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The person who reaches the sacred, the

Inexpressible,

Who has permeated his mind with it,

Who is in control of his senses,

Is one bound upstream.

THE DHAMMAPADA

The seers protect the evidence from the truth;

they have encased their greatest designations in a secret.

RIG VEDA 10.5.2
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PREFACE

A Life Transformed

Writing has an amazing way of prying open the darkness and lighting up the hidden corners in all manner of things that have lain invisible or dormant just under the surface of the mind. I have read that writing is a form of exorcism, a magick ritual, a summoning, that casts out demons that have been trapped or prevented you from moving forward in your life. Unspoken and unwritten words can thus be seen as chains or handcuffs of denial that make any attempt at moving on or achieving closure almost impossible. I have reams of unpublished poems, for example. How can one live an authentic life if you can’t even process or acknowledge the life that you have already lived? Maybe memory and the implementation of those memories as words can be seen as spookish attempts at some form of permanence in an impermanent world. Typesetting the ever-shifting air and thought streams of existence does not have any special appeal to me and yet type I must. Reading however in my mind is as equally as important as writing.

One book that struck a firm resonant chord that has lasted deep inside of me for many years is Tantric Quest by Daniel Odier (Inner Traditions, 1997). I came into contact with it during my time working as a bookseller in Borders Books and Music in Torrance, Los Angeles, during the early 2000s. This tale of a young devotee seeking a master to help him penetrate and explore beyond the intellectual for wisdom and spirituality did much to fire my hungry inquiring mind. Many years later this work has found itself in a very prescient place in my library since it strangely pre-visualized my own later life experiences while on pilgrimages to Thailand, if not in exact detail or specific spiritual pathway, then most certainly in the spirit and direction of its subject matter. The depth of intimacy of experience shared in this book did much to move me to dig deeper into my spiritual pursuits and I heartily recommend it to anyone that has an interest in undertaking their own personal spiritual quest.

Thai Tattoo Magick is the result of the long and unending polishing of the stone over the course of four pilgrimages between the years 2017 to 2023, where I was transformed into a magickal being through various magickal rituals, some of which were extreme in nature. The deaths of both of my parents and my sister have been the touchstones and engine for this extensive quest. Treading on a pathway is fraught with hidden dangers. It’s how one faces them is what defines us. As Odier writes in Tantric Quest, “All nature is subject to transformation.”

Thai Buddhism is a unique and highly unusual conglomeration of many seemingly different traditions. It is made up of numerous facets, like a diamond. Necromancy, astrology, animism, psychic mediumship, temples, shamanic rituals, Buddhism, magick (which is seen as not black or white or otherwise but just a tool to do a specific job), along with Sak Yant (sacred and magickly functional tattoos), amulets, and buchas (sacred statues with active magickal ingredients though this term also means “to praise or worship”) all loaded with active spiritual ingredients. The number of Thai magick rituals I’ve undergone is extensive: The Satuang Ritual; a cleansing bath with Ajarn Suea thrice, an invisible, clear oil based ink Mae Surasatee Sak Yant from Ajarn Nanting, The Kasin Fai Ritual and The Na Naa Thong Ritual or “gold face blessing” with Ajarn Apichai. This doesn’t include the numerous separate Sak Yant rituals I’ve undergone, many with the remarkable Ajarn Daeng. To say the least, I am not the same man that stepped off the plane at Bangkok Airport in September 2017.

This book catalogs some of my own transformations over time, though not all of them. For like bubbles rising up the side of the glass, some experiences vaporize, never to be seen again. Like passing thoughts they are lost, forever unrecognized. I may observe them, but hold no attachment to them. While meditating in a cave in Thailand my presence of mind became becalmed within the realms of my land. My encrypted astrological birth time and day coordinates were inscribed by an Ajarn onto a magical takrut and embedded deep inside the golden statue of the Buddha inside a sacred golden temple on a hilltop overlooking Chiang Mai. I close my eyes and I am transported immediately into the Buddha’s central core. Wherever I am on the face of this planet, here I reside, in bliss with inner peace, all attachments renounced and all suffering extinguished.

SHEER ZED ॐ


[image: 1; Sak Yant]

The Spiritual Hallmark of Sacred Mastery

Spirituality founded on materialism is ultimately devoid of meaning. Likewise, there is a huge difference between “spiritual tourism” and meaningful pilgrimage. Preparation, contemplation, and meditation are essential prerequisites for any successful pilgrimage abroad. When entering a new, alien, and unknown environment, one must do their best to be sincere, flexible, and undemanding rather than stubborn. For me, Sak Yant is not just a “spiritual tattoo” and—despite the undeniable esoteric charm, gravity and magnetism they exude—is not just a “souvenir” or ordinary road-side tattoo. The sublime living spirits inherent to Buddhist magick actively inhabit the countless myriad forms of Sak Yant. My encounter, engagement, and full immersion into Thai Theravāda Buddhism is characterized by what can only be described as a predestined affinity, a journey over a long and serpentine pathway in which I explored many other variants of this profound philosophy.

To place undue limitations and definitions upon the forms that are known as Sak Yant would be of course to reduce its exquisite and pristine essence. Sak Yant is definitely a commitment to living in a very specific manner. The fine print requires one to uphold certain values that reflect the magickal components of this deliberately constructed tattooed spell. Irrespective of whether the monk or Ajarn is more than happy to accommodate Westerners in its application, it is extremely important to understand that Sak Yant is an ancient animist, faith-based, shamanic, cosmic, and ultimately Buddhist magickal spell that will profoundly alter one’s mind and psyche. Equipping oneself with a basic working understanding and knowledge of Thai Buddhism and animism (which have evolved alongside each other and in tandem with many other esoteric practices) before plowing headlong into acquiring a Sak Yant tattoo, is to demonstrate the basic respect required in order to properly receive such a powerful form of magick. Unthinkingly scouring the internet or books for designs to match one’s personal, ego-driven urges, much in the way one might shop for new clothes, is not a good idea. However, meditating upon messages and signs that arise while in meditative absorption or contemplation is heartily encouraged. If your own deep intuitive impulses lead you to a very specific design this means that this particular design is calling you. I encourage seekers to find an Ajarn to assist them.

An Ajarn is a Thai language term, which translates as “professor” or “teacher.” It is derived from the Pali word ācariya, and is a term of respect, similar in meaning to the Japanese sensei. Personally, I liken the term Ajarn to “magician.” This is because Ajarns can perform Sak Yant rituals, magickal rituals, blocking spells; create amulets and Pha Yants (magickal hanging cloth); and bless all manner of situations and occasions. The experienced Sak Yant practitioner has absorbed and memorized whole sets of scripts and yantra in ancient languages such as Khom, Pali, Lanna, Tai Yai, Old Mon, and Burmese.

Abstract, mystical designs resembling yantra initially birthed themselves during early Indian history in the Harappan Culture Civilization, an Indus Valley Bronze Age civilization in the northwestern regions of South Asia (3300 BCE to 1300 BCE). Then, through subsequent cosmic symbolistic evolutions in Vedic (c. 2000 BCE) and later tantric renaissance (700 CE to 1200 CE), they eventually migrated from India into Southeast Asia. The yantra of the ancient sacred geometry of the Vedic Brahman tradition, considerably older than Thai Buddhist yantra, encountered numerous influences, and, while still being an integral and essential part of the spiritual landscape for centuries, yantra underwent its own very unique evolutionary reinterpretation in Southeast Asia. References to sacred tattoos date back to second-century Chinese records of the Cambodian Funan Kingdom located around the Mekong Delta from the first to seventh centuries. It is widely accepted however that the Cambodian tattoo tradition can be traced back to northern Thailand. In the fourth century CE, Chinese records refer to the tattooed P’u people on their southern borders as wearing “skin garments.” I was blessed to have spiritual guidance via the visions of Ajarn Suea, who, on two occasions—and much like a doctor prescribing medicine to a patient—saw (or “diagnosed”) specific Sak Yant designs for my body.

One would not be remiss to view Sak Yant design as a piece of magickal software written onto the hardware of the human body. After all, they rewrite the mind, body, and spirit of the person that wears them. Sak Yant should not however be viewed as a security patch. These are extremely potent, active talismans, each one a rock-solid and powerful piece of yantra firmware that fundamentally changes those that have it implemented onto their body. Certain Sak Yant designs such as tiger (Suea Yen) and Hanuman cannot be worn by just anyone. The devotee must be able to control these Sak Yant. Much like driving a fast, high-powered vehicle that one does not know how to properly control, Sak Yants can prove fatal if not managed and handled correctly by those that hold them upon their body. Yes, it is possible for anyone to get a Sak Yant; as of the writing of this book, there is no bar whatsoever as to who can obtain one. And yet, the consequences of allowing these designed yantra spells to take residence upon your body without proper understanding or knowledge range far and wide. Being unaware of the religious and cultural sensitivities of the unknown places you visit for the first time is not advisable and can even ultimately end in your arrest and deportation. For example, activating the Sak Yant in the proper manner, requires one to understand and adhere to the basic Buddhist precepts* that surround Sak Yant, which—while I will go into these in more depth later—I will lay them out here as follows:

1.Do not kill

2.Do not steal

3.Do not indulge in sexual misconduct

4.Do not make false speech

5.Do not take intoxicants

The Eight Precepts—of which I hold the eighth—are the first Five Precepts plus three more, which are listed below. The Eight Precepts are observed by nuns, lay Buddhists, and are observed on special days of observance as forms of purification, cleansing, and aiding meditation. In Thailand, if one of the eight is broken, they are all broken.

6.Abstaining from taking food at the wrong time (before noon only)

7.Abstaining from dancing, music, visiting shows, flowers, make-up, the wearing of ornaments and decorations (extremely difficult for me being an amulet-and flower-loving musician!)

8.Abstaining from sleeping in a tall, high sleeping place (I sleep on a ground level futon)

It is important to note that there are invisible karmic wires attached to receiving Sak Yant. Blessings chanted by an Ajarn or monk can incorporate taking refuge in the three jewels of Buddhism namely the Buddha (Siddhartha Gautama, most commonly referred to as the Buddha), the Dharma (The Buddhist path to liberation, referred to as awakening), and the Sangha (a Sanskrit word used in Indian languages, including Pali, meaning “association,” “assembly,” “company” or “community”). The initiatory chanting of the three jewels of Buddhism is viewed by some as a ritual facilitating one’s formal conversion to Buddhism. Do the countless waves of tattoo-hungry Westerners flooding into Thailand to acquire Sak Yant understand that they are converting to Buddhism when they receive a Sak Yant? Maybe. Maybe not. Either way, don’t assume that leading the life of a dissolute Westerner (of which I counted myself as one before encountering the Ajarns of northern Thailand in 2017) in any way excuses you from a duty to uphold the Five basic Precepts necessary to maintain the efficacy of your Sak Yant.

If you do not uphold the precepts, your Sak Yant will fail to work as it should. However, on the other hand—in my personal experience—upholding the precepts guarantees results that are nothing less than magick. Some say that upholding the Buddhist precepts makes Sak Yant “superstitiously effective.” I find use of the word superstitious here to be dismissive and therefore urge caution in its use. In Thailand, what many Westerners would label “superstition” is in fact a deeply embedded part of Thai tradition, heritage, and cultural landscape. The earliest known use of the word superstition in the West as a noun can be found in the work of early Romans such as playwright Plautus, poet and writer Ennius, and lastly, the author Pliny, who refers to it as the art of divination, namely “divinatory practice.” From the first century CE we are given another meaning, which is to “practice outside official religion.”

Do you have to be a strict, practicing Buddhist to receive Sak Yant? No. Indeed, sex workers, criminals, and all manner of people with a multiplex of personal behaviors can and do get Sak Yant. Still, it is absolutely necessary to have a basic working understanding of what you are getting into. Luang Pi Nunn of Wat Bang Phra states that faith is the undeniable force that powers Sak Yant, “You have to have faith to get a tattoo for it to work. You have to believe in it. Otherwise these tattoos are worthless.” Wat Bang Phra is a mecca for Sak Yant that hosts an important four-day Wai Khru (meaning to pay homage to one’s teacher) festival held on the temple grounds once a year during the beginning of March, when thousands of disciples gather to pay respect to the spirit of the great Sak Yant master Luang Pho Poen and are tattooed in relays or have their preexisting Sak Yant blessed and reempowered. This iconic Buddhist temple and monastery is located thirty miles outside of Bangkok in the province of Nakhon Pathom.

Because the practice of Sak Yant tattooing predates Theravāda Buddhism (the tradition it is now most closely linked to), there is an ongoing debate in Thailand as to whether Sak Yant even actually belongs solely in the Buddhist tradition. Regardless, Thai Sak Yant is shaped and influenced by a wide range of complex influences including Buddhism, Animism, Thai folklore, Shamanism, Brahmanism (there are fewer than fifteen actual ordained Phra Phram Brahmins in the whole of Thailand), and Hinduism.

Sak Yant has a brick wall, life-changing impact and power. Being prepared in mind, body, and spirit is important and cannot ever be underestimated. Dissuading you (and thus denying all of the hardworking and devout Thai monks and Ajarns of prospective donations) is not my intention however. Travelers will journey and seek, as is their wont. Ajarns will require your devotion—as I have done and continue to do—long after the first pilgrimage has ended, to be continued throughout your remaining lifetime. It is neither appropriate nor wise to question the wishes of Ajarns, who, despite making decisions that are seemingly beyond your understanding or that may trigger reactions inside you, are teachers who must always be respected. In the book Thai Magic Tattoos, Isabel Azevedo Drouyer and René Drouyer highlight the importance of the teacher as a master of extaordinary power: “Once the Yant is complete, the tattoo must be consecrated. During the consecration ceremony the master recites a magical sequence of syllables and evokes the spirit of the Yantra, asking it to enter and possess the characters of the tattoo. This spirit may belong to a Ruesi, a god, a hero, a monk or to a deceased master.” Most Ajarns have spent time as monks. For some Western students time spent as a monk can be as short as one to six months while many native-born Thai practitioners as much as sixteen, seventeen, or even twenty years, accumulating enough merit, knowledge, purification, along with experiencing various stages of samādhi, to understand and comprehend many unseen things, unknowable to most.

There will always be an ongoing conveyor belt of tourists who are basically just looking for a good time, which is of course, not a crime. That being said, Thai tourism, still staggering after a severe and crippling three-year shutdown and ensuing financial abyss from the global pandemic, is slowly but surely turning its attention away from the promotion of the sex and drug industry in favor of a so-called soft power* approach. What this means in real terms is that Thailand’s reputation amongst Westeners as a party destination (a place for those who desire a drug and sex-fueled vacation to visit) is slowly giving way to one that in which spiritual, magickal attractions feature more prominently. Given that the Theravada Buddhist tradition has prevailed in Thailand since 1902 (when the Sangha bureaucracy was initially established), it only makes sense that Thailand would choose to promote these aspects of its culture as it seeks to establish a unique (and more highly respected) place in the international tourism scene.

The heavily publicized event of Ed Sheeran acquiring a Sak Yant on his upper thigh in February 2024 reflects the tourist industry’s move away from flagrant debauchery and more towards Thailand’s traditions and culture. Ed Sheeran’s Jatutit Yantra—a combination of a modified Fon Saen Ha or Rain Talisman design incorporating the Ittipiso Paed Tidt (8 Directions) magickal text and blessing by the respected master Ajarn Neng—signifies this broadening of the Westerner’s concept of Thai culture to include more traditional elements.

In all honesty, my initial gut reaction to the publiclity surrounding Sheeran’s Sak Yant event—which in no way reflects my feelings about highly respected Ajarn Neng—was a questioning of Sheeran’s intentions. Does Sheeran regard his Jatutit Yantra as just another tattoo among a plethora of others on his body? Or does his acquiring of a Sak Yant signify the beginning of a lasting philosophical and devotional commitment to following a specific pathway? His thousands of fans and admirers would of course unquestionably defend him against anyone (such as myself) who questions his motives or intentions for acquiring a Sak Yant. And yet question I must. Angelina Jolie—who acquired her first Sak Yant (by the revered Ajarn Noo Kanpai) back in 2003—is another story entirely. As a highly regarded global humanitarian, United Nations High Commissioner for Refugees (UNHCR) Goodwill Ambassador, advocate of human, child immigrant, and women’s rights, and conservationist, she has proven time and time again her profound devotion and highest respect for the sacred Sak Yant on her body.

To be certain, it is my sincerely heartfelt personal belief that Sak Yant are a deep calling from spirit residing within the inner planes, carrying a sacred and holy message, meant to be followed and upheld. My intent in advocating for the preservation of Sak Yant’s Thai, Burmese, Laos, and Cambodian traditions and recommending caution around the impulse to deliberately lower the standards and integrity of a spiritual pathway in order to generate financial gain should in no way be interpreted as a push to become a nationalist or Buddhist extremist. Forbid the thought! I say this here because I was surprised—after expressing my thoughts on this matter on social media—to find myself accused of being a “gatekeeper” by a random person on the internet. In the end, however, this interaction served to show me that my fierce willingness to defend the sanctity of Buddhism can never be without doubt.

For me, the magickal act of acquiring Sak Yant is directly tied to the act of pilgrimage. My call to pilgrimage arrived when—through my love and practice of music—Mae Surasatee reached out to me, prompting me to follow what would turn out to be a life-changing path to Thailand. During my travels, I learned firsthand how essential physical sacrifice is to any act of pilgrimage. Although not explicitly recognized by Buddhist teachings, the value of pilgrimage is directly tied to the level of suffering pilgrims endure on their journey. In this sense, the act of acquiring Sak Yant is, in and of itself, a form of pilgrimage. After all, the Sak Yant rod, driven into one’s flesh, cannot be anything less than an act of physical sacrifice. And yet, these rituals comprised only one aspect of the considerable suffering I encountered in my personal life, physically and emotionally, before, during, and after my pilgrimage.

Upholding more than just one of the Five Precepts (at the very least) while acquiring a Sak Yant is, in my mind, also essential. This is in spite of Sak Yant’s origins in an ancient, animist, and shamanic past, which—to some in Thailand—renders it an unsophisticated and un-Buddhist remnant from a bygone era. I myself am devout and yet playful. I am disciplined and yet rebellious. I am not in any way whatsoever perfect. Very far from it. I have lapses, and I both ruminate and regularly laugh at my own fallible human shortcomings. And yet, making attempts at upholding the basic principles and precepts underlying the magick of Sak Yant must still be made. Depending on the Ajarn and the design, some Sak Yants have a limited charge, which require recharging by the Ajarn. Some more powerful Sak Yant require a longer term of user agreement between the Ajarn and the devotee. To maintain the power of my Sak Yant, I chant khatha (mantras) every single day, morning, noon, and night. I also have a stock of Sompoi (an herb used to cleanse the body of defilements), which also acts to energize the Sak Yant. My fastidious approach to Sak Yant maintenance is again because the wearer of Sak Yant must uphold Buddhist ethics in order to prevent weakening of the blessing’s core effects. If one transgresses these rules, depending on the level and depth of the transgression, heavy fallout can occur, ranging from mental illness, loss of employment, a slow and painful death, or rebirth in a hell realm. In order for the Sak Yant to consistently work one must also carefully follow the rules (precepts) as laid down by the Ajarn who delivered the Sak Yant in the first place.

As a reminder, Ajarns often display their own specific interpretations of these very specific rules of conduct—some of which originate from the rules for novice monks—on the walls of their Samnak. On the walls of Ajarn Daeng’s Samnak for example, a sign reads:

Do not eat the meat of a dog or a snake, the food from an altar or leftover food from someone else. Do not walk under clothes lines, under the stairs or steps and do not go under banana trees. Do not disrespect parents or Ajarns. Please keep the five precepts, especially the third precept concerning not having an affair. Please say kata (khatha) every day. If your yants have no kata then say Namo Dtassa to the Buddha please. If any of the rules are broken please return to the Samnak and make an offering of flowers, incense and candles to the altar and bathe in Sompoi to cleanse the yants of defilement.

While these may differ from Ajarn to Ajarn they all have an inherent, basic form. Confusion arises, usually in posts on social media, when different rules from various lineages and backgrounds are thrown together in a hodgepodge of dos and dont’s. For example, while peculiar and seemingly bizarre, the following precepts originate from Wat Bang Phra, some of which—as in Ajarn Daeng’s rules for Sak Yant—directly relate to the training of novice monks only:

•Do not eat star fruit, Makham Pom, green pumpkin, or any other “gourd” type vegetable

•Do not eat food from a funeral

•Do not duck under a washing line, or an overhanging building

•Do not duck under a banana tree of the type Tani Banana Tree (Nang Tani “Lady of Tani” is a female spirit of the Thai folklore and according to folk tradition, this ghost appears as a young woman that haunts wild banana trees)

•Do not cross a single head bridge, large or small bridges are forbidden

•Do not sit on a ceramic urn, especially a cracked, or broken one

•Do not let a woman lie on top of you, or sit on top either

•Do not permit a man to be brushed by the blouse or skirt of a woman, or crossed in front of, especially during the menstruation period

It is important to note that in Thailand blood from menstruation is viewed as a powerful and destructive force against the magickal cohesive power of Sak Yant. This particular belief strain could quite possibly stem from the attitudes, superstitions, and beliefs that are based on Hindu influence, which were strong in Burma/Myanmar up until the eighteenth century. While I personally believe that women are not just powerful beings of life-giving energy and extremely important in all matters of spirituality, they also hold an important place in Thailand as practitioners of Buddhist magick since the standards demanded from them are considerably higher. For example, despite Thailand’s Supreme Sangha Council persistently arguing that the lineage of the bhikkhuni order, under which women could become a fully ordained Buddhist nun, died out long ago, fully ordained nuns must follow 311 precepts (while monks adhere to only 227), ranging from celibacy and poverty to archaic ones like having to confess after eating garlic. It did momentarily cross my mind that the strong aversion to menstruation blood, specifically in regard to Sak Yants, was quite possibly a form of male envy. In Indian Tantric folk practices, sex with menstruating women, accompanied by the ingestion of a drink composed of semen, blood, and bodily fluids (described in song as a “full moon at the new moon”) is a rebellious and diametrically opposed ritual of refusal against any repressive male orientated conservatism. Thai Buddhism has woven into itself traditions from surrounding cultures while still very much retaining its own robust philosophical powerhouse identity. It may not be too much of a stretch to imagine that the Chinese folk practice of taking Hsien T’ien Tan Ch’ion pills, which are made up of menstrual discharges of attractive young girls, may have at some point possibly crossed the borders with traveling merchants into the realms of Thailand.

The Western misuse of Asian Buddhist symbols in tattoos is a subject that has the potential to spark much controversy and violent reaction. In 2011 for example, the Thailand Ministry of Culture proposed a ban on religious tattoos for tourists. In Spring of 2015 a billboard next to an international airport in Thailand informed tourists that it was considered inappropriate to get tattoos of the Buddha. A few months later, state officials arrested Jason Polley, a Canadian tourist, and his girlfriend, Margaret Lam, at their Myanmar hostel after photographs of Polley’s Buddhist tattoos went viral on social media. And again in 2015, Matthew Gordon—a law student from Melbourne, Australia—while sitting at a restaurant in the southern city of Bangalore, India, with his girlfriend, was surrounded by a dozen activists from the ruling Hindu nationalist Bharatiya Janata Party who began harassing the couple. The confrontation arose around the issue of a tattoo on Matthew’s shin of the Hindu fertility goddess Yellamma, mother of Parashurama, the sixth avatar of god Vishnu. The group of activists, which quickly grew to twenty-five men, blocked the restaurant making clear to Matthew that the tattoo had offended their religious sentiments, ordering him to remove it. “One of them came to me and confronted me about my tattoo. Soon they surrounded us and threatened to skin my leg and remove the tattoo,” Matthew stated in the press. Fortunately, the police intervened, remanding Matthew and his girlfriend to the Ashok Nagar police station “for their own protection.” At the time, the incident was seen as part of a growing climate of intolerance and lack of free expression under Indian Prime Minister Modi’s right-wing extremist government. This is not the complete picture, however. What Matthew had failed to understand, despite being a devotee of the Hindu faith and having a large tattoo of Ganesha on his back, is that tattoos of female deities below the waist on the skin of a man are seen as offensive and very sacrilegious.

If he had placed the tattoo above the waistline and had covered it up, then quite possibly he could have continued to enjoy his meal (and the rest of his trip to India) without issue. However, any person bearing a tattoo of a Hindu deity must absolutely be seen to have a clean body and even more importantly, a clean mind and thoughts. Matthew later stated that he had placed the tattoo on “the only bit of space I had left on my body.” Placing the Hindu fertility goddess Yellamma on a part of the body that is near to the ground is viewed as being very untoward, much in the same way statues of Buddha placed directly on the floor is viewed in Thailand. It’s bad practice and creates negative karma for anyone acting without doing solid research and acquiring proper information prior to any permanent decision-making. Matthew’s choice of location for his tattoo was ultimately a reckless decision, incurring the wrath of the local population. Often viewed as being actual living entities themselves, images of all deities are considered sacred, holy, and spiritually active representations of that deity.

While some of these startling examples are worthy to take note of, it is always good common sense to educate oneself on best practices to follow when traveling in a country that has a rich, deep, and in my mind beautifully complex traditional and cultural history such as Thailand. A special decorum and protocol is required when venturing far away from home; things such as reputable guides, good travel insurance, and a well-read background in the subject of your fascination never hurts when considering a pilgrimage to another country. Exercising caution when adapting symbols without prior knowledge, skill, or sensitivity to the culture that one is stepping into is strongly advised.

Religious tattoos are also not without precedent in India. The Ramnamis, followers of the Ramnami Samaj religious movement, tattooed the Hindu god Ram’s name on their bodies and faces more than one hundred years ago, sometimes using a dye made from mixing soot from a kerosene lamp with water. This act of devotion is also an act of defiance; after being denied entry to temples and forced to use separate wells due to their low-caste status, for these Hindus the act of tattooing Ram’s name on their bodies was a message to higher-caste Indians that god is literally everywhere no matter what your perceived caste or position in society may be. Caste-based discrimination was eventually banned in 1955. Children born into the Ramnami Samaj community however are still required to be tattooed on their body, preferably on the chest, at least once, by the age of two. The name of Ram is chanted daily by the Ramnamis and images of him adorn their homes both inside and out.

In Borneo, the Philippines, and Indonesia, several tribes maintain traditions of spiritual tattoos. Joe Cummings and Dan White’s excellent book, Sacred Tattoos of Thailand: Exploring the Magic, Masters and Mystery of Sak Yant, draws upon an Iban proverb in Borneo that should give all seekers of Sak Yant an indication of the cosmic scrutiny one may come under when undertaking and acquiring this most visible of talismans: “A man without tattoos is invisible to the gods.”

[image: ]

I have been made aware that certain viewpoints from various quarters may look at my pilgrimages as a form of exoticization and my encounters with the Ajarns as appropriation of another country’s cultural heritage purely for personal gain. After much self-reflection around this particular view, I have decided that I cannot for the life of me wear this ill-fitting and blatantly untrue hat. It just doesn’t fit me and certainly does not enter into any part of my world or self-view. I am first and foremost answering a true calling that comes from a predestined affinity with Buddhism, which has a very strong and clear basis and history in the spirit that has persisted throughout my troubled and turbulent life. Like an epic trail of spiritual bread crumbs, I have followed with an honest and earnest heart a very specific pathway, and this—oddly enough—is where I have finally found myself. While I believe that, within the context of the current global hybridization of cultural elements, the fear of losing traditional cultural definition is valid, I also see that the future holds a magnificent peacock fan of remarkable evolutionary possibilities that can serve to enhance and honor the initial point of origination. Sak Yant in Thailand is the result of an evolutionary process that has taken thousands of years to emanate into the here and now from the very first prehistoric shamanic-inked spots placed upon human skin to aid healing.


[image: Khun Phen Chom-Talat Sak Yant on the author’s left forearm by Ajarn Daeng. Photo by Sheer Zed (2023).]


Khun Phen Chom-Talat Sak Yant on the author’s left forearm by Ajarn Daeng.
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The magick of Thai Sak Yant for me is very real and extremely potent. After a number of life-threatening situations (including one late night visit to a local emergency department for potentially stroke and heart attack–inducing high blood pressure) I have concluded that the Sak Yant upon my body has given me an undeniable edge of protection. I genuinely feel and see the activity of their functionality working in the foreground or background of any given situation. I for one am very grateful and deeply appreciative for all the past and present masters, lineages, designs, and undeniable superior magick of Sak Yant’s magnificent divine holy presence and unassailable history.



*Mark my words, it behooves you to understand these Five Buddhist Precepts; I know from personal experience that not doing so results in real-world consequences.

*Soft power refers to the ability to influence or shape the preferences of others through attraction rather than coercion.


[image: 2; Entering the Stream]

Many Tributaries Lead to One Ocean

Throughout my life there have been countless inexplicable—one could say experiences—relating to otherness that have led me to this point. My childhood and adolescence were marked by various messages and encounters that—looking back—now seem fated. Some of these took the form of popular media and cultural references. I remember distinctly my first encounter with the image of the Buddha all the way back in 1981. It appeared on a BBC2 show called Saiyūki, which translates to “Account of the Journey to the West” in English, also known as Monkey in the United Kingdom. The show was based on the sixteenth-century Chinese novel Journey to the West by Wu Cheng’en. One day during my seventeenth year my mother brought home a sculpture from her art class. The teacher in my mother’s class had tasked all of the students with sculpting the famous image of Buddha in the seated Lotus position. I was fascinated by the shape of it; not just of the physical statue my mother had sculpted but the shapeless shape of the philosophy surrounding it. My mother was a messenger and the message was duly delivered. Seeing this image again transpire in our home, its enigmatic presence exuding calm, caught my attention and ultimately my complete devotion.

Another point of pop culture inspiration in my 1970s childhood—and an important portal of awakening for many that saw it—was the TV show Kung Fu featuring the actor David Carradine. The image of a Shaolin monk walking across a long strip of rice paper without breaking it gave me the perplexing but nevertheless enticing impression that human magick was real and possible with the correct training and discipline. Transfixed by the slow-motion fighting sequences, Chan Buddhism, and Shaolin Kung Fu philosophy, I soon found myself enamored with the subject of Eastern philosophical thought. Interestingly, although it was actually Bruce Lee who first pitched to Warner Brothers the idea of a traveling peace-loving Shaolin Kung Fu fighting monk (Warrior), Warner Brothers—in a blatant act of racism—stole Lee’s idea and cast Carradine in the lead role instead. Allegedly, an unnamed ABC executive said, “You can’t make a star out of a five-foot-six Chinese actor.” In spite of ABC’s massive blunder, I still have much respect and love of this remarkable TV series.

Of note here is David Carradine’s death, which I was first saddened and later fascinated by due to the strange and particularly weird and occult-tinged circumstances surrounding it. My fascination is not with the technical cause of death (he died in June 2009 by autoerotic asphyxiation) but due to how the underlying supernatural nuances of the location of his death relate to the cause of death. The Swissôtel Nai Lert Park Hotel in central Bangkok, where David Carradine stayed while filming Stretch (2011), was next door to the Chao Mae Tuptim shrine—also known as the Penis Shrine. At the entrance of the shrine was a metal sign that read:

The origins of Chao Mae Tuptim are obscure. It can only be recalled that a spirit house was built by Nai Lert for the Spirit who was believed to reside in the large sai (ficus) tree. The basic offerings are fragrant wreaths of snow-white jasmine flowers, incense sticks, and pink and white lotus buds. Chao Mae Tuptim has received yet another less conventional kind of gift, phallic in shape, small and large, stylized and highly realistic. Over the years they have been brought by the thousands, and today fill the area around the shrine. Confronted by the extraordinary display the shrine has automatically been concluded to be dedicated to fertility.

In June 2020, a local Google guide known only as “Dragonfly” reported that the shrine had been demolished, reduced, and moved two hundred meters south. It is my opinion that David Carradine, after being neglected by the film company during the last three days of shooting, had become possessed by a spirit that had led him directly, during an act of misguided autoerotic asphyxiation, to become a living sacrifice who accidentally and unwittingly died for the pre-Buddhist Southeast Asian tree spirit residing inside the large sai tree at the Penis Shrine nearby. My theory is supported by the natural growth of the sai tree, which shares a common “strangling” habit found in many tropical forest species, particularly of the genus Ficus, which is also known as a “strangler fig.” I believe that the tree spirit of the strangler fig was embodied by David Carradine and personified in the act of his autoerotic asphyxiation.

For those of you who may be aghast or even amused by such an idea, I will endeavor, throughout this book, to offer evidence of my encounters with the spirits in Thailand. I hope to shed some light on the inexplicable events that surrounded my participation in the extreme rituals and initiations within the Thai Lanna Buddhist magickal system and throughout my life thereafter. Over the course of seven years, I undertook four ritualistic pilgrimages to meet and work with the Ajarns of northern Thailand. My encounters were ultimately life changing. These pilgrimages happened after many years of study, devotion, sacrifice, personal growth, and the occasional visits to shrines in and around London that finally led me to realize and embrace a very specific and particular pathway.
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Literary sources have also provided much inspiration, gently directing me toward the spiritual path I was to eventually follow. One source of fascination and interest to me while growing up in South Wales in the 1970s, was the book Magic, Words, and Numbers by Stuart Holroyd. Purchased by my parents as a part of their monthly book club membership, not only did it quench my insatiable hunger for visual imagery, it exposed me to various people and profound occult ideas that would come to play an important part of my life decades later. The book features the infamous occultist, ceremonial magician, poet, philosopher, political theorist, novelist, mountaineer, and painter Aleister Crowley in various photographs (plus one wildly psychedelic ritualistic painting). This book was the initial starting point and beginning from which I entered into the endless world of the occult, supernatural phenomena, and spirituality.

I was drawn to the images and ideas inside Magic, Words, and Numbers like a bee to a swollen bloom. Chance, magick, synchronicity, rituals, stone circles, Alfred Watkins and ley lines, and Austin Osman Spare all appeared to me from the pages of this book. A veritable Pandora’s Box of ideas and thoughts was absorbed into my mind. A quote from Austin Osman Spare’s work The Book of Pleasure (self-love) meaningfully jumped out of the page from Holroyd’s book: “This is my wish, to obtain the strength of tiger.”

During Crowley’s extensive travels on the Indian subcontinent, he was awestruck by the traditions of Buddhism and Hinduism during his yogic immersion and subsequent transformation. This was inspired wholly through his friend Charles Henry Allan Bennett, member of the Hermetic Order of the Golden Dawn, second Englishman to be ordained as a Buddhist monk (bhikkhu) of the Theravada tradition and instrumental in introducing Buddhism in England. Crowley studied under him both in Ceylon and Burma (Myanmar) and was able because of this to add the Nikāya (non-derogatory substitute for Hīnayāna or early Buddhist schools) Buddhist columns to his book Liber 777. During Crowley’s stay with Bennett in Burma he learned preliminary samatha meditation techniques as well as other techniques, in order to answer the question “Who am I?” Bennett was England’s first Buddhist emissary, training and mentoring Crowley in the basics of magick while installing in him a devotion to white magick. In retrospect it can be safe to say that Charles Henry Allan Bennett had laid the groundwork for my later burgeoning and blossoming interests in Buddhism. In Berashith: An Essay in Ontology with Some Remarks on Ceremonial Magic Crowley says, “The task of the Buddhist recluse is roughly as follows. He must plunge every particle of his being into one idea: right views, aspirations, word, deed, life, will-power, meditation, rapture, such are the stages of his liberation, which resolves itself into a struggle against the laws of causality. He cannot prevent past causes taking effect, but he can prevent present causes from having any future results.” Furthermore, Crowley goes on to state, “On mature consideration, therefore, I confidently and deliberately take my refuge in the Triple Gem. Namô Tassa Bhagavatô Arahatô Sammâ-Sambuddhassa!”

As I grew up, I gained a voracious appetite for the Beat poets’ oeuvre, in particular Allen Ginsberg,* Jack Kerouac, and Gary Snyder. This did much to fuel my growing quest for all things pertaining to Zen Buddhism including the writings of D. T. Suzuki during the late 1980s. Gary Snyder’s “Buddhist Anarchism” viewpoint is to this day very much of great interest to me. I continue to progressively study and absorb various occult-themed philosophies that I find either personally attractive or satisfying while very much still “supporting any cultural and economic revolution that moves clearly toward a free, international, classless world.”

[image: ]

In 1972, my father was diagnosed as a clinically depressed, fully blown schizophrenic. Since I could walk, I inherently knew that there was something very wrong and was instinctively wary of him. When I was at the tender age of four, he attempted to kill me during a psychotic rage. My relationship with him over the years was dysfunctional, and severely impacted by these mental conditions. His behavior was interspersed with questionable episodes and various standpoints that deliberately made life harder not just for myself, but also for my sister and mother. Although over the years I tried to establish what could be called a normal and functioning relationship with him, my many attempts were consistently thwarted by his ongoing mental illness, which eventually also came to plague my schizophrenic sister.

Witnessing my father sexually abuse my sister in the very same bed right next to me while we were on holiday in a farmhouse in Laugharne, Carmarthenshire, during the 1970s is a memory that would only be excavated decades later in therapy. At the time of this incident my understanding and ability to comprehend what was actually happening was practically zero, though later a tidal wave of disgust, fury, and rage poured in while my previously repressed memory resurfaced. I then fully recalled him slamming his fist down near my small head as I hid under the bed clothes, enraged at the discovery that his son was watching him through a tiny opening in the blankets. I had prevented him from taking his abuse further. Such a bane was the role that he cast me in over his long and dissolute life, and even beyond. Not once did he ever say that he loved me.

Oddly enough, my first introduction to magick came long before my pilgrimages to Thailand. My first encounter with “black magick” was within the circle of my own family. My father’s study, in one of the spare upstairs bedrooms, was a small room littered with books, astrological tables, and journals, which in turn filled the air of our home with an atmosphere of mystery and occult foreboding. My father dabbled, like a child with a high-powered gun, in the dangerous and precarious pursuit of power through the invocation of demons. I first learned of it through my mother, who told me that, my father had confessed to her that in the 1950s—while in the National Service based in Germany, he had performed a “black magick ritual in the Black Forest.” I found it peculiar that when I later asked my mother about it, she fully refuted ever saying this to me. It may well be that she felt the apple doesn’t fall far from the tree and didn’t wish to encourage or validate my inquisitiveness into this realm in any way whatsoever. I gathered that he had drawn demons into himself using a magick circle and the correct incantations.

Once, while attempting to have an extremely rare father and son evening in central London in the mid-1990s, my father left me standing by a concrete chess table under a pagoda-like folly in the center of Chinatown, while he drunkenly sought out an old dive bar frequented by the Kray twins for us to have a drink at that he used to visit in the 1960s when he was manager of a large betting shop. After an hour passed, I realized that he had deliberately left me standing there alone in an act of cruelty and spitefulness. Before the hour had fully passed however, a huge gust of wind pushed past me carrying a tabloid newspaper over the cobbled street floor. The hand of totality personified itself for a moment in the very wind itself, as it fanned and flicked open the pages before me to a large bullet point headline inside that read: “I Lost Him to Cruel Demons That Lay Lurking in His Soul.” It was at that eschatonic point that I knew my father—astrologer, gambler, computer programmer, and magician—was indeed possessed by some unidentifiable demons, and that he had summoned them into himself while serving his tour of duty in Germany. I clearly understand that black magick is a real and potent force in the world and that any interface within such a system, ethos, or paradigm is to be undertaken only with extreme caution, deep limitless inner protections, and rugged self-circumspection, much in the same way for example that one approach a deadly virus capable of catastrophic repercussions. Double masking in this case is always highly recommended.

Since my childhood I have also experienced numerous instances of leaving my body, some of which were instigated by what can only be called traumatic experiences. It has taken me a very long time to assimilate, process, and learn to work with these extremely intense occurrences. It has taken even longer to speak about this to anyone, let alone raise the necessary courage to write about it. In 1973, when I was eight years old, during a Christmas party game of pass the parcel* in Rhiwderin Primary School in South Wales, I was forced to do a striptease in front of the whole school. The teacher that led this ritualistic abuse knew my family; his father used to sell our family the lettuce from his kitchen garden allotment and make unwanted passes toward my mother. I was wearing my sister’s hand-me-down vest at the time as I felt the gut-wrenching violence of standing outside of myself. I imagine the shock of being forced to take off my clothes in front of the school with teachers and children present to an instrumental song called “The Stripper” was enough to trigger my anxiety and immediately cause an adrenaline-driven massive disassociation from my body. In order to hide the pink-flowered frilly vest underneath, I took off my jumper and vest together. It was here the forfeit was stopped, my bare chest shutting down this cruel and primeval sick ritual.

Another out-of-body experience occurred while looking into a mirror, again at eight years old, my body observed by my spirit as it moved away from the flesh body in the reflection. Screaming seemed to help but ultimately did nothing to stop this from happening other than alerting my mother to a child freaking out in the bathroom. Another time occurred in my teens. The same thing all over again. My spirit pulling out of the flesh body and moving away, this time vertically moving up toward the ceiling while taking a hot bath. No screams this time.

My research of how and why people leave their bodies during waking hours has found that hypnogogic hallucination is just one reason for this happening. My schizophrenic father regularly experimented with astral traveling and so I feel there may be some connection with this fact. An out-of-body experience, which some might also describe as a dissociative episode, is a sensation of your consciousness leaving your physical body. Depersonalization-derealization disorder is a type of dissociative disorder. Its primary symptoms are feeling disconnected from your surroundings, thoughts, or body.

I found these early dissociative episodes to be tasters for meditation. Some meditation techniques—such as Anapanasati (mindfulness of breath) and Vipassanā (literally “special, super, seeing,” a Buddhist term that is often translated as “insight” or “seeing clearly”)—can be dissociative. Though it is important to mention here that the meditator should not completely ignore all thoughts and fall into dissociation. Feeling detached from your body and seeing the world as unreal can cause problems and a certain amount of anxiety. I have deliberately and mindfully integrated the experiences of leaving my body into the language of spirit, spirituality, and sacred meaningfulness. This has helped me to integrate my experiences in a more positive and less clinical manner while at the same time respecting and honoring the sacred elements of my personal practice. Invisible internal worlds require sustained support and organization. Going into trances and experiencing internal drift have been a regular part of my life. Taking drugs has temporarily relieved and in part assisted this ongoing state of affairs but it has been my daily spiritual practice that has been the overwhelming factor in the personal management and stabilization of my wild, shamanic hard drive. The regulation and respectful feeding of one’s demons with daily optimizing disciplines such as chanting, rituals, and offerings have been the framework for my improved internal experience. Since there is order within chaos and chaos within order, finding a middle pathway of balance has been a lifetime’s work and stabilizing practice for me.

At an early age I had also already been exhibiting certain nesting behaviors indicative of what I now understand to be an uncanny ability to sense unseen currents with the highly detailed precision of a magician. These behaviors consisted of placing various objects in exacting orderliness and symmetry in specifically chosen locations and sculpting my bedroom into an arranged shrine of my art, with posters, models, toys, a glow-in-the-dark anatomically correct cardboard human skeleton hanging on the back of my bedroom door, and a large variety of handmade art pieces I had affixed to the walls. Spiritually speaking, clustering objects with what can only be viewed as an OCD-driven impulse was in my case, a symbol of growth, abundance, and the journey toward enlightenment.
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Another major threshold in my spiritual development and something that has continued to influence me greatly throughout my life, arrived in the form of acoustic wave vibrations perceived by my brain. Specifically music. I recall the first time I heard an acoustic guitar. At the age of two years old I toddled down the hallway of our home in Newport, South Wales, drawn magickly by the deep tones of what I would discover was a guitar. The sound emanated from behind a fence in the front garden. I then climbed the high fence and traversed the top into the wildly panicked arms of my sister and her friend. There lay the wooden machine of which rang the magickal tones that had so driven me. The girls then allowed me to strum the guitar. Much to my awe it was this simple device that had created such beautiful and transcendent sounds.

Memories of sitting cross-legged on hard painful wooden floors while being forced to look upward toward a sunlight deflector flapped TV set during primary school “Watch With Teacher” sessions are invariably prepacked with the accompanying electronic background music of the BBC Radiophonic Workshop soundtrack of my youth. Children’s programming in a 1970s Britain was haunted and soundscaped with the dystopian sound of synthesized music. One night while hiding under the bed sheets in my room I came into contact with an alien life-form. With a flashlight and a small transistor radio tuned in to Radio Luxembourg I beheld inside my ears the space ghost machine sounds of Kraftwerk’s seminal audio document Autobahn, pulsating and oozing from the tiny speaker. I thought for one moment it was maybe an alien being communicating what the sound of traveling in a vehicle was like here on earth. Here my interest and then later deep love affair with electronic music was birthed.

Moving from the large city of Newport at age three, to a small village called Rhiwderin (Bird Hill), afforded me further contact with the power and majesty of sound. Here, the voices of the choir, the melody of the skylarks, and the notes of an occasional train passing by all collaborated to create the rich sonic tapestry of my new surroundings. There is one sound in particular, however, that I will never forget. One day, my mother would ask me to take our broken vacuum cleaner over to Mr. Entwistle, a local man known for his ability to fix things, who would repair mechanical household items for a small fee. As I approached his 1930s art deco–style home, which lay hidden behind tall evergreen trees, I heard a vast, pounding, and throbbing sound, the vibrations of which reverberated throughout the walls, windows, and the very air itself, well out into the street. I was completely transfixed. Never before had I felt sound on such a deep level. It encompassed my entire being, a small boy lost in awe and in astonishment. I later learned that the sound had come from Mr. Herbert Entwistle’s adult son John Entwistle, bassist of The Who, who had a bass guitar set up in a spare bedroom upstairs and would play occasionally whenever he visited his dad.

My early exposure to John Entwistle’s bass in the early 1970s would affect me long after hearing it. On July 14, 1978, I bought The Who’s single “Who Are You” and played it incessantly. I have been asking myself the question in the song’s lyric “Who the fuck are you . . .” ever since hearing it.

Later, I discovered the music of artists whose work was born of the integration of music and the occult. If my journey into magick resembles a helix, a type of smooth space curve in the shape of a spiral staircase, with tangent lines at a constant angle to a fixed axis, then in my case, the fixed axis of my path came in the form of the vinyl LP: If You Can’t Please Yourself You Can’t, Please Your Soul.Released in 1985 by Some Bizzare
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