seek? In GURPS Warehouse 23,
S. John Ross rings further bisociative
changes on the Grail,77 as well as the
Spear of Destiny, the Ark of the
Covenant, the Crystal Skull, and a lot of
other things I was going to use as exam-
ples here until I realized he’d done it bet-
ter than I could. Look at all the “Notes
and Crossovers” given for these numi-
nous artifacts – their nature, their reality
and their powers determine if the world
is Mundane, Fortean, Occult,
Conspiratorial, or (all of the above)
Illuminated in true bisociative (quintoso-
ciative?) glory.
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88 The Tarot, like the Grail, has produced
plenty of shelf-eating madness and mania
in its short existence. Created, almost cer-
tainly, in the 1440s as a local version of a
popular bidding card game, the Tarot
spread across Europe as army after army
invaded Italy and took this curious deck
home with it as a souvenir.

In 1783 the hairdresser Etteilla dis-
covered that he could make more money
as a charlatan than a hairdresser, and cre-
ated the tradition of the magical Tarot as
repository of “Egyptian wisdom” almost
completely out of whole cloth. From
there, the Tarot entered the mainstream
of European occultism a century later, as
the French magician Papus, the
Rosicrucian Oswald Wirth, and the lead-
ing lights of the Golden Dawn (see note
4, p. 44) all created their own decks and
their own interpretations of its timeless
wisdom. Golden Dawn member A.E.
Waite produced the most influential deck
since the 16th century with his “Rider-
Waite deck” of 1910 and the accompany-
ing Pictorial Key to the Tarot, which is one
of the two major occultist Tarot books
worth reading. Aleister Crowley’s Book of
Thoth (accompanying his own 1944 deck)
is the other one.

Bill Butler’s Dictionary of the Tarot
summarizes the various interpretations of
the various Tarots. Stuart Kaplan’s magis-
terial three-volume Encyclopedia of the
Tarot is hands-down the best reference on
the topic, although A Wicked Pack Of
Cards by Ronald Decker, Thierry
Depaulis, and Michael Dummett is the
first volume of a comprehensive academic
exploration and demolition of the occult
Tarot. And no mention of the Tarot can
go without still another recommendation
on my part for Tim Powers’ superb Grail-
Tarot-gangster Vegas novel Last Call.

THE TAROT
78 cards, 22 archetypal images.88 Recreations of a Renaissance street festi-

val? Pages from the lost Book of Thoth? Tools of Gypsy magic and fortunetelling?
Shards of Atlantean lore passed down to the Maya and to the Egyptians in pyra-
midal houses of wisdom? The first gambling game to number the trumps, and
therefore outcompete the hundreds of lost trionfi decks of the 15th century?
Communication devices for summoning or contacting primal gods and entities
beneath civilization? A symbolic alphabet descended from the Word of God to
Moses? Psychic daggers aimed at a mad king of France?99 Think of the Tarot as
all these things at once, and imagine the uses you can put it to in a game.

What if the Tarot and the Grail are the same? Bisociate them: the Tarot
becomes the encoded Grail Quest of the Foolish Knight (the Wise Fool, safe in
innocence) past the Magician (Merlin), the High Priestess (Vivien), the Empress
(Morgan le Fay), the Emperor (the Fisher King), and so forth. Seeking the Grail
means understanding the Tarot. Using the Tarot for divination is invocation of
prophetic powers. The soldiers gambled for Christ’s robes; contrary to Gospel
they did not dice, they used Tarot cards which caught His holy blood. Or, which
recapitulated the Words of Power he used to work his miracles. Or, which serve
to train psionics to access a transdimensional nexus where resurrection is possi-
ble, time runs backwards, and history stands revealed.

“A crystal lens had been found in the treasure-house at Nineveh . . .
in ruins of an old civilization upon this earth, has been found
an accursed thing that was, acceptably, not a product of any old
civilization indigenous to this earth.”

– Charles Fort, The Book of the Damned

One kind of bisociative campaign might center on a Fortean thing with
many, many explanations for its existence. Take Fort’s crystal lens (which, he
reports, is a true optical lens, not simply an ornament). Did the Assyrians actual-
ly have advanced optics, kept as a military secret just as iron smelting was? Did
time-travelers leave a telescope behind? Did a Cyclops lose a contact lens? Is the
lens a holy relic of Atlantis? Is it a clever forgery from 1853?1100 The Eye of
Nergal?1111 A holographic storage unit for alien UFO computers? The pineal
gland of the Crystal Skull? A faerie1122 stone for seeing into Dom-Daniel? For
each explanation, there exists a parallel world where that explanation is true;
those worlds all overlap our world, where the Nineveh Lens rests in the British
Museum and focuses all realities into one fist-sized piece of silicon. Now, the
dimensions struggle in their sleep – whoever controls the Lens controls Reality.
Whether the PCs should seek to reunite the worlds into One Truth or keep
them from uniting in Total Annihilation is up to the GM.
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99 According to legend, the deck of cards
owned by the mad King Charles VI, the
so-called “Gringonneur Deck” of 1392
was a Tarot. The deck usually depicted as
the Gringonneur was, itself, most likely a
mid-16th century Venetian one.

1100 The year the Lens was discovered.

1111 Nergal was the god of death and pesti-
lence, and one of the Assyrians’ patron
deities. Nergal may also have been a solar
deity; after the Assyrians finished with his
rep, he became a lord of Hell in Judeo-
Christian mythology.

1122 See p. 87 for a similarly bisociative
explanation for the faerie.

1133 The best single book on the Templars
as occult heroes or villains is Peter
Partner’s The Murdered Magicians: The
Templars and Their Myth. Edward
Burman’s Supremely Abominable Crimes is
an excellent academic study of the trial of
the Templars, which presents in passing
fairly conclusive evidence that no, the
Templars did not worship a head. I’ve
already recommended Baphomet knows
how many books involving the esoteric
doings of the Templars throughout the
course of this collection, so I’ll content
myself with the Eco reference on this
page.

1144 See p. 113.

1155 See note 12, p. 93.

1166 See p. 82.

“Who were the Templars? At first you made them sound like sergeants
in a John Ford movie, then like a bunch of bums, then like knights in
an illuminated miniature, then like bankers of God carrying on their
dirty deals, then like a routed army, then like devotees of a Satanic
sect, and finally like martyrs to free thought. What were they in the
end?” “Probably they were all those things.”

– Belbo and Casaubon, in Foucault’s Pendulum, by Umberto Eco

Once you’ve bisociated yourself into a tizzy, you have one of two options:
everything is true in parallel, or everything is true in series. The Nineveh Lens
campaign above is an example of “parallel truth”: all those explanations for the
Lens are true in some overlapping world. “Series truth” can be compared to
unwrapping the layers of an onion (as Nigel Findley does on p. I11); each
“truth” hides a “deeper truth” inside it. For an example of “series
truth,” let’s take the Templars (God, how I love the Templars)1133 as
the onion, and all of the Illuminati cards from INWO as our lay-
ered, bisociated truths.

Pranks that seem to have no purpose: emailing spam, spread-
ing virus rumors, painting over license plates, counterfeiting Soviet
money – but these Discordian actions work to alter reality itself
into a new paradigm, one that overthrows all existing, oppressive
hierarchies. Unbeknownst to these chaos guerrillas, they do the
dirty work of the Bavarian Illuminati, founded to avenge the death
of Jacques de Molay, 23rd Grand Master of the Templars, by
destroying all religion and all nations. Or so the Illuminati think;
actually, the custodians of the Templar treasure bought their own
escape from King Philip of France and fled to concealment in
Switzerland. Using the Templar stranglehold on medieval com-
merce, these Gnomes of Zurich have been covertly manipulating
economies and currencies for centuries: the Illuminati’s revolutions
and wars just serve to make the Gnomes richer.

Or so the Gnomes think. In actuality, the Gnomes’ every
action is easily predicted by (and greatly profits) the Network,
descended from the Templar masters of lost Indian, Arabic, and
Greek works of political economy, chaos mathematics, and socio-
logical models. The Network has reduced all of mankind to numbers. These
numerical values are the key to kabbalah,1144 the ancient Jewish magickal art that
the inner core of the Temple never revealed to anyone but their own Adepts of
Hermes. Magick predicts, magick controls, and thanks to magick the Adepts’
inner circle itself has retreated to Shangri-La, where as the Nine Unknown
Masters,1155 they guide the very currents of the world. Or so they think. What
the masters of Shangri-La consider magick is merely hyperphysical law to the
UFOs, piloted by saurian beings1166 possessing mighty eons-old sciences. But the
UFOs do not come from the stars – or if they do, it is because they were sent
there by the saurian rulers of the dark ocean trenches beneath the Bermuda
Triangle. In their sunken cities, the saurians dream of power – and their dreams
flow from the ancient Deep One blood in their veins, making them truly
Servants of Cthulhu.

“Why, sometimes I’ve believed as many as six
impossible things before breakfast.”

– The Red Queen, in Alice Through The Looking-
Glass, by Lewis Carroll

Or, at least, while eating pizza, rolling dice, and drinking Mountain Dew.
Go thou and do likewise.
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Pyramid originally posted “Illumination in
Theory and Practice” on March 5, 1999. The
next essay in publishing-order sequence is “Six
Flags Over Roswell,” on p. 23.

11 Or novel, or screenplay, or anything else
you create. This essay is pretty much One
Big Annotation; even more than usual, I
recommend Vital Source Material in the
main text itself, leaving correspondingly
less for these marginalia to do.

22 See note 2, p. 16. This law, by the way,
is the theoretical justification for astrolo-
gy (see note 17, p. 42). Buy the premise,
and you buy the bit.

Illumination in
Theory and Practice

“No, we must overdo it. If we admit that in the whole universe
there is even a single fact that does not reveal a mystery, then we
violate hermetic thought.”

– Casaubon, in Foucault’s Pendulum, by Umberto Eco

Many of these essays have been what you might call “case studies” 
in Illumination; making things appear bigger, better, larger, and
above all More Significant than they have any right to be. The

process of Illumination is not only useful in GURPS Illuminati games; any
game of secret magic, multiple world-views, horror, conspiracy, mythic pres-
ence or historical fantasy can be Illuminated. Now, with the examples I’ve given
in previous (and future) essays in mind, it’s time to move from the microcosm
to the macrocosm. Herewith, then, is the Theory and Practice of Illuminating
your RPG campaign.11

“There is a view by which it can be shown, or more or less
demonstrated, that there never has been a coincidence . . . By a
coincidence is meant a false appearance, or suggestion, of relations
among circumstances. But anybody who accepts that there is an
underlying oneness of all things, accepts that there are no utter
absences of relations among circumstances –
Or that there are no coincidences, in the sense that there are
no real discords in either colors or musical notes –
That any two colors, or sounds, can be harmonized, by intermediately
relating them to other colors, or sounds.”

– Charles Fort, Wild Talents

The key to Illumination is meaning: what do things mean, and what kind of
things are you talking about? In the Completely Illuminated game, of course,
everything means everything. “Coincidence is causation,” and nothing ever hap-
pens by random chance. This is not only way too much work for the GM, it also
winds up deadening some of the spirit of the game – much better to have tiny
things point up Big Important Ones and vice versa, with enough threads run-
ning between them that the players always have the sense that there’s More To
Learn. Feel free to use coincidence to prove causation, just do it only when it’s
important (in other words, modify the Law of Coincidences with the Laws of
Dramatic Necessity) or you’ll never get anything else done. The Hermetic law
“as above, so below”22 demonstrates this method: the macrocosm (the stars,
things above the earth, the ways of the gods, the big campaign NPCs,
Conspiracies, and themes) is a reflection of and a causal agent of the microcosm
(the ways of man and his world, little threads, the tiny hints, the coincidences,
the red herrings). The Big is tied to the Little, and vice versa. Little signs are
symptoms of Big Changes, which twist still more little things out of place.
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33 Including the Tarot, Enochian, English,
and (yes) Chinese. This book really has to
be seen to be believed. I’m not quite sure
what use anyone who isn’t writing this
column regularly can get out of it, but if
you want correspondences, this (or Bill
Whitcomb’s Magician’s Companion) is the
place to look.

Insanely quick verion of kabbalism:
ancient Hebrew used the letters for num-
bers, thus every word has at least one
numerical equivalent; the Torah, thus, is
God’s digital OS for the world.

44 Ard Rhi is the Gaelic for “High King,”
Le Roi is French for “the king,” Koenig is
German, and Khan is Turkish, for “king.”
Some folks think that “Arthur” is a title,
derived from Ard Rhi. Others think he
was a giant werebear, from the Greek ark-
tos.

Which big things match which little things? That’s where the Laws
of Correspondences come into play. You can find table upon table of
correspondences tying astrological signs to Olympian gods to let-
ters of the alphabet to gems to spices to nations to elements to
metals to anything, really, in books like Bill Whitcomb’s The
Magician’s Companion, Aleister Crowley’s Magick in Theory
and Practice or 777, or even that odd old book Fantasy
Wargaming by Bruce Galloway.

Everything can be tied to everything else, so pick
and choose which trails to follow when writing your
game (and which ones to lead the players down when
running it). If you don’t find exactly what you’re
looking for, of course, you can get entirely different
correspondences from Chinese occultism (start with
the I Ching and work from there, and Wolfram
Eberhard has a nice Dictionary of Chinese Symbols to
help out). For a real Illuminated puree, David Allen
Hulse’s The Key of It All ties it all together in a thor-
oughly spurious, but certainly gameable, way.

“If (as the Greek asserts in the Cratylus)
The name is archetype to the thing,
The rose is in the letters of ‘rose’
And the length of the Nile in ‘Nile.’”

– Jorge Luis Borges, “The Golem (II)”

The magick key Hulse uses is kabbalism, the inherent
numerological magic and power of names, alphabets, and
numbers. Hulse gives a kabbalistic value to 13 alphabets,33
which of course, lets you “correspond” them to each other as
above. Feel free to look for numerical meanings in the names of
historical figures in your Illuminati, streets in your game city, or even
(especially) major NPCs. The great thing about kabbalah is that there’s
easily seven or eight different ways to add up the numerical value of a given
name, so one of them is bound to be disturbing, useful, significant or all three.
Godwin’s Cabalistic Encyclopedia is a great primer for kabbalistic workings, with a
lot of numbers already given creepy meaning for you.

But name Illumination doesn’t end with kabbalah. Remember, naming a
thing gives you power over it, and discovering a name lets you discover some-
thing about its user. Origins of names can reveal powerful secrets (“Kennedy”
can derive from “wounded head” in Gaelic), or similar names can carry similar
power. Perhaps Mr. Ardrey, Mr. Leroy, Mr. Koenig, and Mr. Khan are all trying
for some sort of mystical kingship?44 Patron (“name day”) saints also carry sym-
bolic value; someone named Thomas may have (or be) a magickal twin, or be
particularly in tune with architectural meanings, or be a Mason (St. Thomas,
the Twin, has the builder’s square as a symbol), or all three, depending on your
game’s needs. Look into Butler’s Lives of the Saints or some similar book (there’s a
million of them, although I very much like Clara Clement’s Legendary and
Mythological Art for its good treatment of medieval Christian hagioiconography)
and follow the trail of names.

“‘These aren’t route lines,’ Crane said absently. ‘They’re outlines. See?
Lake Havasu, where the original London Bridge is now, is the bridge
of the nose, and Blythe is the chin, and the 10 highway is the jaw-line.
And I can recognize the portrait now – it’s Diana.’”

– Tim Powers, Last Call
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55 I have, indeed, written a Sacred
Geometry essay, but too late to be includ-
ed in this collection. As a partial restitu-
tion, however, there are note 11 on ley
lines on p. 55, and there’s always Robert
Lawlor’s instructive primer Sacred
Geometry.

66 Thus pointing the finger, for those who
have Eyes With Which To See, at the
Masons, since the highest degree of
Masonry is traditionally the 33rd. “Dea
ley,” of course, must be “god ley.”

77 I stole that right out of Alan Moore’s
briliant Ripper comic book From Hell, and
I’m not ashamed to say so, either.

88 See p. 124.

99 For Halloween, specifically, see note 2
on p. 19.

1100 See p. 72.

1111 April 20, 1889, was the day between
Good Friday and Easter, or Black
Saturday when Christ is symbolically
“descended into Hell” and thus, with the
power of God removed from Earth, the
powers of darkness can walk freely. April
30, 1945, like all April 30ths, was
Walpurgisnacht, May Eve, which is like
Halloween only in the Spring and with a
slightly more reliable pedigree in folk cus-
tom.

Not just the names of places have power and Meaning (same thing), of
course, the places themselves do. What else happened there in the past? (“It was
an old Indian burial ground.”) What’s nearby? (“Right across the street from a
White Castle.”) Every place can be one of the Places of Mystery; especially if
you get to tie in ley lines, dragon roads, feng shui, and all that. (I’ll do a Sacred
Geometry essay Real Soon Now.)55 Remember, any five places can make a pen-
tagram on a map. Go back to kabbalah and figure out the Secret Meaning of the
latitude and longitude of your place of power – Dealey Plaza is on the 33rd
degree66 of latitude, for example.

“In what manner does the countenance of the sky at the moment of a
man’s birth determine his character? It acts on the person during his
life in the manner of the loops which a peasant ties at random around
the pumpkins in his field: they do not cause the pumpkin to grow, but
they determine its shape.”

– Johannes Kepler, letter to Herwart, 1595

Place is only half the dimension, of course; time is definitely on your side in
Illuminating the game. What else happened that same year? In 1888, Jack the
Ripper killed women around the Jewish neighborhood of London – and Hitler
was conceived.77 What else happened that same date? Lincoln was shot on April
14 – the day the Titanic sank 47 years later. Common books of chronology can
help here, as can uncommon ones. The one-volume Collected Works of Charles
Fort88 is indexed by date, handily enough. Some dates have their own magic; the
Four Corners of the Year (solstices and equinoxes) and the other Four Corners
of the Year (Imbolc, Beltane, Lammas, All-Saint’s) and the Eves of all of them99

make 16. Add saint’s days (which have magical power just like their names –
remember St. Catherine’s candle connection to Spring-Heeled Jack1100) and
astrological cusps and conjunctions (look in an Ephemeris for something good),
and pretty soon you can be rattling off “Hitler was born on Black Saturday and
died on Walpurgisnacht”1111 with the best of them.

“The recurrence of certain motifs in varied areas separated
geographically and historically tells us something about the human
psyche. It suggests that the interaction of a certain kind of biological
apparatus in a certain kind of physical world with some inevitables
of the human condition . . . brings about some regularities in the
formation of powerful images.”

– Clyde Kluckhohn, “Recurrent Themes in Myths
and Mythmaking”

Little things can symbolize big things, and once you’ve spotted (or put in) a
big thing you can look for (or add) the other little things that should be there.1122

You know that a crossroads leads to Hecate, and when you know you’re looking
for Hecate, you look for three women, or moon symbolism, or the Red Cross
(really!), or lodestones, or woven baskets, or henna dye, or wolfsbane, or willow
trees. You get the idea; all the Big Wheels (Olympian gods, voodoo loa,1133

Jungian archetypes, commedia dell’Arte figures, Tarot Arcana,1144 Knights of the
Round Table, the Illuminati groups, whatever) have myriads of signs leading to
the web of correspondences I mentioned earlier which weave microcosm (the
players’ world) to macrocosm (the Big Illuminated Plot). They also parallel each
other, if you don’t want to restrict yourself to just one species of Bigs. As GM,
once you figure out who your Big Forces will be, you can pepper the storyline
and scenery with their spoor. Use sources like Robert Graves’ The Greek Myths
and White Goddess,1155 Crowley’s Book of Thoth, or just good references on sym-
bolism like Barbara Walker’s Woman’s Dictionary of Symbols and Sacred Objects and
any good dictionary of symbols.1166
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1122 Harold Bayley’s two-volume The Lost
Language of Symbolism is another widely
useful, if often completely bogus, source.

1133 See note 5, p. 95.

1144 See note 8, p. 110.

1155 For more on Robert Graves, see the
note on p. 63.

1166 I like J.E. Cirlot’s Dictionary of Symbols,
and Hans Biedermann’s Dictionary of
Symbolism, but I find myself using the
aforementioned Barbara Walker’s book
most often.

1177 For more on bisociation, see “Two-
World Minimum: Bisociation and the Art
of High Weirdness,” on pp. 108-111.

“Any fact becomes important when it’s connected to another.
The connection changes the perspective; it leads you to think that
every detail of the world, every voice, every word written or spoken,
has more than its literal meaning, that it tells us of a Secret.
The rule is simple: Suspect, only suspect.”

– Belbo, in Foucault’s Pendulum, by Umberto Eco

By now, this sounds like a lot of work, but as the GM, you have all 
the advantages. You only have to build enough of it to creep out the players;
depending on your players that may take one “coincidence” or ten. Some 
connections you’ll just find (I’ve found plenty that I didn’t know about just
researching these essays, and many more while putting together games), and
(here’s my Key to It All) the rest you can build. You get to give the chief assas-
sin a name that adds up to “angel of death” using Runic numerology. You get 
to set the villain’s secret hideout on the ley line between Glamis Castle and
Stonehenge. You get to have the bad guys go after the characters when Mars 
is in a fire sign. You’re building the Illumination, and that’s even easier than
finding it.

A little harder, but a lot more fun: bisociate it all.1177 Just throw a whole
bunch of cool stuff into the blender to begin with and let the players find the
connections while you use the tools I’ve given you (kabbalah, astrology, patron
saints, history, symbol-magick, whatever) to build different ones at your leisure;
then pour on the fun when they find out both Their Answer and Your Answer
are right – or at least magickally effective. There are always connections, and if
the players see conspiracy where you saw coincidence, for Hecate’s sake don’t
tell them. Just drop in a rain of frogs (sacred to the Egyptian Crone-goddess
Hekit) and watch the players gasp in the sudden Illumination.
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Pyramid originally posted “Metro Section
Baghdad” on February 12, 1999. The next
essay in publishing-order sequence is
“Croatoan or Bust: Finding the Lost Colony,”
on p. 39.

11 In a column not included in this book.
Simply put, cities are crowded full of peo-
ple, and people are stories. The
“Baghdad-on-the-Thames” versions of
London as a city out of the Arabian
Nights with a strange tale on every corner
flourished in the writing of Arthur
Machen, Robert Louis Stevenson, Arthur
Conan Doyle, G.K. Chesterton, and Lord
Dunsany. Dunsany’s “A Shop In Go-By
Street” alone should give you more ideas
than you can handle.

This is also a revisiting of an essay
on taking story ideas from Weekly World
News headlines, but that’s really too easy.
At any rate, it’s just four story ideas, rela-
tively isolated from the main thread of the
book. I included it (and wrote it) as a
demonstration and a proof of my theory
that illumination, excitement, adventure,
is where you find it.

Metro Section Baghdad
“I only know what I read in the papers.”

– Will Rogers

Some while back, I columniated upon the manifold joys of urban roleplay-
ing.11 I’d like to revisit that theme here, specifically in an attempt to
demonstrate how any city (the larger and more modern the better) can

serve as an endless source of story ideas for roleplaying games. To this end, I’m
taking local stories from the February 10, 1999 Los Angeles Times (since it hap-
pens to be the paper at hand while I’m here in Los Angeles) and recasting them
as story ideas for explicitly non-mundane (fantasy, Illuminated, etc.) roleplaying
campaigns. Hopefully, by the time we’re done here, you’ll be able to do it with
your own home town paper with equal verve.

LIBRARIES STRUGGLE IN

ROLE AS CHILD CARE PROVIDERS
This is one of those “human interest” feature stories, about the large

number of latchkey children left at libraries by working parents, and the
library system’s concomitant inability to deal with the situation. In previ-
ous centuries, of course, latchkey kids found gainful employment work-
ing for criminal masterminds like Fagin from Oliver Twist as thieves,
mudlarks, or prostitutes; or for the Beggar King as lookouts, message
runners, spies, or trade goods for criminal masterminds. What would a
fantasy city’s Librarian do with young children left on the steps of the
Temple of Thoth-Hermes by their indigent parents? If the Librarian is
evil, he might just use them as a handy source of vellum and leather – or
sacrifice them for Dark Knowledge. If the Librarian is good, she might
try training bands of them in group magics to protect the Library and
contact informative demons – er, spirits. The Library might be sentient,
drawing particularly sensitive children to a gateway to fantasy worlds, or
drawing particularly succulent children to the lair of the Giant Silverfish
in the basement. Perhaps even the Dark Library is a better place for chil-
dren to go than the temples, the assassins’ alleys, or the camps of the
mercenary guard.

The PCs might find themselves helping good clerics (or even belatedly
concerned parents) find out what’s going on at the old library and why the chil-
dren keep disappearing, working at the library and trying to help the children
(each child’s problem could involve the PCs in a different adventure), or work-
ing at the library and trying to keep the children out of their hair. PC
Librarians in either GURPS Discworld or GURPS IOU would be discomfited
by even, or especially, the cutest and most adorable moppet suddenly lisping
out spells from the Necronomicon, getting jelly on the rare first edition gri-
moires, and playing hide-and-go-seek in the Haunted Rare Book Room. One
interesting possibility (either as the campaign frame itself, or as a brief “out of
character” session where the players take on the roles of NPCs in the campaign
city) has the players take the roles of the abandoned children, who find them-
selves at the Library for one or another reason – and who must unlock its
secrets to survive on the uncaring streets of Megalos, or Arkham, or Dark
Victorian (or GURPS Goblins) London. The child-PCs might have to battle
the Dark Librarian (in a Bradburyesque modern or near-modern game, or one
based on Stephen King’s It, of course, the grownups simply don’t know the
Librarian is Dark) or befriend a Bright, but still supernatural or magical, one.
Look at childrens’ and young-adult horror books, especially the superb novels
of John Bellairs, for story inspirations.

HIGHLY THEORETICAL WEIRDNESS

116

In order to save
power, lights in

the library
automatically
shut off when
the skittering

begins.
Thank you.



BISHOP PROTESTS

HANDCUFFING OF BLACK PRIEST
Ah, the LAPD – you can’t say it’s overly sensitive about its reputation. The

Episcopal bishop of Los Angeles (who is white) has protested the handcuffing of
Reverend Ronald Culmer (who is black) by four LAPD officers (three whites
and one Asian). Said cuffing occurred while the police were chasing two robbers

through Rev. Culmer’s schoolyard, and while
Rev. Culmer was in full priestly vestments

(white alb, green stole and chasuble).
This story plays in two directions.

The first, obviously, is the racial
angle. Any multiracial city, whether
of whites and blacks (1990s LA),
blacks and Indians (1990s Dar es
Salaam), Asians and whites (1850s

Tokyo), elves and humans or
humans and orcs (Any Fantasy City)

can have racial conflict (although it’s
harder before the concept of race really

gets going, it can be managed, as the Romans
and the Jews proved). And conflict, need I remind anyone, is the soul of drama,
and that’s what gaming is all about (racial conflict is specifically the key to
GURPS Voodoo). So, any racial issue, from preferential hiring, to slavery, to
immigration, to declining property values, can become a flash point in your
games – and it can really come alive in your fantasy games.

How do right-thinking players react when the orcs start using peaceful
resistance and nonviolent action to gain safety or power in the fantasy city?
How do the players react when the Elven High Guard rousts them for riding a
suspiciously well-bred horse in the Elf-King’s forests? Maybe the human city
watch (with one elf) slapped an orcish cleric in chains, and the orcish neighbor-
hood (and the human clerics of the same god – who says humans and orcs can’t
both worship Anubis?) is up in arms. Depending on the PCs’ sympathies, they
can be hired to put down the riot, dig up dirt on the orcish cleric (maybe he
wasn’t so innocent), spring the orc from jail, lead the downtrodden orcs in polit-
ical action, or all of the above. Swap out the “oppressor” and “oppressed” races
depending on your preference – and on what will challenge and intrigue the
players most.

The other angle this story resonates with is the issue of church and state.
Whole wars began in the Middle Ages over whether the king’s men could lay
hands on God’s servants. Like the racial angle, player and PC sympathies can be
on either side, or both. Perhaps the king’s men are brutal thugs and the cleric is
a good and holy man. Perhaps the cleric is a devil-worshiper (or simply the ser-
vant of an enemy god) and the king’s men are stuck with a thankless task. Even
if, say, the king’s men are good and the priest is evil, the king’s men may not
have the right to imprison the cleric – and when they do, it leads to yet more
uprisings, the placing of the kingdom under interdict, and the general decay of
good throughout the land. Combining both angles makes the story realistically
rich: in a city ruled by high elves, the humans are oppressed. Some humans
turn, in desperation, to dark gods; a necromancer-priest has been aiding a group
of thieves out of human pride and general love of evil. The Elven King has
sworn an unbreakable elven oath that he will never lay hands on a priest, but his
men (some of whom are human, and some of whom are corrupt rivals of the
necromancer’s criminal ring) take it on themselves to bust the humans’ heads
when necessary – even if those humans wear clerical robes. The oathbreaking
leads to a curse on the city, which gives more power to the necromancer’s dark
god. This is a multi-branched scenario where PCs of any allegiance can come in
on any side – and it’s torn straight from today’s headlines.
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DEA EMPLOYEE KILLS

HIMSELF IN FIELD OFFICE
A civilian computer technician working in the Los Angeles field office of the

DEA seemingly shot himself in the head with his own .45 while alone in an
interrogation room waiting to be questioned about accusations that he was
downloading child pornography from the Internet. I don’t know about you, but
that’s exactly the kind of story that I’d build a whole lot of details around in a
darker, grim-and-gritty GURPS Illuminati game. I’d have the PCs start getting
email from “a source on the inside” at the DEA, a source whose information
checks out time and again. When they finally track him down, they find out he
“killed himself” just that afternoon – overwrought at being “suspected of child
pornography.” Now, this crucial information is hopelessly tainted – or is it? If
the Illuminati wants to blacken your reputation and destroy your credibility in
1999, they won’t call you a Commie, they’ll say you’re a militia member – or a
pedophile. (Look at poor Dr. Kurtzweil in The X-Files movie.)

Of course, even if the PCs’ mysterious source is a deviant, that doesn’t
mean he doesn’t have useful information. What if his information is about
a huge child-prostitution ring stretching to the highest levels of the govern-
ment? (The Caligula Club in Hellblazer – catering to the darkest perversions of
the most powerful – and the real-life apparent involvement of the Belgian
national police force in covering up just such a child-prostitution ring both
should give GMs ideas and the creeps.) What if the “child pornography” he
was downloading was actually visible evidence – surveillance-camera video of
sex-magick rites carried out at the highest levels of the DEA, or the Pentagon,
or the Department of Health and Human Services? An even creepier trick is to
do the same “covert source” trick – only track it back to a DEA contract
employee who killed himself the day the mysterious emails started. Separate
hacker with access to a Trojan-Horse account? Time-delayed messages of the
“if I don’t log in for 48 hours, send these files to People In The Know” variety?
Ghost with a conscience?

POLICE MAKE SECOND RAID

ON ALLEGED SOFTWARE PIRATES
Long Beach police, working with the FBI, on Tuesday the 9th

confiscated a warehouse full of 10,000 counterfeit CD-ROMs
containing pirated copies of Microsoft products. This is the
fifth raid in two weeks; a total of $65 million in pirated soft-
ware has turned up in six warehouses around the Long
Beach area. The pirates were apparently associated with
Asian gangs based in, of all places, Orange County. I
don’t know about you, but this immediately suggests
stories ranging from GURPS Martial Arts cinematic
battles in San Pedro and Disneyland as identical
twins flee the triads with copies of Quicken hold-
ing the tongs’ payroll records, GURPS Cyberpunk
adventures where the bust and the pirated warehouse
both happen to reside entirely in cyberspace, and especially a GURPS
Technomancer epic of pirated spellware. Begin with the contents of the ware-
house – pirated spellware just sounds cooler than pirated software, even if it is
just office “spellchecking.” But what if it includes a few (only, say 500 in 10,000)
pirated Steal Life disks? Where did those come from? Of course, reverse-engi-
neering even conventional gray-market American spellware could give Chinese
government sorcerors a leg up on American firms – and allow the fiendish Dr.
Zhou En-Lai to insert covert Mind Control spells into pirated Windows98
packages slated for reshipment all across the Pacific Rim.
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Pyramid originally posted “A Conspiratorial
Alphabet” on November 13, 1999. The next
essay in publishing-order sequence is
“Stalking the Wild Manticore,” on p. 88.

11 What’s to say about Aleister Crowley
(1875-1947), Antichrist, black magician,
scholar of the occult, reprobate, drug
fiend, and egotist? He was a first-class
mountaineer, he wrote a series of bizarre
detective stories starring the peculiar
Simon Iff (who solved crimes by saying
things like “Nobody who wore that tie
could have had the moral force to commit
murder.”), and throughout his work, from
The Book of Thoth to Magick In Theory And
Practice to The Confessions of Aleister
Crowley: An Autohagiography, you get the
sense that he’s making it up as he goes
whenever he thinks you’re not watching,
and he’s enjoying a very funny, if likely
cruel, joke.

One other thing. Crowley coined the
spelling of the word “magic” with a “k”;
I’ve used the two versions interchangeably
throughout this book based on my own
whims. If you have a problem with it,
summon up Crowley and take it up with
him. He’ll be glad you did.

22 Diana Wynne Jones’ The Tough Guide to
Fantasyland is an even better example of
the thing I’m talking about, and it’s hilari-
ous, to boot.

33 The Merovingians, the “long-haired
kings” of France from 481 to 755 A.D.
They take their name from Merovech, the
first of the line, whose mother was raped
by a “marine creature not unlike a
Quinotaur” (a Nommo from p. 58?).
They were a feckless bunch, eventually
shoved off the throne by the Carolingians
such as Charles Martel and his grandson
Charlemagne.

For some reason, they’ve become an
ornament to Secret History, most notably
in the legends of the Prieuré de Sion (see
note 9, p. 41). The Merovingian birth-
mark has been called a rosy cross, a bee, a
frog, the Star in the East, and many other
things despite the fact that there’s no evi-
dence it existed. The excitable David Icke
(note 9, p. 21) calls them more Black
Reptoids, hints darkly of their Trojan
heritage, and blames them for killing
Princess Diana.

The peculiar Sir Lawrence Alma-
Tadena (note 4, p. 20) painted a lot of
Merovingian themed scenes, for what
that’s worth. See Holy Blood, Holy Grail (p.
124) and/or pp. I57-58.

A Conspiratorial
Alphabet

“Thou shalt obtain the order & value of the English Alphabet;
thou shalt find new symbols to attribute them unto.”

– Aleister Crowley,11 Liber AL vel Legis, II:55

This is something of a departure from the regularly transmitted essay;
rather than plot elements per se, the alphabetic entries below are sym-
bols, tropes, archetypes – or, as they might be called, clichés. It’s been

said many times that clichés only look like clichés from the outside; if a PC is bat-
tling against conspiracies, he doesn’t have time to notice that he’s playing against
set decor that’s been recycled from The Manchurian Candidate to The X-Files.
Barbara Ninde Byfield’s Book of Weird did this same thing wonderfully for fantasy
tropes,22 and J. N. Williamson’s New Devil’s Dictionary touches on the same notion
for horror; Harlan Ellison’s “From A to Z in the Chocolate Alphabet” and
Edward Gorey’s abecedarian tours de force like “Gashlycrumb Tinies” have
pieces of it going on (for Modern Mythology and Penny-Dreadfuls, respectively).
(Confused? Read a couple of the entries, you’ll catch on.) But for some reason,
nobody has done a collation of clichéd conspiratorial commonalities – until now.

A is for Avuncular Mentor
The elderly fellow who acts as a sort of “career counselor,” his eyes twinkling

as he explains how to pad your CIA travel expenses or use NSA access to get free
long-distance calling to Paraguay, in short the character played by Gene
Hackman in all the movies – he’s part of the Conspiracy. Never the PC’s direct
supervisor, he’s outside the chain of command, comes and goes at will, and takes a
kindly interest in personal lives and political problems. But he’s bad news. He’s a
key figure linking the PCs to the Conspiracy; the Conspiracy uses him to keep an
eye on them, and to set up an assassination attempt using that personal knowledge
he learned over drinks after work three scenes back. If it doesn’t work, he tries
one last time to recruit you into the Conspiracy’s ranks; after all, you remind him
of himself at your age. He carries a small, shiny automatic, and he’s closest to
treason when he wears his Trenchcoat (q.v.).

B is for Birthmark
It identifies you (or your victim) as a member of the sacred (or magical, or

extraterrestrial, or all three) Merovingian33 bloodline. It’s shaped like a bee, or a
frog, or an eight-pointed star (or all three depending on the light) and it’s located
on your back, just below the left shoulderblade behind the heart. It’s dark, dark
red, the same color as the Blood in the Grail. There is a rare vintage of wine
grown in the Languedoc exactly that color; the connection between the “cuttings
and branches” of those grapes’ vines and the Merovingian bloodline’s overthrows
and intermarriages is exact. Nobody knows why, they just hunt for the birthmark.

C is for Clipboards
Tools of the Conspiracy often carry them, especially the ones dressed as cable

repairmen, Xerox repairmen or hospital personnel. (The ones dressed as hotel
room service waiters have wheeled carts with Uzis under metal warming covers.)
A clever PC will soon learn that a clipboard and a confident manner will get you
past almost any security, except the ones with card-swipes and keypads to punch.
The keypad code at the Conspiracy facility will always relate directly to the
Conspiracy; no doubt the Area 51 keypads are all coded to “741947” (the date of
the Roswell crash) while the black-helicopter command post under the UN build-
ing opens to “10131307” (the date of the Templars’ mass arrest in France).
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44 See pp. 49-52.

55 For McGuffins, see note 6 on p. 32.

66 The Japanese biological warfare unit
which experimented on POWs and slave
laborers in Harbin, China during WWII;
and the bizarre terrorist cult that tried to
attack the Tokyo subway system with
nerve gas in 1995, respectively.

D is for Desert
By day, heat distortion and interstate highway; by night, weird glowing

lights on the horizon (or in the sky) and car chases with the headlights of your
pursuer going on and off at inopportune times. It’s the Waste Land and it’s
Where The Bodies Are Buried (unless they’re in the Quarry, q.v.). Any road-
signs here will have bulletholes in them. Any black Cadillacs here will be mirac-
ulously free of dust.

E is for E-mail
E-mail never comes signed, or if it does, it’s an obvious pseudonym

(crash@roswell.net). The headers (area51.nv.mil) might give the PCs leads, or
lay a false trail back to CERN or Stanford. Print it out, because it won’t be in
your system when you try to boot it up later. The NPC researcher the
Conspiracy kills has just downloaded his confused mass of notes (cf. Xeroxed
Rantings) to a mailing list; his blood spatters the “Sending mail” icon as the
MIBs print out the list of accounts it went to for “erasure.” Sometimes the PCs
get the message because of a typo in the address field.

F is for Fingerprints
Your fingerprints will, if you give the Conspiracy a lot of static, be pulled off

a wineglass at your apartment with Scotch tape and planted on a gun (or, occa-
sionally, a mirror) at a murder scene. Deeply fiendish MIBs use some Black
Tech finger-oil “laser printer” to get the same effect, assuming your fingerprints
are in the Conspiracy’s database. They are. Alien fingerprints are all alike, or all
shapeless smudges.

G is for Green Glow
Greenish light shines from the bottom of UFOs, the eyes of devil-psychics,

the fruit trees near the meteor crater, and the engine compartment of the U.S.S.
Eldridge.44 If the mysterious attache case, Cadillac trunk or salvaged alien helmet
emits a green glow, the PCs will never see inside although it might disintegrate
the NPCs. McGuffins55 glow green. Good ultratech never emits a green glow; if
it glows at all it’s a comforting CRT blue.

H is for Helicopters
Black, of course, in “whisper mode.” Anyone who

arrives on scene in a helicopter is bad news. Not all traffic
copters are watching the traffic. The Conspiracy’s heli-
copters always rise up silently behind somebody, usually
somebody on a rooftop or a mesa in the Desert (q.v.), but
the trained sniper always misses his first shot so that the
PCs turn around and get the full effect.

I is for Insiders
White men in dark suits. Neckties mandatory. It’s never business casual day

for the Conspiracy. The Conspiracy meets in corporate boardrooms decorated
in dark grey and light tan, or vice versa; or in exclusive clubs decorated in
mahogany trim and maroon leather. If the Conspiracy has art on its walls, it’s
pre-Impressionist or extraordinarily abstract.

J is for Japanese
If you’ve got a scientist (usually a good guy) working at the cutting edge of

what we consider possible, he’s Japanese (or Japanese-American). Paranoid
cyberpunk type games can get their Japanophobia wholesale from Michael
Crichton’s Rising Sun; paranoid biotech games have to refer meaningfully to
Unit 731 and Aum Shinri Kyo.66 Japanese yakuza eat Mafiosi for brunch and
pick their teeth with the triads.
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77 See note 17, p. 12. As one of South
Africa’s founding fathers, Rhodes is poeti-
cally associated with South Africa’s gold
coinage.

88 Again, on pp. 49-52.

99 See note 13, p. 22.

K is for Krugerrands
Wrapped in black cloth, stored in a leatherette folder or in a slim executive

briefcase. If someone’s got Krugerrands, he’s part of the Conspiracy, especially if
the Conspiracy employs a lot of Nazi war criminals or descends from Cecil
Rhodes.77 The best way to work gold pieces into a modern-day RPG.

L is for Laser Targeting System
Little red dots show up on your enemy, who never sees them (or who watches

them travel up onto his forehead without doing anything), or on you (who
instinctively dodge to the left to pull the gun out of line). It comes in a calfskin or
black-leather briefcase with the rest of the sniper rifle and never needs to be
sighted in or adjusted once it’s screwed on. Use of this system is mandatory for
killings on foggy days or in cigarette-smoke-filled nightclubs.

M is for Military
Always bad guys except for: the callow PFC who will be silenced soon, the

old army buddy of a PC who will be silenced soon, the single member (the
“Mulder”) of a military intelligence branch who wears a suit rather than a uni-
form and might be a PC. The Air Force covers up UFOs, the Army covers up
CIA drug trafficking, the Navy covers up the Philadelphia Experiment.88

N is for Neck, Back of
Where the alien implants go, where the mind-control chips go (vide

Zombies), and where the Conspiracy injects you with cancer cells. If Dr. Fu
Manchu99 runs the Conspiracy, something with more legs than you care to con-
template will be dropped down it, too.

O is for Orthodox
Orthodox scientists wear white lab coats with pens in the pockets; they may

have gray hair, and their beards (if any) are neatly trimmed and properly accom-
panied by mustaches. They may carry Clipboards (q.v.). Orthodox historians wear
tweed jackets, smoke pipes, and have bushy eyebrows. These people cover up the
Conspiracy through ignorance, pride, and intellectual laziness; the Conspiracy
seldom needs to recruit an Orthodox scientist or historian for active measures. If
the Conspiracy recruits such a scientist, he will have shiny teeth and dress for TV
in fashions just five years out of date: turtlenecks in the early 1980s, for example.

P is for Photographic Evidence
Always blurry, possibly only taken with alchemically mixed developer or fixer,

with lenses ground using Lovecraftian non-Euclidean proportions or in the pre-
cise wavelength of the light from the Hollow Earth. Often shows key NPCs in
company with known Conspirators 20 years ago; if so, the NPC is only visible
with a magnifying glass.

Q is for Quarry
It’s craggy, steep sided, hundreds of feet deep, abandoned and miles from any-

where. There are one or two scrubby trees on the sides with roots that crumble
the chalky soil; there are alien saucers, informant bodies, or mysterious oaken
chests from 50 years ago wrapped in oilcloth and rusted chains on the bottom. If
you dive deep enough in the murky water, you may see a Green Glow (q.v.).

R is for Rituals
Black robes, torchlight and naked steel are mandatory, the naked sacrifice is

optional. If the sacrifice is female, she’s personally connected to the PCs. If there’s
a pentagram or a ring of cabalistic symbols, the smoke that curls up in it has a
Green Glow (q.v.) but the three or five eyes looking out are red and angry. Rituals
should involve Latin, and ideally give away major chunks of the Conspiracy’s plot,
pedigree or positioning advantage – sometimes all three.
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1100 Office of Naval Intelligence, who
allegedly employed Lee Harvey Oswald
(see note 3, p. 102). Not to be confused
with the Office of Naval Research, ONR,
who performed the Philadelphia
Experiment (see pp. 49-52).

1111 Freemasonry, only “one louder.”

1122 A Merovingian symbol.

1133 Ahh, Frazer. See note 8, p. 96.

1144 Findable on Phil’s website at
http://www.philm.demon.co.uk/Miscel
laneous/ConspiracyTexts.htm

S is for Sunglasses
Contract killers and rooftop assassins use mirrored ones; MIBs use black

Ray-Bans. The surprisingly deadly accountant to the Conspiracy (and some-
times the Avuncular Mentor, q.v.) uses flip-up ones. Other NPCs squint and
hold their hands up.

T is for Trenchcoats
Mandatory, especially on the “highly placed source” and on the Avuncular

Mentor (q.v.). Black or tan for Conspirators, except ONI1100 ones who can wear
dark blue. A Conspiratorial thug can hide a fully-assembled AR-15 with sniper
scope and Laser Targeting System (q.v.) in one without a visible bulge.

U is for Ubiquitous
The 34-degree angle,1111 the pentagram, the Cross of Lorraine1122 (such as the

double-X in the Exxon logo), references to corn gods and king killing;1133 what-
ever symbolizes the Conspiracy shows up everywhere the PCs look. Especially
in aerial shots, or in the parquet floor as seen from the staircase landing.

V is for Videotape
Often taken by the one camera that building security didn’t know about, or

by a tourist NPC (victim) or PC (near miss). Time codes often skip without visi-
bly missing footage. Often the one you need is missing from the shelf where
building security stores them. Commercially available ones hold no clues except
subliminal messages; the more unstable the camera work (or the camera opera-
tor) the more clues in the video. (Cf. Photographic Evidence.)

W is for Warehouse
Whatever is stored here is piled higher than a person is tall, with a maze of

aisles between the pallets and boxes. No matter how opaque or nonexistent the
organizational system, the PCs can always find the box or file or shelf immedi-

ately relevant to their past in five minutes of searching. Any related data can
only be found after a running cat-and-mouse gunfight among the crates.

For more details, see GURPS Warehouse 23.

X is for Xeroxed Rantings
They are hand-lettered or unevenly typed on a machine with

a patchy ribbon. Often they include Excited Capital Letters and
murkily-reproduced Photographic Evidence (q.v.) with cap-
tions that must be taken on complete faith. Bloodstained ones
seem more believable, somehow. (For their subject matter,
consult Phil Masters’ useful essay “The Truth –
Obviously.”)1144

Y is for Yokels
Pestered by UFOs, worshipers of primitive gods, armed

with double-barrelled shotguns under all circumstances.
Seldom part of the Conspiracy but often covering for it.

Z is for Zombies
Glassy-eyed, mind-controlled dupes. They often live in

the suburbs, and only rarely do they let their lawn go. Strange
cable trucks might park near their houses (vide Clipboards).

Zombies mutter code phrases from The Catcher in the Rye to
themselves while pulling the trigger on folks the Conspiracy

wants eliminated in “random acts of senseless violence” in fast-food
outlets, courthouses or schoolyards. Their neighbors knew them only

as “quiet folk who kept to themselves.” This may be a trigger phrase for
the next zombie spree killing.
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Pyramid originally posted “Top Ten Books
For High Weirdness In Your Campaign” on
June 12, 1998. The next essay in publishing-
order sequence is “There’s More To Faeries
Than Their Glamour,” on p. 85.

“Eliptony” is my own coinage, taken from
the rantings of Russian ultranationalist
politician Vladimir Zhirinovsky. Some
time back, while running for the Duma,
he threatened to use Russia’s “elipton
technology” to destroy America, and to
unleash the “elipton bomb.” Since there’s
no single good word that encompasses the
occult, the fringe, the pseudoscientific,
the New Age, the magickal, the Fortean,
and so forth (see?), I use “eliptony.” It is
vast, it contains multitudes.

I can’t overemphasize the importance,
and the utility of “bibliography surfing,”
where you follow the stream of references
back to their original source. Anybody
who’s been in graduate school has either
become an expert at it, or they’re working
way too hard.

Top Ten Books for
High Weirdness in
Your Campaign

“I couldn’t live a week without a private library.”
– H.P. Lovecraft, letter to Woodburn Harris, February 25, 1929

When adding High Weirdness to your campaign, it certainly helps to
have decades of experience reading the stuff and three enormous
bookcases full of obscura and eliptony at your back, as I do. My play-

ers know that nothing they do and nowhere they run is safe from some obscure
reference I pulled out of a French occultist’s manual written under the influence
of absinthe and poverty in 1895. But what, I hear you cry, is the GM without
such vast stores of creepy and disturbing knowledge to do? Allow the players
respite? Run a (brrr) conventional game? It just doesn’t bear thinking about.

That’s why I’ve tried to boil all of that down into ten books, which will give
you, the harried GM, a basic grounding in Weird Stuff To Spring On People
Who Thought This Was Just GURPS Time Travel. All these books are avail-
able: not only have I personally read, bought and used them (no nighted leg-
endary tomes of lore that unfortunately all disappeared in 1906 here), but
they’re all still in print (according to amazon.com). You can print out this essay,
march down to your local Borders, and with publisher and ISBN (and a few
bucks) you can make this Library Of Ancient Wisdom your own. Follow the
bibliographies in the books you use to other sources. Speaking of bibliographies,
you may notice that some of these books appear in the bibliographies of
GURPS Illuminati, GURPS Warehouse 23, and/or GURPS Places of Mystery.
(Not to mention, ahem, the brilliant and helpful bibliographies of Secret
Societies and Major Arcana, for Chaosium’s Nephilim: Occult Roleplaying.)
This only goes to show that the authors of those tomes knew a thing or two
about their jobs: to present the wonderland of the odd and eldritch in RPG
terms. To help you with that same job, here’s ten starters.

“There are few things more dull than a criticism which maintains
that a thesis is untrue, and cannot understand that it is decorative.”

– A.E. Waite, The Pictorial Key To The Tarot
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This is more than just a Bibliography,
although it contains one. It is, to coin a
term, a Bibliophany, an experiential vision

of books. Students of comparative religion talk about
the “theophany,” the irruption of the divine into
human perception; the most specific example known
to most of us is the Epiphany, when the Magi gave
homage to Christ. This, then is the irruption of the
bound-and-printed into perception, when magic

gives homage to history, or words to that effect.
(Speaking of words, that “-phany” suffix comes from
the Greek phanein, which is also the root of the word
“fantasy.” Even dictionaries are weird, if you know
what to look for.) This section thus begins with my
“show your sources” essay. It continues with a num-
ber of books not cited in earlier annotations; either
they’re more general in usage or the subject just
never came up somehow.

www.amazon.com


ALSO USEFUL:

The Big Book of the Unexplained, edited by
Doug Moench.

The Fringes of Reason: A Whole Earth
Catalog, edited by Ted Schultz.

Dark Cities Underground, a novel by Lisa
Goldstein.

Man, Myth, and Magic: An Illustrated
Encyclopedia of the Supernatural (24 vols),
also edited by Richard Cavendish.

The Magician’s Dictionary, by E.E.
Rehmus.

The Devil and All His Works, by Dennis
Wheatley.

The Brotherhood of the Rosy Cross, and The
Real History of the Rosicrucians, by A.E.
Waite.

The History of Magic and the Occult, by
Kurt Seligmann.

Oddities, by Rupert T. Gould.

The World Almanac Book of the Strange.

The Books of Charles Fort, by Charles Fort (Dover, ISBN 0486230945) Charles
Fort collected what he called “damned facts”; facts that science refused to acknowl-
edge; rains of frogs, eclipses that shouldn’t happen, sheep-mutilating werewolves
and disappearing Ambroses. He had several mutually contradictory theories to
explain them (“I think we’re fished for” is perhaps my favorite) and wrote in a jaun-
ty, wry, telegraphic style that could define “inimitable.” Indispensible for the well-
read UFOlogist or lover of the bizarre, this omnibus volume is indexed by place,
date, and type of incident (“Periwinkles, fall of”). The rain of carp should be your
players’ first clue that Something Is Not Going The Way It Ought. Fort is vast, he
contains multitudes.

Foucault’s Pendulum, by Umberto Eco (Ballantine, ISBN
0345368754) Even if you can’t handle the novel’s dense prose style
(I love it, but then by Eco’s definition, I’m a lunatic), the imaginary
conspiracy woven by the three protagonists is a GM’s model of
how to take anything (including a laundry list) and turn it into
Clues Pointing To Something Vastly Greater. Allusions, connec-
tions, two explanations for everything, and the Templars, too. This
is How To Do It.

The Magician’s Companion, by Bill Whitcomb (Llewellyn, ISBN
0875428681) This is a handy guide to a dozen-plus mystical tradi-
tions organized numerically from dualities (Yin and Yang) to, er, 91-ities (the
Enochian calls of John Dee and the Golden Dawn). There’s also simple, neutral,
easy-to-pick-up stuff on alchemy, talismans, magic squares, herbalism, magickal min-
eralogy, and lots of other handy things. This is great for tying magickal systems into
numerical models – like, say, a 3d6 bell curve. It’s also great as a primer for all those
traditions (like Sufi latifah or the Alexandrian decans) that haven’t made it to the
New Age shelves just yet.

The Black Arts, by Richard Cavendish (Perigee, ISBN
0399500359) This text gives a great, easy-to-understand intro-
duction to the history and practice of your basic sorcerous arts
from the theories of correspondences to numerology to kabbalah
to alchemy to ritual magic. Plenty of anecdotes to sprinkle into
your campaign as “secret history,” plenty of cool dress-up and
local color for the black magician bad guys (or the gray or white
magician good guys, come to that). Probably the best “Western
magic for dummies” available without getting into grimy
specifics.

Holy Blood, Holy Grail, by Michael Baigent, Henry Lincoln, and Richard Leigh
(Dell, ISBN 0440136482) This book is an instructive example of how combining
secret history, obscure connections, and wild-ass guesswork presented with a straight
face can build millennia of excellent game background. Baigent and Co. tie the
Templars, the Masons, Joan of Arc, Jesus, the Holy Grail, and the Rosicrucians
together wonderfully: none of their links are original but the thesis becomes a mosaic
greater than the sum of its parts. With just a little practice, you can do the same thing
with any theme in your own campaign, or tie it into this one.

Unexplained!, by Jerome Clark (Visible Ink, ISBN
0810394367) Need a quick rundown on crop circles? Area 51?
Reptile Men? Just pull this baby off the shelf: you’ll get a recap
of the basic legend, the best known anecdotes (which can easily
be filed clean of serial numbers and used in your own cam-
paign: “You’ve got to help me, sirs . . . For the last week I’ve
been stalked by a hideous man with wings like a moth!”), a
bibliography of keen references, and at least two theories to
explain whatever it is. Clark is best on cryptozoology (you
know, Loch Ness and yeti and all), UFOs, and Forteana (named for our boy Fort,
five paragraphs up), but it’s a model of the quick, reliable, truly helpful reference for
the sort of thing Britannica unjustly ignores.
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Encyclopedia of Occultism, by Lewis Spence.

Unsolved Mysteries: Past and Present, by
Colin and Damon Wilson, and Mysteries,
by Colin Wilson.

The Secret Country and Occult Britain, by
Janet and Colin Bord.

Stone Circles of Britain, Ireland, and
Brittany, by Aubrey Burl.

The Cosmic Conspiracy, by Stan Deyo.

The Gods of the Dawn and The Great
Pyramid Decoded, by Peter Lemesurier.

The Sirius Connection, by Murry Hope.

Spaceships in Prehistory, by Peter
Kolosimo.

Behold a Pale Horse, by William Cooper.

UFO: the Complete Sightings, by Peter
Brookesmith.

The Encyclopedia of UFOs, ed. by Ronald
D. Story.

Encyclopedia of Unsolved Mysteries, by Colin Wilson with
Damon Wilson (NTC/Contemporary, ISBN 0809245248) Like
Clark, but a trifle more idiosyncratic: Wilson’s book covers stuff
like perpetual motion and the Man in the Iron Mask that Clark
misses. More good ideas, especially for the time-travelling or
historical campaign. Wilson’s masterwork The Occult is out of
print, apparently, although it’s very easy to find used; it’s more of
a historical-thematic survey of all kinds of things, tied into
Wilson’s peculiar theories about human development and psy-
chology and whatnot. Great stuff for GURPS Atomic Horror

style madmen to spout, anyway.
Lost Cities of North & Central America, by David Hatcher Childress (Adventures

Unlimited Press, ISBN 0932813097) This is only one in Childress’ Lost Cities series:
the others are Africa & Arabia; Atlantis, Ancient Europe & the Mediterranean; South
America; Ancient Lemuria & the Pacific; and China, Central Asia & India. This is raw
gaming material: Childress writes about all the GURPS Places of Mystery type stuff
plus scads more things Phil and Alison just couldn’t fit in. Travel narratives give local
color and travel detail for the careful GM, cool photos and sketchy maps make primo
handouts, and Childress is ready with a zillion crazy theories for every single stone
standing on end or on another stone every bloody where in the world. You simply

can’t beat it.
The Sirius Mystery, by Robert K.G. Temple (Inner Traditions

International, ISBN 0892811633) If you gotta have ancient
astronauts, these are the ancient astronauts to have. Temple’s the-
sis goes into Sumerian-Egyptian puns, Robert Graves’ Greek
Myths (Robert Graves, always your sign of quality strangeness
fun) and Central African anthropology to give us a story of the
fish-men from Sirius and their plans for humanity. This will give
you ammo for years of pyramid fun, and a really whacked tie-in
to GURPS Voodoo campaigns courtesy of Larry Niven and
Steven Barnes.

Passport to Magonia, by Jacques Vallee (NTC/Contemporary, ISBN 0809237962)
UFOs? They’re faeries. Or vice versa. That’s Vallee’s thesis, and a fun one it is. This
book serves as a great repository of both UFO and faerie lore, and lets you play
deeply disturbing “changeup” games of GURPS Black Ops or GURPS Celtic Myth.
If you prefer your UFOlogy straight up from Zeta Reticuli, you deserve to take a
gander at Vallee’s trilogy Dimensions, Revelations, and Confrontations, which looks at
the UFO stories with a critical, though not too skeptical, eye. From Vallee, it’s just a
hop and a jump to John Keel (see note 1, p. 81), who’s as nutty as a California trail
mix, and rather more fun.

“I do not think that there is a pathology of the occult dedications,
but about their extravagances no one can question, and it is not less
difficult than thankless to act as a moderator regarding them.”

– A.E. Waite, The Pictorial Key To The Tarot

Which is a fancy way of saying that restricting this list to ten titles 
only leaves a whole lot of great, though less universally accessible, stuff off.
With that in mind, here’s a dozen more honorable mentions. These sources,
rather than the generalist works above, often have more restrictive categories
to them, so you should definitely look into them if you plan on using that spe-
cific stuff yourself.

Fair warning: not all of these are necessarily in print, so I’ve just given titles
and authors. Nor are they all for the faint of heart and weak of mind. (Even the
debunkers on this list give plenty of gameable details on the kinds of things only
silly people want gameable details about, for example.) But all will repay close
study with grimaces and slow head shakings by your players.
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The International Encyclopedia of Secret
Societies and Fraternal Orders, by Alan
Axelrod.

The Mysteries of Chartres Cathedral, by
Louis Charpentier.

Europe’s Inner Demons, The Pursuit of the
Millennium, and Warrant For Genocide, by
Norman Cohn.

Hamlet’s Mill, by Giorgio de Santillana &
Hertha von Dechend.

The Dark Side of History, by Michael
Edwardes.

Science: Good, Bad, and Bogus, by Martin
Gardner.

The Goddesses and Gods of Old Europe and
The Language of the Goddess, by Marija
Gimbutas.

Ecstasies: Deciphering the Witches’ Sabbath,
by Carlo Ginzburg.

An Atlas of the Mysterious in North America,
by Rosemary Ellen Guiley.

Encyclopedia Cthulhiana, by Daniel Harms.

Haunted Places: The National Directory, by
Dennis William Hauck.

The Conspiracy Reader, ed. by Al Hidell
and Joan d’Arc.

The Millennium Book of Prophecy, by John
Hogue.

The Occult Conspiracy, by Michael
Howard.

The Brotherhood and Jack the Ripper: The
Final Solution, by Stephen Knight.

Modern Magick, by Donald Kraig.

Encyclopedia of Freemasonry, by Albert
Mackey.

Architects of the Underworld, by Bruce Rux.

Mysteries of the Mexican Pyramids and
Secrets of the Great Pyramid, by Peter
Tompkins.

An ABC of Witchcraft Past and Present, by
Doreen Valiente.

Everything is Under Control, by Robert
Anton Wilson.

Best Book on the Hollow Earth: Walter Kafton-Minkel, Subterranean
Worlds

Best Unified Field Theory Of It All: William Bramley, The Gods Of Eden
Best Beginner’s Book Not Actually For Beginners: Aleister Crowley,

Magick In Theory And Practice
Best Frothing Paranoid Hitler-And-The-Occult Tome: Peter Levenda,

Unholy Alliance
Best Interdisciplinary Book On The Poles (And Best Subtitle):

Joscelyn Godwin, Arktos: The Polar Myth In Science, Symbolism, And Nazi
Survival

Best Interdisciplinary Book On Other Things That Stick Up: Peter
Tompkins, The Magic of Obelisks

Best Interdisciplinary Book On Lines Between Such Things: John
Michell, The View From Atlantis

Best Book On This Stuff By A Real Historian: Frances Yates, The
Rosicrucian Enlightenment

Best Atlas Of This Stuff: Francis Hitching, The Mysterious World: The Atlas
of the Unexplained

Best Patient Debunking Of UFOs: Curtis Peebles, Watch The Skies!
Best Patient Debunking Of Lost Continents: L. Sprague De Camp, Lost

Continents
Best Collection Of Freaky-Cool, But Totally Unconfirmable,

Anecdotes Louis Pauwels and Jacques Bergier, The Morning of the Magicians

“I know also that after long dealing with doubtful doctrine or
with difficult research it is always refreshing, in the domain of
this [occult] art, to meet with what is obviously of fraud or at least
of complete unreason.”

– A.E. Waite, The Pictorial Key To The Tarot

Go thou and refresh thyself and thy campaign likewise.

Sources and Resources
What, you want more? Don’t go blaming me if you’re abducted or, more

likely, evicted because you’ve blown all your cash and free time on this stuff.

PRINT PERIODICALS
Atlantis Rising (very gooey but very richly varied)
Fortean Times (the best first blush resource available on All This)
Kooks! (Donna Kossy’s irregular zine has been collected as the book Kooks!)
Paranoia Magazine
Steamshovel Press (Kenn Thomas’ Popular Alienation collects some issues).
World Explorer Magazine (from Adventures Unlimited Press)

WEBSITES
Conspire.com (www.conspire.com)
The Daily Grail (www.dailygrail.com)
Disinformation (www.disinfo.com)
Impropaganda (www.impropaganda.com)
The Mothership (www.ufomind.com)
Parascope (www.parascope.com)
Underground Streams (home.fireplug.net/~rshand/streams)
Urban Legends (www.snopes.com)

126

BIBLIOPHANY

home.fireplug.net/~rshand/streams


Abu Simbel, 33.
Adamski, George, 82.
Adepts of Hermes, 69, 76, 106, 111, see
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Anubis, 58, 74, 117.
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Ark of the Covenant, 28, 32-34, 51, 58,

80, 109.
Armanen Order, 80.
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Aum Shinri Kyo, 120.
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