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Introduction

An interest in magic runs through the veins of my family.

In recent generations, my grandfather, The Sirdar Ikbal Ali Shah, published a volume of research entitled Black and White Magic. Many of his works on topography and travel are suffused with secret ceremonies and magical rituals.

Similarly, my father, the author and thinker Idries Shah, is known for numerous treatises that consider the cultural roots of what he might have described as ‘occult sciences’.

Two of his earlier books addressing such areas – The Secret Lore of Magic and Oriental Magic – were published under his own name. Others were released under the delightfully eccentric pseudonym ‘Arkon Daraul’, whom he listed as a leading Hungarian ethnographer.

My own investigations into magic and magical themes began by accident and certainly not by design. As described in my book Sorcerer’s Apprentice, I studied illusion with an Indian magician in Kolkata while in my twenties. I never planned to publish an account of the time. In doing so, I incurred the wrath of my magician teacher, Hakim Feroze.

My fascination for illusion – the kind of tricks with which Harry Houdini once wowed audiences – is intertwined with something else.

Imagination.

The way I see it, we are all born with an A-grade sense of imagination. But, alas, education eliminates it. Or, at least it does in a great many societies, such as in northern Europe.

In many of the lands in which I have had the fortune to travel and live, I have experienced first-hand belief systems that are still partially, or perfectly, intact.

This is the point at which the Occidental mind tends to cloud over in confusion. It’s because people are challenged in understanding a system which has both elements of magical mystery, and those of rigidity and fact.

As an imaginist of the first order, I myself am drawn to cultures in which a belief in the possibility of magic is preserved. In referencing this, I am using ‘magic’ in a rather free-form sense.

When I spent months in the Upper Amazon with Peru’s Shuar tribe, formerly known for their expertise in shrinking the heads of their enemies, it was their magic that gripped me more than anything else in their extraordinary realm.

The magic they were performing was not so much magic in the conventional sense as magic that sang to the most ancient part of our humanity.

The Shuar believe that the world around us is an illusion – that it simply doesn’t exist – and that, in order to solve problems in this illusory world, we must fly into the ‘real’ world and glean answers awaiting us there.

For the former headshrinkers, the method of flight is allegorical – achieved by taking a hallucinogenic brew called ayahuasca.

In the last twenty years and more, I have found myself turning time and again to magical themes, whether in travelogues, or in stories I have written, or even in novels, like Godman.

Through the pages of that novel I allowed myself to run wild in a way I had waited to run wild for years. Few projects have ever afforded me the opportunity to describe the illusions passed off as magic by my godman, The Great Maharaja Malipasse.

Writing the book, I found myself marvelling yet again at the association that we, as humble humans, have with the two parallel varieties of magic.

The first is the magic performed by what we call ‘magicians’, but who are in actual fact illusionists. Yes, of course, children believe in the tricks, but as adults we know full well they’re performing sleights of hand – because we have been taught not to believe.

The second kind of magic tends to be reserved for faith-based situations: a miracle afforded to a saint, or a supernatural deed performed by a godman.

My own deep fascination with magic is rooted in the matter of belief as much as it is in the magical event itself. Whenever I witness an illusionist doing their work, it’s not the magician I look at, but rather the audience.

For, in their eyes, I see reflected a belief that’s deep inside us all – a desperate need to believe… as though by believing in the right way, we are being reunited through a pervasive and ancient alchemy with a part of ourselves that has so often been cut away.

The pages of this short anthology contain a variety of passages from my work, each of them associated with magic in its various forms. Again, I have used the term ‘magic’ in a loose way, because for me there cannot be a rigidity in this subject.

As you read the passages, spare a thought for Pancho, the Shuar warrior who guided me through the cloud forest of Peru.

When I asked him about magic, he paused, regarded me with a sideways glance, and said:

‘Magic is not what people think it is, but it’s something living inside our hearts. To understand what magic is, you must believe it, and never listen to the wind when it whispers about what is real and what is not.’

Tahir Shah


The Great Maharaja Malipasse

The Blackpool Grand had hosted the crème de la crème of entertainment in its time, from vaudeville to full musical extravaganzas, and even pantomime.

In the theatre’s long history, none had wowed the audience more artfully, or with such finesse, as the maestro of magical delight – The Great Maharaja Malipasse.

The stalls, dress circles, and the boxes full to capacity, the house lights slowly dimmed, and the royal-blue curtains eased apart. Amid an electrifying ambience, the celebrated sorcerer stepped from the shadows into a shaft of dazzling stage light.

The maharaja was cloaked in an emerald-green opera cape, his head crowned in a magnificent turban, adorned with priceless gems.

In absolute silence, and with the audience lost in speechless anticipation, the magician bowed.

Before him, raised to waist height, was a black coffin, its surface festooned with cryptic symbols in silver and gold.

Channelling an ancient sorcery passed down through generations of his ancestral line, the magician thrust both arms up into the air, his face grizzled with rage.

‘By the sacred power of the lost tradition!’ he boomed. ‘And by the diabolic force of ultimate darkness, I command you to reveal yourself!’

As one, the audience gasped.

Snarling, The Great Maharaja Malipasse stepped back, hands clenched into fists.

A full minute of transfixed anticipation passed.

Unable to take it, a woman fainted at the back.

Another cackled in anguish and in joy.

A man at the front jumped up and screamed out.

Again, the revered magician thrust both fists up in the air, commanding the casket to open.

But it did not.

From Godman


He Who Scatters Souls

We failed to realize it was an omen when it came.

Sunshine streamed down through an almost cloudless indigo sky, warming the dew-covered lawn at Langton House, my childhood home. The gardener had fished out his dilapidated machine for the first mow of the summer. Basking in sunlight, the great yew tree threw long shadows across the lawn. Squirrels dashed about in the monkey-puzzle and copper beech. A bank of azaleas perfumed the early-morning air.

Then, quite suddenly, hailstones the size of marbles showered down from above, shattering the peace. A lone cloud in an unending blue sky had spawned the freak bombardment, which persisted for about three minutes.

As the last nuggets of ice struck the lawn, the doorbell echoed the arrival of an unexpected visitor.

Our home in a quiet English village was not unused to bizarre guests. The house was a magnet for the peculiar. One could never be certain who the next to arrive would be. But, even by normal unpredictable standards, the man standing at the porch, waiting to be welcomed, was anything but typical.

The first thing that struck me about the towering Pashtun was his extraordinary bristliness. An immense bush of woolly beard masked much of his face. Hanging like an ink-black inverted candyfloss, it fanned out in all directions. His hands, ears, and the nostrils of his hooked beak of a nose were also thick with waxy hair. In the few places where the skin was bald – the fingertips, palms, and below the eyes – it was as creased and scaly as an armadillo’s snout. The sable eyes spoke of honesty and the furrowed forehead hinted of an anxious past.

The giant bear of a man teaselled the froth of beard outwards with a scarlet plastic comb, and dusted down his filthy khaki salwaar kameez, shirt and baggy trousers – the preferred outfit in the Hindu Kush. Straightening the knotted Kabuli turban which perched on his head like a crown, he peered down at the ground bashfully, as the front door was pulled inwards.

My father, recognizing Hafiz Jan, son of Mohammed ibn Maqbul, embraced him.

The Pashtun’s luggage – a single sealed tea chest bearing the word ‘ASSAM’ in heavy black stencilled lettering – was carried in ceremoniously. It was as heavy as an elephant calf and stank of rotting fish.

Although received at no notice, Hafiz Jan was welcomed with great decorum. Tea and refreshments were brought and pleasantries exchanged. Blessings and gifts were conferred upon him. According to Eastern tradition, my father expounded in detail the pedigree of our distinguished visitor.

His forefathers had fought alongside my own ancestor, the Afghan warlord and statesman Jan Fishan Khan (a nom de guerre, translating literally as ‘He Who Scatters Souls’). None had been so courageous, or trusted, as the progenitors of Hafiz Jan. They had accompanied the warrior on all his campaigns. Many had died in battle, side by side with members of my own family.

When, in 1842, their lord had travelled with his enormous retinue of soldiers from Afghanistan to India, they had escorted him. With his sudden death at the tranquil Indian town of Sardhana, they had pledged to guard for eternity the mausoleum of their commander, Jan Fishan Khan.

More than a century on, Hafiz Jan was proud to have assumed the inherited position: keeper of my great-great-great-grandfather’s tomb.

‘The shrine of Jan Fishan,’ he said in faultless English, ‘is the shrine of shrines, and as noble as He who lies there. It will last ten thousand years and longer!’

A lengthy harangue followed, in which the Pashtun showered praise on the memory of Jan Fishan. Such orations, more familiar as the conclusion to a great Afghan feast rather than a dainty tea, are designed to verify well-established facts.

‘His Highness Prince Mohammed Jan Fishan Khan, son of Sayed Qutubuddin Khan of Paghman,’ began Hafiz Jan with deep, growling intonation, ‘was pious, generous, chivalrous, honourable, and the greatest horseman that ever lived. Known as Shah-Saz, “the King-Maker”, he was a tactician, diplomat, philosopher, and leader of great wisdom. Still today,’ continued Hafiz Jan, working himself into a frenzy, ‘the descendants of his opponents tremble on hearing that legendary name – Jan Fishan Khan, the Soul-Scatterer!’

Suddenly, as if ordered to do so, Hafiz Jan fell silent. His face contorted with anxiety, he led my father into the garden. Twenty minutes later, the two men returned. My father was taciturn at first. Hafiz Jan was equally reserved.

‘Our brother, Hafiz Jan,’ began my father hesitantly, ‘has crossed continents to be with us. He left the tomb of our forefather and hurried here. His journey was inspired by a disturbing dream.’

His brow ridged in thought, my father related the dream of Hafiz Jan. Prolonged and elaborate, it had depicted many things. At the core of the tale, fringed by a series of confusing and interlinked events, was one gruesome incident. It centred on my own future.

The dream had shown me meeting a sudden, undignified end, deceived by a well-concealed well-shaft. Hafiz Jan had hastened across land and sea to protect me from what he could only assume was a premonition. Rising up to his full height, the Pashtun thrust an arm in the air.

‘Rest assured,’ he barked, ‘that I shall not stir from this place until the threat is vanquished!’

The sudden arrival of a gallant and honourable Pashtun, pledging to defend an eleven-year-old boy, might have seemed incongruous. However, a precedent gave the visitor’s dream greater significance.

At the time of the British retreat from Kabul, an insurgent had crept into Jan Fishan Khan’s sleeping quarters. As he drew his dagger to murder the warlord, one of the warlord’s most trusted men stepped nimbly from behind a screen and severed the throat of the intruder. The incident, which had passed into legend, is a favoured tale in our family. Jan Fishan’s defender – himself a forebear of Hafiz Jan – had been alerted to the murder plan by a premonition.

Refusing all further hospitality, Hafiz Jan strode from the sitting room and hauled his tea chest up the four flights of stairs to the landing outside my attic bedroom. Removing the lid, he plucked out a mattress and set it down in front of my door.

‘Be at ease,’ he whispered, as he lay down on the bedroll. ‘I will seize the danger and tear it limb from limb!’

I would constantly remind Hafiz Jan that he was not waiting for a mortal assassin, but an uncovered well-shaft – a hazard I was unlikely to encounter on the upper-most floor of the house. Filling his lungs sharply with air, thrusting his fists upward like pistons, the Pashtun would reply:

‘Never underestimate the slyness of Shaitan, the Devil!’

From Sorcerer’s Apprentice
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