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To Tamra, I seal the amazing adventures we shared that became this book with a quote from Petronius Arbiter, to echo your words to me on that sacred night:
Serva me, servabo te.
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In a “secular” society the search for the sacred refuses to go away.
CATHERINE ALBANESE
There are indeed millions of Christians in the United States, but most Americans who think that they are Christians truly are something else, intensely religious but devout in the American Religion, a faith that is old among us, and that comes in many guises and disguises, and that overdetermines much of our national life.
HAROLD BLOOM
In modern academic research, “esotericism” is no more than a convenient label to cover a large collection of claims of knowledge that have been rejected as illegitimate “nonsense” or “superstition” by academics since the period of the Enlightenment but deserve to be studied seriously and without prejudice. Whether any of them is true or not is wholly irrelevant to that project.
WOUTER HANEGRAAFF
I am often struck by the dangerous narcissism fostered by spiritual rhetoric that pays so much attention to individual self-improvement and so little to the practice of love within the context of community.
BELL HOOKS
Although it is said that it is impossible to be disturbed by anything upon reaching enlightenment, I could not help but cry upon bidding farewell to a loved one.
KŌBŌ-DAISHI
But it does me no injury for my neighbor to say there are twenty gods, or no god. It neither picks my pocket nor breaks my leg.
THOMAS JEFFERSON
Imagination is usually regarded as a synonym for the unreal. Yet is true imagination healthful and real, no more likely to mislead than the coarser senses. Indeed, the power of imagination makes us infinite.
JOHN MUIR

AMERICAN METAPHYSICAL RELIGION
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“A lucid tour through the Wild West of American-style spirituality. Pontiac drives us through landscapes peopled by odd characters that some have deemed ‘mad, bad, and dangerous to know’ but whose burning arrows have ignited things in our psyches whether we knew it or not. I was constantly delighted by the new, luminous insights into characters and events that I thought I knew everything about but clearly didn’t.”
ALAN RICHARDSON,
AUTHOR OF ALEISTER CROWLEY 
AND DION FORTUNE
“Scholarly yet eminently readable, this is a must for the bookshelf of any reader interested in the sociology of religion, the history of psychical development, and the psychology of sacred feeling. Highly recommended.”
TOD DAVIES,
AUTHOR OF THE HISTORY 
OF ARCADIA VISIONARY FICTION SERIES
“Ronnie Pontiac does his readers an inestimable service, 
surveying and summarizing an immense amount of academic material. Pontiac makes a strong argument that America has always had a religious consciousness, separation of church and state notwithstanding. Thomas Edison, William James, Timothy Leary, Carlos Castaneda, and Terence McKenna are only some of the figures Pontiac takes on in this detailed, thorough, and readable account of the often wildly disparate beliefs held by that ‘one nation under God.’”
GARY LACHMAN,
AUTHOR OF THE RETURN 
OF HOLY RUSSIA
“Ronnie Pontiac’s book is a full engagement with these deep currents and a wild map of the ocean they form. The reader sets the book down with a sense of the endless nature of those waters but also with the conviction that, below the waves, ‘America’ is fundamentally an esoteric idea and a mystical ideal and always has been.”
JEFFREY J. KRIPAL,
AUTHOR OF THE SUPERHUMANITIES: 
HISTORICAL PRECEDENTS, MORAL 
OBJECTIONS, NEW REALITIES
“The most fascinating book I have read in decades. Hollywood may have written its own history of cowboys and cattle, but kindly allow Ronnie Pontiac to enchant you with a different story. This is an especially long book, over 600 pages, but the work never loses pace, not a word is wasted, every sentence is packed with information. An illuminating journey into the eternal spiritual quest of human nature set free in a new land.”
NAOMI OZANIEC,
AUTHOR OF BECOMING A GARMENT 
OF ISIS
“This book is much closer to the mainstream psyche than academics would have us believe. Ronnie Pontiac’s book is a lively, engaging, thoughtful, and insightful introduction to this dazzling world.”
RICHARD SMOLEY,
AUTHOR OF A THEOLOGY OF LOVE
“Pontiac’s ambitious and inclusive book is an important contribution to our understanding of the culturally and philosophically diverse influences that have, from the very beginning, impacted the character of American spiritual thought and experience. This book is a critical project that shows us the contours and multitudes of cultural and historical influence that converge to produce a uniquely American esotericism.”
AMY HALE,
AUTHOR OF ITHELL COLQUHOUN
“I couldn’t put this book down. It’s a storybook concerning a multi-formed religion that lies just below the surface of American awareness yet plays a significant part in the beliefs and inspirations that characterize our psyche. Its ‘metaphysical’ ideas reach everyone, from presidents to heads of corporations as well as major figures in the arts and sciences and the average citizen. We can see them as people struggling to make sense of life, the world, and other realities. Prepare to be amazed.”
MARY K. GREER,
AUTHOR OF WOMEN OF THE GOLDEN 
DAWN
“Permanently unseats the lingering myth that the United States is (or was) an exclusively Christian nation. Read this book: I guarantee you will encounter a character who helps you locate your own lineage in the tangled skein of American metaphysical religion.”
THEA WIRSCHING,
AUTHOR OF THE AMERICAN 
RENAISSANCE TAROT
“Especially valuable for me is the groundbreaking discussion of the Platonic enthusiasts Thomas Moore Johnson, Alexander Wilder, and Hiram K. Jones. Well researched, relevant, and revelatory.”
K. PAUL JOHNSON,
AUTHOR OF EDGAR CAYCE 
IN CONTEXT
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INTRODUCTION
A Heritage We Didn’t Know We Had
IN THE QUIET of the Philosophical Research Society Library, surrounded by shelves of rare esoteric books, I found myself at a dead end. On that day the library was closed to visitors. The librarian and her assistants were busy upstairs. Manly Hall, a venerable mystic, sat at his desk holding a tome a few inches from his face. Meanwhile his secretary Edith, a white-haired World War II veteran, patiently waited for the next sentence of his dictation. Outside, the southern California sun ruled all with heat and glare. I had searched every shelf. I had asked the librarian, the assistants, and the old man himself, but to no avail. Trips to the libraries of Occidental College, UCLA, USC, and Loyola Marymount fared no better.
It all began when I first saw a large leather-bound volume inside the library vault where my job gave me access to Mr. Hall’s alchemical manuscripts and other rarities of rogue philosophy and religion through the ages. I opened it carefully. To my surprise it contained the first issues of a newspaper called the Platonist. I gently turned the fragile pages. I found translations of ancient Greek philosophical and religious texts, but also the work of the famous French occultist Eliphas Levi, rendered into English by Abner Doubleday, a retired general who fired the first shot in defense of Ft. Sumter at the beginning of the Civil War. Later Doubleday became vice president of the Theosophical Society. In 1907 the Mills Commission declared that he had invented the game of baseball, but historians beg to differ.
Strange enough that any newspaper should be devoted to that kind of content, but even stranger that it was published in St. Louis, Missouri, in 1881—the year Wyatt Earp and his brothers battled Ike Clanton and his cowboys at the gunfight at the O.K. Corral. While the legendary cattle drives continued, St. Louis was becoming notorious for terrible smog caused by coal-burning factories. How in the world, I wondered, and why in the world, had this newspaper come to life at such a seemingly inhospitable time and place?
Eventually I found a little book called Platonism in the Midwest by Paul R. Anderson, published by Temple University Press in 1963. Some of my questions were answered. I gained a sense of the man behind the Platonist, but so many mysteries remained. As online search tools opened vast archives of academic work, I began looking for papers and books in my areas of interest. To my surprise I found a trickle of new research that with the arrival of the new millennium became a flood. A revolution in academia had opened the way for a new generation of scholars to explore and document what had been neglected and dismissed.
Unfortunately for amateur enthusiasts such as myself, these new books are prohibitively expensive, and people who do not move in academic circles could live their entire lives without any access to them, probably never knowing they exist. Since I have been fortunate to have friends in academia I hope this book will serve as a bridge, bringing some of the latest research to people who would like to know about it, making accessible the hard work of these historians. Consider the bibliography of this book an invitation to exploration. Request them at your library if you want all the details.
Please understand, I am not an academic. I am not attempting to prove that American Metaphysical Religion is anything more than a catchall metaphor for the esoteric beliefs and practices that have found a home in the melting pot of America. Think of me instead as your tour guide to the rough-and-tumble world of spirituality American-style. Far more questions will be raised than answered. We will consider not only wild tales of metaphysical leaders and communities, scandals and gossip, but also many neglected gems of thought and action that sincere seekers may find inspiring.
This book is an introduction to four centuries of America’s metaphysical saints, grifters, misfits, revolutionaries, visionaries, eccentrics, and some important thinkers who were far ahead of their time. In some ways this is a guidebook to all the different ways spirituality can be used to cheat people, but we also find examples of the inexplicable and genuine.
It’s no surprise that the people who came to America to make a life, or who were brought here against their will, would have the daring to not only experiment with the occult but also to weave together their own approaches to spirituality. However, for generations well-meaning religiously motivated scholars deliberately ignored this rich, detailed, and influential history, including the fact that the majority of Founding Fathers, mostly Deists and Freemasons, had little respect for the superstitious factions of Christianity most eager to claim them.
Several centuries of denominational historians, scholars of Christian and Jewish history, were mostly interested in prominent people and the fates of institutions. They were eventually replaced by historians who were considered more liberal because they glanced at fundamentalists and Pentecostals. But the metaphysical tradition was kept alive by rogue scholars. In the various metaphysical organizations populated by enthusiasts, books survived that academia had wished into the cornfield. Finally, in the 1990s, professional researchers began exploring metaphysical religion. But it would take until the twenty-first century for the occult to become a legitimate subject of study for a new generation of historians and the academic presses that publish them. “Many of the studies of new religions have been polemical, apologetic, or inaccessible to the general reader,” Sarah M. Pike wrote in New Age and Pagan Religions in America (2004). “The field has often been polarized between scholars who are critical of new religions and those who are more sympathetic to them. . .”
American Metaphysical Religion has been treated as pseudo-religion, yet its influence is substantial. As Patrick Reeves wrote in personal correspondence of 2021 used by his permission, “Is it marginal or mainstream (or mainstream but we’ve been deluded into thinking it’s marginal)?” He also reminds us that religions don’t fit the categories scholars give them: “I think of definitions on religion not as something we discover but lenses we put on reality to make sense of it.”
Many well-educated people argue that the subject of this book doesn’t exist. At best they will allow American Metaphysical Religion (AMR) as an umbrella phrase for the collection of superstitions. However, some scholars believe that AMR is a real religion lacking only unifying institutions, and perhaps better for the lack of them. A few wonder if it might eventually evolve a new religion. All three of these perspectives on AMR have merit. Perhaps time will reveal its true definition, or it may remain a mysterious but ubiquitous influence for centuries, as it has since the earliest days of colonization.
However, we might consider the example of the Imperial Romans, who wrote about Christianity as a disorganized underground of bizarre cults. No Holy Bible existed then. Gnostic sects had at least a dozen gospels of their own; at least another dozen gospels would be lost. Some Christians believed in reincarnation. Others worshipped a Christian goddess, Sophia, the personification of pious wisdom. Some expected the world to end any day. Others thought the world a never-created and never-ending testing place for souls. Despite differences of beliefs, practices, and ethics all were forms of Christianity. Despite its chaotic countercultural beginnings, as Christianity matured it evolved empires.
A characteristic quality of AMR is its relentless optimism, which contributed greatly to American exceptionalism. This world can be so beautiful. Sunrises and sunsets paint the sky. Mosslike malachite grows in copper. An adored cat purrs contentedly. A lover smiles. A child’s innocent laughter rings like the chime of silver bells under the clear sky of a Sunday afternoon. And yet everything in this world that inspires wonder and appreciation can be, has been, and is exploited. We puny creatures with our cosmic minds have already foreseen the sun’s fate and that of our home world. Keep moving! That sign is everywhere in our universe.
And yet, American Metaphysical Religion reminds us, at times life can seem like paradise. If so shouldn’t we study how to make that happen more often or, even better, perpetually? The world may be full of suffering but it’s the responsibility of each of us to do everything we can to make our own little world a heaven. Throughout history such utopian ideas have been for the most part met with ridicule. But American Metaphysical Religion has never given up on this belief in a more perfect world, or at least a more prosperous and joyous life for believers.
While ambition and survival are common motives in the lives we are about to explore, most of these innovators hoped to heal the sick, enlighten the ignorant, and liberate the oppressed. Even the most fraudulent seemed to think they were doing some good, like a discredited medium pointing out that at least the grief-stricken were comforted. They all appreciated and made use of the opportunities for learning and action that freedom provides, as they attempted to understand the meaning of life and the purpose for which it exists. They didn’t just write about it. Most tried out their theories in their own lives, among their friends, and a few with large groups of followers. Most of these grand experiments are little known today. Their obscurity is not necessarily a measure of their value.
As for the influence of what we’re calling American Metaphysical Religion it goes far and wide in the United States. For example, America’s beloved poet Emily Dickinson studied Rosicrucianism, Theosophy, and alchemy. She was deeply interested in Spiritualism. “Spirit pen” was her nickname for her favorite writing instrument. One of Emily’s favorite books was Zanoni, by the British occultist Lord Bulwer-Lytton, a novel about an encounter with a Rosicrucian. Zanoni, Missouri, is an unincorporated town located in Ozark County. The post office and a watermill are all that’s left of this community founded in 1898 and named after Bulwer-Lytton’s book. Allegedly the town inspired an unincorporated community in Gloucester County, Virginia, to also name itself Zanoni.
William James, the father of American psychology, and the first to offer a psychology class, put his reputation as a scientist and a professor at Harvard University on the line when he, and other great intellects with as much to lose, including Alexander Graham Bell, formed the American Society for Psychical Research in 1884. Investigating poltergeists, haunted houses, psychic mediums, they found no proof of the supernatural until William James met a medium named Mrs. Piper.
As James explained in his report on her, “If you wish to upset the law that all crows are black, you mustn’t seek to show that no crows are; it is enough if you prove one single crow to be white. My own white crow is Mrs. Piper. I cannot resist the conviction that knowledge appears which she has never gained by the waking use of her eyes and ears and wits. What the source of this knowledge may be I know not, and have not the glimmer of an explanatory suggestion to make; but from admitting the fact of such knowledge I can see no escape.”
Leonora Piper was a housewife from Boston. Many tested her after James dubbed her his white crow, but no one ever caught her committing fraud. The more tests she passed, the higher the demand and the fees for her psychic services became. Some skeptics argued that like most of her ilk she was adept at fishing, reading body language, and other techniques of fraudulent mind readers.
Stories about her failures circulated. She told one client he would soon find a wife and would have children, but he never did. Another client had been told his son had died in Mexico. He refused to accept it, convincing himself his son had been kidnapped. Mrs. Piper concurred, describing the asylum where he was being held and the name of the crazed doctor behind the kidnapping. Investigations revealed no asylum, no doctor, and the accuracy of the death as reported by the authorities.
Mrs. Piper was also unable to distinguish sincere clients from skeptics testing her skills. Those tests she often failed. How could Uncle Louie be standing in spirit right behind his beloved nephew when he was actually a thousand miles away on a boat headed for Europe? Even more suspect, how could she not know that Uncle Louie was a made-up character?
Then there were the questions about Mrs. Piper’s controls, the spirits that communicated through her, such as the French physician who could not understand French. A control named Moses predicted a great war would happen soon. The Russians and French would go to war against the British. The Germans would stay out of it. So many mistakes in one prophecy.
We hope Mrs. Piper was equally wrong about the fate of Madame Blavatsky, whom she described as winding up “in the deepest part of hell.” Mrs. Piper is our first but not our last example of this ambiguous combination of genuine inexplicable experiences, such as William James described, and mistaken assertions. But was what James experienced really inexplicable? A maid in the James household was friends with a maid in Mrs. Piper’s house. She may have been the source of Mrs. Piper’s knowledge about the life of William James. Was the friendship between the maids unknown to James? Were both maids willing accomplices? Could his maid have known the details that Mrs. Piper related to James? As promised, we are left with more questions than answers.
As for Mrs. Piper, later in life she announced she never thought she was actually speaking to spirits. She considered her controls aspects of her own subconscious. She thought that what she had done was perhaps telepathy rather than channeling. Later the same year she issued a less decisive comment. She really didn’t know how to explain what had happened to her. She couldn’t be certain that it had nothing to do with spirits.
So many of the stories we will encounter in this chronicle of American Metaphysical Religion culminate in these dead ends where the street signs are all question marks. Is this book nothing but a guide to black crows? I believe we may have a white crow, or several, but we can never completely remove the shadow of doubt. But we can keep in mind a famous statement William James made about the nature of consciousness. In his classic The Varieties of Religious Experience, he wrote: “One conclusion was forced upon my mind at that time, and my impression of its truth has ever since remained unshaken. It is our normal waking consciousness, rational consciousness as we call it, is but one special type of consciousness, whilst all about it, parted from it by the flimsiest of screens, there lie potential forms of consciousness entirely different. We may go through life without suspecting their existence; but apply the requisite stimulus, and at a touch they are there in all their completeness, definite types of mentality which probably somewhere have their field of application and adaptation. No account of the universe in its totality can be final which leaves these other forms of consciousness quite discarded” (James 1936).
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1
Ingredients for the Melting Pot
The American presents a strange picture, a European with Negro behavior and an Indian soul. He shares the fate of all usurpers of foreign soil.
CARL JUNG
THIS BOOK IS NOT a defense of cultural appropriation, although it contains many examples of it. There’s no denying that American Metaphysical Religion has thrived on appropriation. Where most religions seek to keep their beliefs and practices pure, uncontaminated by foreign influences, in America the cross-pollination of esoteric traditions has always been popular. Throughout most of history an American with an interest in metaphysics would know their way around the Jewish Kabbalah, the theurgy of the Neoplatonists, the poets of Persian Sufism, and the sutras of Buddhism. Most of them argued that religions are something true wrapped in something false. The false comes from the place and time when the religion was born. Peculiarities of custom and accidents of language make it seem that all religions are different. But the truth at the core is common to all spiritual traditions, because it is the human condition.
Let’s begin with an overview. American Metaphysical Religion is so mysterious it may not even exist, or it may be one of the largest and most traditional religious communities in the United States—it just doesn’t know it is. It’s a community without self-awareness. The members think they are more or less alone, oddballs, delegated to the fringe. But that couldn’t be further from the truth, and the proof is in this book. Even before it had a name America was fascinated by the occult, pagan, metaphysical, mystical, whichever inadequate word we choose for what academics are beginning to call American Metaphysical Religion.
In this chronicle of rebellious and individualized spirituality we encounter outright criminals, inexplicable combinations of apparent miracles and fraud, sincere fanatics, ironic endings, and worthy efforts that fell out of step with changing times. All of them were inspired by the idea that they could help to shape the world, as opposed to merely fitting into it. Let’s begin with a look at the kinds of ingredients that the world has thrown into the melting pot that is American Metaphysical Religion.
Despite their dubious history psychic readings are a billion-dollar industry today. Perhaps you know someone who claims to have received a message from beyond? Nearly one in three Americans believe they have experienced some form of communication with the dead. As late as the early 1980s subjects like mediumship and reincarnation were rarely seen in mass media; forty years later, psychics allegedly relaying messages from the great beyond have popular TV shows and YouTube channels.
Americans have always explored the mysteries of conversing with the departed. In Colonial Pennsylvania while prominent Quakers tried to convince members of their own denomination to give up divination by geomancy, palmistry, and astrology, they were themselves experimenting with not just communication with the dead but also, like their brethren back home in England, inspired by the New Testament, a few tried to raise the dead. Even less experimental Quakers owed much to the great German mystic Jakob Böhme, the Kabbalah, and Rosicrucian and alchemical undercurrents. Spiritual healing was a constant theme.
A hundred years later in 1839 several young women of the Shaker community were walking in a field when above their heads they heard what they described as beautiful singing. Back home they danced around their rooms, according to witnesses, “under the influence of a power not their own.” They fell into trances and were lifted onto beds where they gave messages from the dead. Like Edgar Cayce, they were hailed as sleeping prophets. They called them then what we call them now, spirit mediums.
Ever read your horoscope? Do you have a friend or relative who frequently provides you with the latest astrological predictions for your sign? The gentlemen farmers of the Virginia Colony studied the stars for more than reckoning the best time for planting. Some believed that astrology provided the truest navigation of life, and the best hope for avoiding trouble. Genesis 1:14 provided justification: “And God said, ‘Let there be lights in the firmament of the heaven to divide the day from the night; and let them be for signs.’” The astrology of agriculture circulated widely in popular almanacs, but also by word of mouth, taught by family matriarchs and patriarchs, many of whom could not read books but could read the stars.
These Virginians, descendants of royalists rewarded by the crown, gambled not only for fun, but to divine the current state of their luck. They worried over dreams and omens, visited fortune-tellers, and employed cunning folk to control weather. They carved ancient signs of protection on their houses. William Byrd, member of the Virginia Council of State, is said to have practiced the conjuring of magical angelic power and to have freely discussed it with his friends.
Perhaps you know someone who collects four-leaf clovers or some other lucky charm they wouldn’t be without? The same concept of mysterious protection has inspired the Pennsylvania Dutch to paint hex signs on not only barns but homes in America since around 1700. As well as being beautiful, these mystical symbols are said to block the influence of evil.
Have you ever known someone who practices sympathetic magic? Perhaps someone who wears a rose quartz crystal or other love charm. Many Americans have adopted the Latinx tradition of putting folded money in your shoe for financial good luck in the new year. Some Kentuckians still believe, as did their ancestors, that carrying three pennies in your pocket is lucky. Among the hill people of early colonial Kentucky, farmers planted, cultivated, and harvested according to lunar phases and the moon’s zodiac placement. A baby born with an equal number of folds on each leg meant the next baby would be a girl. Their knowledge of their terrain must have appeared magical. They watched how the wasps built their nests in spring to predict the weather. The first tick found on a child had magical importance. If a parent wanted a child to be a hard worker the tick was crushed with a shovel. If the parent wanted the child to have a beautiful singing voice the tick was crushed with a bell or banjo.
As we explore American Metaphysical Religion we’ll find many contradictions—for example, the story of a Puritan magistrate who condemned women as witches but had close friends who were alchemists and astrologers. There have been times when the ideas and symbols of American Metaphysical Religion flourished, but also times when it was suppressed and censored. The following is one of many absurd examples of this pushback by traditional religion.
Generations of farmers had made the state of Missouri prosperous. In 1924, in recognition of that fact, a new statue of Ceres, the ancient Roman goddess of agriculture, crowned the state capitol. Almost a hundred years later in 2019, a Christian politician argued that Ceres should be banished from public property as “a false god.” Meanwhile, Instagram is a springtime bloom of young witches, tarot readers, and astrologers. Novices offer photos of their first attempts at altars for the perusal of their communities on YouTube, TikTok, and in Facebook groups private and public. Esoteric books so rare that not so long ago only the wealthiest and luckiest could obtain them are now easily downloaded as PDFs. However, there is no proof that statues of pagan gods on government buildings are responsible for these developments.
If the reader will forgive the all too obvious metaphor, American Metaphysical Religion is like a soup, all the individual ingredients are there, but they are not as they were and together they become something quite different from what they were apart. From the first, America was a vibrant blend of every faith, from every place.
Kidnapped and enslaved Africans brought with them their spiritual practices and beliefs, their natural and supernatural cures, and their intoxicating rhythms. African religion was an early transplant to America. In 1680 the Anglican minister Morgan Godwyn complained of spirit possession among enslaved people, who drummed and danced in rituals for rain. The hoodoo that would become so familiar in the American South was already being practiced as dog teeth, feathers, broken bottles, and egg shells were gathered for use in spells. Almost 150 years later the notorious dances at Congo Square in New Orleans gave birth to the rhythms of jazz, rock and roll, and hip hop, three characteristically American art forms.
The resistance to slavery and its ideology by enslaved people began with preservation of their spiritual traditions. West African beliefs and practices influenced not only American Metaphysical Religion but also American Christianity, transforming church traditions that had long banned dancing, as Southern churches came to life with music that demanded dance. Eventually, individual practitioners found ways to turn this heritage into a business model that continues to this day.
In his 1970 book High Sheriff of the Low Country, J. E. McTeer wrote about a famous lineage of American voodoo. “Dr. Buzzard, beyond any doubt, was the king of the Root Doctors. He inherited his ‘mantle’ or stock of powers from his father, who was an extremely powerful practitioner in his own right. But, Dr. Buzzard, whose real name was Stepheney Robinson, brought the art to a fine point of perfection. He was tall, thin, and about fifty years of age at the peak of his power. His dealings were far reaching, and the effects of his roots and spells were felt in many states. He could always be recognized by his purple or green tinted sunglasses, the traditional badge of the Root Doctor, which also conveniently blocked a man’s view of his eyes and thoughts.” After Robinson died a succession of others took up the identity of Dr. Buzzard, including Ernest Bratton who in the late 1980s promoted his home video Voo Doo, Hoo Doo, You Do on Late Night with David Letterman. In 2022 yet another “Famous Doc Buzzard” appeared in an ad in the back of the National Enquirer.
The impact goes far beyond religious practices. In African culture we find the origin of the American preoccupation with coolness. Robert Farris Thompson’s eloquent description of Yoruba culture is also the heart and soul of American cool. Thompson wrote: “Like character, coolness ought to be internalized as a governing principle for a person to merit the high praise, ‘His heart is cool.’ In becoming sophisticated, a Yoruba adept learns to differentiate between forms of spiritual coolness. . . . So heavily charged is this concept with ideas of beauty and correctness that a fine carnelian bead or a passage of exciting drumming may be praised as ‘cool.’ . . . To the degree that we live generously and discreetly, exhibiting grace under pressure, our appearance and our acts gradually assume virtual royal power . . . we find the confidence to cope with all kinds of situations . . . mystic coolness” (Thompson 2011).
Indigenous Americans suffered and still suffer terrible injustices, from the intentional pandemics caused by infected blankets that decimated the Indigenous population to the order to use lethal force if necessary against the peaceful Water Protectors at Standing Rock. But America’s religious love of the wilderness and the spiritual connection 
some Americans feel with nature was not inspired by the Pilgrims who feared wild 
places. Indigenous Americans are not the only people with a long history of 
using sacred smoke, but when most Americans burn sage to clear the atmosphere 
they believe they are following an Indigenous tradition that also inspires 
Americans of every race to have vision quests, sweat lodges, and shamanic 
journeys. The exploitation of Indigenous American spiritual beliefs and 
practices by non-Indigenous teachers seeking fame and riches began long before 
the New Age movement where it reached a peak.
In the second decade of the twenty-first century the concept of Wetiko has returned. As Indigenous writer Jack D. Forbes wrote in his book Columbus and Other Cannibals: The Wetiko Disease of Exploitation, Imperialism, and Terrorism: “for several thousands of years human beings have suffered from a plague. The Algonquin and other Indigenous First Nations identified the mental illness of the white man, upon his arrival to their native homelands, as ‘Wetiko,’ literally translated as cannibalism: the consuming of another’s life for one’s own private purpose or profit. Brutality knows no boundaries. Greed knows no limits. Perversion knows no borders. This is the disease of the consuming of other creatures’ lives and possessions. This disease is the greatest epidemic sickness known to man.” In 2022 at a workshop hosted by East West Bookshop, a metaphysical store favored by Silicon Valley, founded before there was a Silicon Valley, techies pondered ways to address the burden of their inheritance of Wetiko.
Mexican American culture contributed the increasingly popular festival of the Day of the Dead. This colorful celebration of family captured the imagination of Americans, some of whom were inspired to create their own altars with family pictures, while many more adopted skeletal face makeup and fiesta costumes for the more traditional American holiday Halloween. Botanica shops have f lourished in American cities for decades. There a statue, herbs, or a candle spell addressed to a saint can be purchased. Consultations are available—with more powerful rituals for those who can afford them. Some may have preyed on the fears of innocents, but many earned stalwart reputations as the place to go for those who couldn’t afford modern medical or psychological treatments. Through the shops, and many of the local markets, or mercados, which also carry magical items, Americans have become acquainted with brujeria, and the witches that practice it. More recently Santa Muerte or Saint Death’s influence has grown, as she attracts devotees far outside the world of cartels where her worship was revived. Google maps provides ratings and directions to shrines and temples devoted to Santa Muerte, now the fastest growing new religious movement in 2022, mostly in Los Angeles, but also in Tucson, Houston, Chicago, Miami, and New York.
Jewish immigrants brought the mystical Kabbalah, which arrived in America early. In 1688 a Quaker leader wrote to a disciple about what he called “the mystical theology of the Jews.” Meanwhile a Puritan minister concocted a theology that a generation or two later led to the conversion of a Jew in Boston. From that convert came the first book about the Kabbalah written and published in America. In the latter half of the 1700s Ezra Stiles, a president of Yale College, was inspired by that book to study the Kabbalah. He found a teacher, the Palestinian Rabbi Raphael Hayyim Isaac Carregal, a wandering teacher who had lived in Constantinople, Curaçao, Hebron, London, and Jamaica, and who was then spending a year in the British colonies of North America. In 1781 Stiles gave a speech at Yale in which he argued that the Kabbalah should be taught at all the Protestant colleges in the United States. He and Benjamin Franklin enjoyed conversations about the Kabbalah.
Yoga from India had a profound influence on spirituality in America. Beginning with Swami Vivekananda’s first visit to America in 1893, as we shall see, yoga and the beliefs of Hinduism captured the American imagination. Paramahansa Yogananda was so popular in 1926 he gave a seven-day series of lectures at Carnegie Hall. His paperbacks could be found in hippie crash pads and New Age communities alike, and having influenced several generations, continue to be relevant. Swami Prabhavananda founded the Vedanta Society of Southern California in Los Angeles in 1930. His student Christopher Isherwood wrote books about his teacher and what he had learned, but he is more famous for his memoir about his earlier life in Berlin, which inspired the movie Cabaret. The Beatles made Maharishi Mahesh Yogi famous, so he toured the United States, establishing centers for teaching meditation. And what are we to make of Yogi Ramacharaka, who was actually a lawyer named William Atkinson who suffered a nervous breakdown? We’ll be seeing more of him later.
The French brought tarot cards, the dramatic Freemasonry of the Grand Orient de France, and the books of Eliphas Levi, the magus of nineteenth-century Paris. Levi had a profound influence on the Hermetic Order of the Golden Dawn, Aleister Crowley, Helena Blavatsky, and Manly Hall, among many others. For example, American master of horror H. P. Lovecraft name-dropped Eliphas Levi twice in his book The Case of Charles Dexter Ward. Levi was also an important influence on Albert Pike, a mountain man of a Freemason, and author of the most influential book in Scottish Rite Masonry, Morals and Dogma; a book said to be inspired by Levi’s The History of Magic.
Morals and Dogma does resemble Levi’s chronicle of masters, and so do the esoteric timelines offered by Blavatsky, Manly Hall, Édouard Schuré, and so many other occult writers. In all of them we find the natural philosophers Agrippa and Paracelsus, the Neoplatonists, the Jewish and Egyptian mysteries, and echoes of the wisdom of the ancient temples Greece, India, and Persia. Pike organized this heritage into a series of ritualized experiences and studies that would help to elevate the soul step by step within a supportive community. However, Pike was also a Confederate general. Morals and Dogma includes a disturbing paragraph about the proper attitude for those who owned enslaved people. He advocated caring for them as a master would for an apprentice, but the practice of slavery he did not question. Protesters during the Black Lives Matter marches of summer 2020 toppled his statue in Washington, D.C.
Inspired by questionable sources including a notorious hoaxster, in his book Satan, Prince of this World (1959), William Carr portrayed Pike as a Satanist and the architect of world wars that occurred decades after he died, which along with water fluoridation were an Illuminati plot to eliminate religions and kill millions. Carr wrote of a letter by Pike to an Italian revolutionary about a plan to unleash atheism and nihilism, but the letter was proven a fraud. Folklorist Bill Ellis calls Carr “the most influential source in creating the American Illuminati demonology.”
Early Dutch and German immigrants brought America the Rosicrucian vision of an enlightened new world, the Hermetic medicine of Paracelsus, and the Christian theosophy of Jakob Böhme. The British, Irish, and Scottish brought alleged author of the Shakespeare plays Sir Francis Bacon, as well as the less dramatic forms of Freemasonry, a fascination with ghosts and elementals, a preoccupation with Elizabethan angelic magic, and also the freedom loving Hellfire Club, which counted among its members Benjamin Franklin.
Immigrants from Sweden contributed the writings of scientist and philosopher Emanuel Swedenborg. His scientific discoveries are impressive, including advances in the understanding of the cerebral cortex, cerebrospinal fluid, the pituitary gland, metallurgy, and the nebular hypothesis in astronomy. But he also wrote detailed descriptions of the inhabitants and societies of other planets and dimensions, including heaven and hell, garnered from his visions, and from conversations he claimed to have had with spirits. In Swedenborg’s heaven, happily married couples combine to become one angel in the afterlife in the ultimate ecstasy of spiritual union.
Swedenborg reported that no soul is thrown into hell by God. Swedenborg assures us a loving god would never do that. Souls jump into hell of their own free will because it’s where they feel most at home. They are not damned forever. If they can learn to love, they can be saved. Swedenborg’s conception of hell has never been more timely. The chief emotions of the damned are outrage at receiving no support, and gloating when seeing others suffer the same fate. Does that make social media a portal of hell?
Swedenborg’s writing influenced generations of Americans, including the most famous American medium until Edgar Cayce, Andrew Jackson Davis. With a journal entry on March 31, 1848, Davis announced the commencement of America’s fascination with Spiritualism: “About daylight this morning, I heard a voice tender and strong, saying, ‘Brother, the good work has begun. A living demonstration is born!’” A reprehensible husband and father who abandoned his family at the whim of the spirits, Davis nevertheless had great influence on American Metaphysical Religion by way of his books, especially his six-volume encyclopedia The Great Harmonia. Aside from being an author, he also practiced magnetic healing. His followers called him the John the Baptist of Spiritualism. Rumors abounded that President Lincoln consulted him more than once. But his books are filled with scientific errors, and why exactly did he feel compelled to lie about how many books he had read? He claimed the only book he ever read was the Holy Bible. Was he trying to cover up his plagiarism? Davis was frequently plagiarized himself, but then his popularity made even Edgar Allan Poe jealous.
Japan gave America Zen, karate, the tea ceremony, Shinto, and Judo. The Chinese, many of them brought here to work on the railroads, contributed to American Metaphysical Religion the influential oracle the Book of Changes, or Yi Jing, also known as the I Ching, the spiritual martial art of kung fu, and the philosophy of Daoism. After the invasion of 1950, the Chinese occupation of Tibet exiled Tibetan teachers to new homes all around the world. Communities have grown and flourished over the years. In downtown Los Angeles there is a temple devoted to Tibetan Bon, the hybrid of Buddhism and shamanism. There an initiated Bon priest brings the traditional teachings to a new world of students. The current Dalai Lama, whose predecessors were mysterious legends, is a bestselling author and worldwide celebrity. Publishers like Shambhala and Snow Lion have brought rare texts to readers who would otherwise have had no chance to learn from them. We now have books about the Tibetan Book of the Dead written by, or in collaboration with, Tibetan masters of high attainment.
Masonic groups who adopted some of the trappings of Islam were often dedicated to supporting local communities, and the pomp and fashion were meant in good fun, but the lodges did acquire more from Islam than fez hats and costumes with ceremonial scimitars. Many American Freemasons considered themselves akin to Sufis. They considered Sufism the Freemasonry of the Eastern world.
Iranian spirituality has had a profound influence on American Metaphysical Religion. The Persian poet Rumi, considered by many the greatest of the many great Sufi poets, gained a wide audience during the New Age in the 1980s, with numerous translations and studies, popular and academic. Through the prism of Nietzsche’s Thus Spoke Zarathustra, American outsider artists like Jim Morrison of the Doors absorbed the Persian worldview of existence as a battle between light and dark. In his book The American Religion, Harold Bloom (1992) described religious experience in twentieth-century America as “a return to Zoroastrian origins.”
Bloom is in some ways emblematic of American Metaphysical Religion, a field of study he helped create. Until the 1980s very few scholars had studied esoteric subjects. Not many books explored that part of American history. Religious and cultural prejudices dismissed all beliefs outside the major religions as superstition. Raised in the Orthodox Jewish faith in the Bronx, Bloom grew up to spend six decades as an English professor at Yale University. His first book, Shelley’s Mythmaking, showed no patience for the reigning generation of literary critics who had allowed their faith in Christianity to distort their understanding of Shelley’s poetry. Bloom’s next book, a similar defense of the poet and Golden Dawn mystic W. B. Yeats was published by Oxford University Press. In the late 1960s, Bloom focused his studies on Freud, but also Ralph Waldo Emerson, the Hermetic tradition, and the Kabbalah. He saw the tremendous influence they had on not only American literature but Western culture.
In 1992 Bloom published his classic The American Religion: The Emergence of the Post-Christian Nation, where he argued that Christianity in America has more in common with gnosticism than it does with traditional churches it inhabits. Bloom considered himself a gnostic, but he didn’t adhere to a strict definition of the word. In 1996 Bloom published Omens of the Millennium: The Gnosis of Angels, Dreams, and Resurrection, where he examined New Age beliefs, correlated them to their historical origins, and argued that the New Age is a revival of gnostic and Persian spirituality. With the mysterious Orphics 
of ancient Greece in mind Bloom described the emerging American religion as 
“California Orphism.” Both are characterized by personalized practices, respect for nature, musical rituals, and probable belief in reincarnation, just a few of the similarities.
“While Bloom’s perception of the American Religion could be said to have opened the way, he was hardly a liberal. He complained eloquently about what he called the School of Resentment, by which he meant multiculturalists, feminists, Marxists, neoconservatives, and others whom he saw as betraying literature’s essential purpose,” as the New York Times explained in his obituary. The Times of London obit pulled no punches: “In 21st-century academia nobody is less fashionable than Harold Bloom, the great American literary critic who died on Monday at the age of 89. Vain, self-mythologising 
and a furious opponent of the political correctness that has swept through 
American universities since the early 1990s, a special place awaits him in the 
dustbin of history marked ‘dead white males.’” This obit goes on to say that today’s educational institutions have much to learn from Bloom, especially his reverence for great art. But Bloom was not writing for academics, as his million-dollar publishing advances proved.
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2
A Map of the Tour
WE BEGAN WITH AN ORIENTATION to get us started. First “A Heritage We Didn’t Know We Had,” then a quick but detailed list of “Ingredients for the Melting Pot.” Next we will consider two major themes of American Metaphysical Religion. In a chapter titled “When East Meets West” we’ll explore examples of the influence on America of Eastern esoteric traditions like Zen, Tibetan Buddhism, and Sufism. At times the influence was so strong some Western esoterics condemned interest in Asian wisdom as a threat to the survival of the West’s own heritage of traditions.
The second major theme we’ll consider is “American Metaphysical Christianity.” Metaphysics and Christianity have coexisted uncomfortably, to put it mildly, for generations in America. For most of American history Christianity was the outward face, and esoteric traditions the inward preoccupation, of national spirituality. American Christianity has been profoundly influenced and many denominations now resemble New Thought more than Original Sin.
“Turtle Island” is one of the names of the North American continent used by Indigenous tribes. In this chapter we will take a long look at America in its pristine glory while we explore the spirituality that was here before Europeans arrived. We’ll track the arrival of the first Europeans from the Spanish debacle to the French and Dutch traders. We’ll see a side of the Pilgrims that most histories of America have swept under the rug.
“Thomas Harriot: America’s First ‘Evil’ Genius” will give us a look at the English side of colonization but also at the superstitions that considered science the work of the devil. And yet, Harriot’s long list of exploitable natural resources in America, often accompanied by the portentous refrain “we took it and ate it” foreshadowed twentieth-century consumer culture.
“The Pagan Pilgrim” introduces us to Thomas Morton, a man of many firsts. He was the first man banned in Boston. He was the first American foreclosed on by a company. He was the first American to publish a fart joke, and the first American to publish a dick joke. He was the first American accused of being a traitor. He’s the first bad neighbor throwing a wild party in recorded American history. He also erected the first maypole in America, arousing the ire of the Pilgrims. His trading post became a model of peaceful coexistence. It took so much business away from the Pilgrims they became resentful. Morton had some caustic nicknames for the Pilgrims enshrined in the American imagination by Disney. Eventually they used force to destroy the maypole, the trading post, and Morton.
John Winthrop Jr., who helped form the state of Connecticut, was also an alchemical doctor who had purchased most of the famous Elizabethan occultist and astrologer John Dee’s library. Winthrop Jr.’s experiments and the experiments of his friends mark the beginning of modern science, but with one foot in the esoteric worlds of astrology and Rosicrucianism. They called themselves the Intelligencers. Through their letters to each other the world would learn of many wonders. “The Intelligencers and the Fifth Moon of Jupiter” explores their beliefs, their relationships, the facts behind cultivated legends, and inspiring tales of brave seekers after truth working for the betterment of life for all.
Although Frances Wright was born in the United Kingdom she fell in love with America from the moment she first learned of it as a child. She urgently searched through every book with a map she could find hoping that the United States would still be there. A young heiress, she visited America with her sister, daring to travel as two single women. Frances found her idealism validated, by sailors eager to talk about the Constitution and farmers contemplating Aristotle, until she reached a state with legal slavery. She did not understand how Americans could allow slavery to continue. Her friends included Thomas Jefferson and the Marquis de Lafayette. She became a popular speaker praised by Walt Whitman. But Americans turned on her. She became notorious as “The Red Harlot.” She eventually put her inheritance into an ill-fated experiment to lift people out of slavery. She later lived in squalor with her husband and child in France. When she attempted to claim the stage again she was not even considered a curiosity. As we shall see, her grandsons contributed to the spiritual life of New York City.
“The Uncivil War” reveals a split in the American psyche that continues to this day. In the North, mediumship was not only popular, it claimed scientific validation. To religious Southerners the dedication of Northerners to not only necromancy but industrialization was proof of the influence of Satan on the Yankees.
Thanks to the Platonist we are able to visit a party for Plato’s birthday organized by a club of mostly women, devoted to study, who lived a short carriage ride away from the prairie. Finding out how and why this chimerical periodical existed led me to Alexander Wilder and Thomas Moore Johnson. Their stories are told in “The Platonist on the Sunset Strip.” Wilder was a rogue scholar, a pioneer of holistic medicine, and editor of Blavatsky’s classic Isis Unveiled. Johnson was a two-time mayor and two-time town prosecutor who not only published the Platonist but also became deeply involved with the Theosophical Society and the Hermetic Brotherhood of Luxor, which we explore in the next chapter “The Secrets of the Hermetic Brotherhood of Luxor.”
Come along with a German tourist to explore California and its psychics at the beginning of the twentieth century. “Willy Reichel’s Psychic Adventure Tour” reveals a world of wonder and of inexplicable experiences like the manifestation of the spirit of a friend of his who had passed on. The spirit wore the correct uniform and spoke to Reichel in the correct German dialect about personal family matters. How could a medium in San Francisco have been able to fake every detail and then, as we shall see, do the same in a completely different language for a room full of people from around the world?
The grandsons of the Red Harlot take center stage in “Pagan Christianity of 
the Early Twentieth Century.” They both ran churches, but very differently. The 
older brother William collaborated on programs with Martha Graham, Kahlil Gibran, Isadora Duncan, and Frank Lloyd Wright. In 1921 William wrote that afternoon services at his parish of St. Mark’s would feature consideration of “Vedantism, Parseeism, Bahaism, Buddhism, Taoism, Confucianism, Shintoism, ancient Roman religion, ancient Greek religion, Chaldean religion, Egyptian religion, Mithraism, etc.” William’s younger brother Kenneth self-published obscure Neoplatonist translations with strangely vaudevillian ads in the front and back. In his church a small museum provided proof of slavery in New York City, a reminder to deniers. Yet, despite their common interests the brothers do not appear to have ever gotten along.
“Scandalous Psychic Adventures of the Roaring Twenties” begins with the psychic who channeled a Chinese spirit who solved a problem involving an obscure ancient dialect while speaking it to a professor who was one of perhaps five people in the world who could understand it. It ends with the bitter feud between Houdini and the Witch of Lime Street. The witch was notorious for nude or near-nude séances. Houdini went so far as to cheat in order to discredit her, according to the man who claimed to have helped.
In “American Metaphysical Religion in the Twentieth Century,” we’ll explore important themes that continue to be relevant, including the Reincarnation Renaissance, the Tarot Renaissance, the Astrology Renaissance, the art of the Southwestern Transcendentalists, the midcentury cosmic jazz of Vincent Lopez, the private interests of two very different writers, J. D. Salinger and William Safire, and the mystical fascism of Nazi Germany and their American admirers the Silver Legion, which had connections to the I AM movement, which had connections to the Violet Flame.
Our tour continues with “Prayer Wheel for the Bodhi Tree Bookstore,” which tells the story of one of the most famous metaphysical bookstores of all time. A landmark of the New Age, the Bodhi Tree flourished for decades but then succumbed to gentrification and the ease and thrift of buying books from amazon.com. Esoteric scholar Gary Lachman, a manager and friend of the owners, contributes a reminiscence of the store.
A broad view of important themes of our time, “American Metaphysical Religion in the Twenty-First Century” looks at Apocalyptic Politics, Digital Sigils, Electronic Mediumship, Psychedelic Salvation, Evoking Queer Power, Evolving Female Power, and the Sekhmet Revival, one example among many of ancient deities who have gained exponentially in popularity.
In “Esoteric Architecture of Washington, D.C.,” we explore the popular idea that buildings and landmarks in the nation’s capital reveal a secret message or are part of some plan. Where is the line drawn between conspiracy and inspiration or imitation? There is no doubt that esoteric symbols can be found in many monuments of D.C., but what did they mean to the people who chose them?
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When East Meets West
WE BEGIN WITH A LOOK at the immense influence of the Near and Far East upon American spirituality. Rather than quoting statistics, such as plotting immigration data against the adoption of nontraditional spirituality, we introduce the approach that will characterize most of this book. By telling the stories of the lives of carefully chosen examples, we can illuminate the obvious and subtle issues of a particular aspect of American Metaphysical Religion.
In the early days of the colonies and the country, the influence of Eastern traditions on Americans was limited to books. As the railroads crossed the continent here and there an American might encounter Buddhism among the Chinese workers. Madame Blavatsky and other popular writers of the 1880s claimed to transmit wisdom from masters in Egypt, India, and Tibet. But the inauguration of America’s popular fascination with Eastern wisdom began in earnest when the charismatic Swami Vivekananda represented India at the Parliament of the World’s Religions in Chicago in 1892.
Vivekananda lectured to thousands, touring between Chicago and New York City, where in 1894 he founded the first Vedanta Society in the United States. He continued touring through 1902, starting another center in Los Angeles, but exhaustion finally took its toll. After recuperating he gave free lectures and private lessons at the center in New York. In his wake a tsunami of swamis followed. Los Angeles in particular became a magnet for them.
America’s readiness to adopt Asian traditions, from yoga to Buddhism, belies the difficulties that have occurred in the clash of such distinct cultures. In 1889 the classic esoteric book The Light of Egypt was published. The preface states that the book is intended to counter “the strenuous efforts now being systematically put forth to poison the budding spirituality of the Western mind, and to fasten upon its mediumistic mentality, the subtle, delusive dogmas of Karma and Re-incarnation, as taught by the sacerdotalisms of the decaying Orient.”
But other Americans deeply embraced what they called Oriental Wisdom, completely transforming their lives, and the lives of those they taught, or otherwise influenced, sometimes with nothing more than a picture of a white man in an improbable yoga pose on the cover of a popular magazine in the 1930s. As Philip Deslippe wrote in The Swami Circuit (2018): “early American yoga was not physical or postural, but primarily mental and magical. Early American yoga was not centered on books or specific figures, but rather upon an active and widespread network of traveling teachers who gave tiered levels of instruction through public lectures, private classes, and dyadic relationships. Teachers of yoga were overwhelmingly of a type—educated, cultured, and professionally savvy—and students were largely female, affluent, and invested in American metaphysical religion.”
One American family in particular had several members whose experiences were shocking to their peers, but who nevertheless pioneered new approaches to spirituality in America. Ora Ray Baker was born in Albuquerque, New Mexico, in 1892 to a prominent California family who were not only wealthy but powerful—among her relations was a senator. But her most famous relative was her second cousin, Mary Baker Eddy, the founder of Christian Science. Mary Baker Eddy’s evolution from invalid to what Mark Twain called the “monarch” of Christian Science made her the most powerful woman in the United States. Twain was envious and spiteful about her massive success. In 1906 thirty thousand of her followers joined her in Boston for the dedication of the expanded, and magnificent by any measure, Mother Church. In her eighties Eddy said she was dying not because of old age but because of the deadly thoughts of the press who were expecting her death, and the death wishes of the leaders of her own Church of Christian Science, who were too eager to get her out of the way so they could run the profitable international organization themselves. At its peak around 1971 almost two thousand churches were operating worldwide. Today they number themselves at around 1,700.
When Ora’s parents died, her older half brother, Pierre Bernard, became her guardian. Pierre was becoming famous, too, as a master of hatha yoga. He and his brother Glen had met a tantric yogi, a Syrian Bengali by the name of Sylvais Hamati, in of all places, Lincoln, Nebraska, toward the end of the 1880s. Both brothers devoted themselves 
to yoga but in very different ways. While Glen approached yoga with respectful 
devotion, Pierre didn’t mind earning money by entertaining people with his 
skills. For example, in 1898 he gave a demonstration of his alleged yogic powers in San Francisco. As physicians surrounded him Pierre assumed the Kali mudra, the pose of death. A doctor poked a large needle through Pierre’s earlobe, cheek, upper lip, and nostril, but Pierre had no reaction.
By 1905 Pierre taught tantric sexual techniques and hypnotism in San Francisco, but Portland, Seattle, and Tacoma have also laid claim to being the place where Pierre started the Tantrik Order of America around 1906. Eventually there were Tantrik centers in other cities, including Chicago, Philadelphia, New York, and Cleveland. Pierre was almost singlehandedly responsible for America’s oversexed interpretation of tantra.
In the shadows of Mary Baker Eddy and Pierre Bernard, Ora sought for her own understanding of spirituality. She found not only that, but the love of her life, when she met Inayat Khan, founder of the Sufi Order in the West, a Muslim from Northern India, and the greatgreat-grandson of the revered Tipu Sultan, the Tiger of Mysore, who courageously resisted British rule.
To begin his mission Inayat sailed to America in 1910, which happened to be the year Mary Baker Eddy died. As a master musician he planned to use music to teach Sufi mysteries, as in Persia and India. But America was still decades away from Ravi Shankar at Woodstock, so Americans showed no interest in his musical skills or his wisdom. This surprised Inayat, as did the pace and brusqueness of life in New York City near the beginning of the twentieth century, but he persisted until he found appreciative listeners for both his music and his lectures at Columbia University. Other universities then invited him. He crossed the continent entertaining and enlightening eager listeners all the way to San Francisco, where Ora was in the audience. She was an eighteen-year-old girl, but given her family history she was hardly an ordinary teenager. He was thirty years old.
It’s possible that Pierre hired Khan to give Ora a music lesson, but he did not expect them to fall in love. When Ora announced that they planned to marry, Pierre forbade it. He based his entire life on Eastern practices but when a master of them captured his half sister’s heart, well, Pierre wasn’t willing to go that far when it came to respect for foreign wisdom. Not only that, but Pierre was embroiled in a scandal of his own. Two teenage girls accused him of kidnapping them because he wouldn’t let them leave his house. One of the girls reported that Pierre had her take off all her clothes then put his hand on her breast so he could check her heartbeat.
Neighbors reported ladies arriving at late hours wearing all their jewels, and the unseemly cries of women in the night. The charges were dropped but salacious headlines appeared, like this one from Colorado’s Herald Democrat December 19, 1911: “Shocked by Guru Orgy: ‘Oom the Omnipotent’ Taught Gross Immorality Under Cloak of Sanskrit College.” Pierre was now calling himself Om the Omnipotent. However, he was also on his way to having the best collection of Sanskrit books and manuscripts in America.
Ora and Khan refused to say goodbye when Khan left America bound for London. Their unhappiness apart continued until one day Ora was straightening up Pierre’s desk. She found a letter from Khan with his address in London. Ora traveled alone out of the United States, across the Atlantic, and right to Khan’s side. They married immediately. Ora took the name Ameena Begum, meaning roughly “honest married woman.” Then they settled near Paris in a house given to them as a gift by an admirer. They started a family and a school. Khan influenced the music of the French composer Debussy.
Ora and Khan had two daughters and two sons. One of their sons became a respected Sufi teacher like his father. One of their daughters was the legendary spy Noor-un-Nissa Inayat Khan. An expert in wireless code transmission, she exchanged messages with the allies from Nazi-occupied France until she was captured. After enduring long-term imprisonment and torture, Noor became a Night and Fog prisoner, which meant she had been disappeared into the shackles of a windowless room. An SS man beat her before shooting her in the head. The last word she spoke is said to have been liberty. She was posthumously awarded two prestigious medals, the British George Cross, and a French Croix de Guerre with silver star. Khan did not live to see it. He broke Ameena’s heart when he died in 1927, only forty-five years old.
As her own death approached in the late 1940s, Ameena composed a collection of 101 poems called A Rosary of One Hundred and One Beads. Forty-seven of the poems were lost during World War II, but the surviving poems were finally published in 1998. They could be described as musings inspired by the teaching, and the loss, of her beloved husband, and also reflections on her experiences as a loving mother of extraordinary children. She did not long survive her war-hero daughter.
As for Ameena’s half brother Pierre, he was gifted a house, too, but his was a bit grander: a thirty-room mansion on a seventy-two-acre estate in Nyack, New York. Despite the scandal, Pierre had remained popular with the monied ladies of New York City, earning extra cash on the side as a matchmaker. Ida Rolf, founder of the physical therapy named after her, was one of his students.
Pierre met his own match when he married Blanche de Vries, the first woman to own a yoga studio. She was famous in New York City for her sensual dances inspired by choreography from the Near and Far East. At eighty years old she still taught classes. Blanche seems to have settled Pierre down. He involved himself in more reputable businesses, such as dog tracks. But irony aside, Pierre also earned money from an airport, baseball stadiums, and in 1931 he was president of the State
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