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Dad and Mum, now that you are finally together,
I hope you have all the peace and happiness
you deserve … we miss you eternally.

To my beautiful children, you made me who I
am, make sure you always reach for the stars.
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Introduction

If I were to ask you to describe the kind of person who would likely end up in a killer cult, you would probably describe a loner, a person so desperate to fit in that they would trade morality, ethics and bodily autonomy to connect with other human beings. For many of us that would make sense; after all, who else would be willing to abandon everything they have ever known to pursue a life dictated by others? A life that will ultimately lead to their very destruction. It feels all but impossible for the average human to conceive that anyone could be so foolish. But, as you turn the pages in this book, you will discover that often the people who find themselves in these situations are just like you and me, people wishing to create a better world, looking for purpose, seeking a spiritual path, with a pure belief that living in harmony is possible. It is the light, not the darkness, they believe they are heading towards.

In 1976 Richard Dawkins, the evolutionary biologist, introduced the concept of the ‘meme’ in his seminal work The Selfish Gene. In this, he was not merely referencing the playful and often humorous internet phenomena we know so well today. Instead, Dawkins was presenting a profound framework for understanding the transmission and evolution of cultural elements. His notion of memes encompassed far more than just digital trends; it offered a lens through which we could examine the propagation of ideas, behaviours and cultural practices across societies.

Picture a meme as a cultural pathogen, an idea or behaviour that infects individuals and compels them to adopt and replicate it. This ‘infection’ unfolds through social interactions; people encounter the meme, absorb it, and then transmit it to others. The success of a meme, much like a virus, hinges on its ability to spread and persist. Dawkins’ notion of memetic infection underscored how cultural elements can spread like contagions, shaping behaviours and societal norms in ways that often escape conscious awareness.

Killer cults do not begin as killer cults. Their evolutions are gradual, their dangerous ideologies creep slowly into the minds of their members, quietly infecting every atom of their ‘selves’ until they are finally overwhelmed completely. Just as a virus can infect your body, engulf you physically and finally kill you, so too can your thoughts be infected, eventually taking you on a fatal journey.

While cults begin for a myriad of reasons, the majority start as new religious movements. These ‘groups’ offer people who are looking to go on a spiritual adventure or experience an awakening the opportunity to do so among like-minded others. They do not advertise themselves as cults and most members do not consider that they are indeed a part of one. This, of course, is key, because cults are designed to be hierarchical in nature so that only those right at the top of the pyramid know what their true intentions are. Information control is vital, because if new members were fully aware of what their cult leaders had in store for them, they would never dream of joining. That is why they are so deeply alluring to thousands of their members, initially at least: they offer a myth of possibility, a hope of belonging and a promise of deep purpose.

Life, while it can at times be a thrilling adventure, can equally be drenched in the agony of loss and suffering. Each of us will lose people that we love, and some of us will find ourselves dealing with the stress of unemployment or facing financial crises; and, at some point in most of our lives, we will likely question what our very existence is all about.

These typical human experiences and states of questioning, while entirely normal, can create momentary fractures in our foundations and lead us to suddenly feel anchor-less. As we look in new directions to seek stability once again, we are prime victims for cults waiting in the shadows, ready to exploit the unsuspecting.

Imagine, in such a moment of vulnerability, signing up for a self-help group that promises to increase your self-worth and confidence. You turn up and suddenly find yourself among a group of compassionate, engaging and genuinely interested people. When you speak, you feel heard in a way that you have never been heard before and for first time in your life you feel truly visible. These people feel like instant friends and say that they are on a similar journey to yours. Suddenly that gnawing loneliness you were carrying feels a little lighter, and that hope you feared you had lost is reignited once again. You feel that, finally, you may have found your tribe.

Every single person on the planet wants to feel this way – it is the very essence of what makes us human, brings us purpose and breeds possibility. This is exactly what cults will give you, in far greater quantities than you ever dreamed possible … at first.

This initial acceptance and showering of attention are known as love bombing, which is one of the most effective techniques that cults employ to recruit new, unsuspecting members. In my two decades of work within psychological therapies I have often had clients who have become trapped in high-control relationships. These have spanned all forms of psychological and physical abuse that over time decimate the person on the receiving end. However, as opposed to them being a malevolent presence in their life, their abuser at first makes them feel more loved than they have ever felt. In fact, they promise them a lifetime full of possibilities. This honeymoon period will be intense and will ensure that their unwitting victim gives themselves completely on an emotional level. Then, once the abuser is confident that they can exert power over them, their true intentions and characteristics will break through their cleverly cultivated facade, and the monster will be revealed. This same process is used on a macro level where cults are concerned.

First, ask yourself an honest question: how many people do you have in your life right now who are truly invested in you; people who genuinely care about every single aspect of your existence? Two, maybe three … if you are lucky four or five? The reality is, though, that for many of us, this is often reduced to one, or even none. In fact, for the most part we travel through life being acutely aware that very few people are wholly invested in us as individuals, because other people are busy living their own lives, navigating a world that is often tumultuous. The vast majority of us do not have enough hours in our busy daily lives to give others our full attention. When you are able to stop taking this reality personally and spend time cultivating a degree of self-love and self-confidence, on the whole you will relatively quickly fill the space you have been seeking others to occupy.

Sadly, however, in our Western-centric society, where we are constantly told that everyone should ‘be kind’ and that our needs and opinions are always to be acknowledged, we constantly set an unrealistic and indeed unachievable bar for others. It enforces a message that being noticed, and considered important by others, is an essential ingredient of a successful life. Love bombers are cunning; they know that many of us feel that we are lacking this ingredient, and can weaponise this against us. So, the moment you start attending group meetings, or spiritual services, or the apparent self-help group you signed up to, they will drench you in attention, they will point out how special you are, and they will ultimately make you feel that you are finally seen and understood.

Once they have achieved this, they will spend months, sometimes even longer, maintaining this emotional intensity until they are sure you are invested with every fibre of your being, and then they will slowly but surely begin incrementally to remove the very foundations you believed that their loving care had created. And, as you start to feel less sure of your value, and as you desperately try to cling on to the relationships that you believed you deserved, they will start feeding you instructions on the changes you will need to make should you wish to feel ‘special’ once again.

The sudden instability that is provoked when you are faced with losing your community, your friends and your hopes causes just enough vulnerability and desperation to make you open to manipulation, to make you willing to jump through whatever hoops are necessary to reclaim your rightful place. And those hoops will likely be psychologically, emotionally, physically and financially costly. Tragically, in the case of killer cults, they will make you pay the ultimate price – with your life.

Even if you start to experience a gnawing fear that you may have been duped, and that the leader you so passionately followed is in fact a dangerous fraud, you may struggle to pull yourself away. Cults make you constantly reason with the unreasonable, they convince you that terrible things will happen to you, and those that you love, should you decide to leave. You will no longer be divinely protected, and you will suffer the true consequences of your betrayal in the life hereafter. Even if you find yourself questioning whether this is simply another lie to keep you entrapped, it remains a powerful psychological tool that tethers you to the cult. This constant questioning leads many members to remain, in spite of their fears.

These psychological traps are exacerbated by the financial burden of leaving a cult. You may have sold your home and handed over the profits in exchange for the accommodation the community provides. You will likely have left your career and now spend countless hours working for the cult in whatever way they decide to use you. The relationships you once held dear will have decayed because cults operate an exclusionist ideology, so you are either in, or you are indeed out. If your family members did not similarly hear the call of the cult and follow you, then over time those relationships will have fractured and fallen away. So, in your dark moments of questioning how on Earth you ended up in such a situation, you have none of the emotional, financial or social support mechanisms to make leaving feel possible.

At the centre of it all, cult leaders are well aware of the human condition of questioning what life is all about, of wishing to feel spiritually connected to something bigger and greater, to be more than simply the ‘self’. They are chameleons who can make you believe that they are messiah-like, and that they have the answer to your salvation. They promise you the world, and then, once they have convinced you that they are god-like, they bleed that world dry.

People are often perplexed as to how one human being can wreak such havoc and wield so much power over their followers. How can they convince men to hand over their wives willingly to be used however the leader desires, or to allow their children to be violated by these predators as they so often sadly are? But, if you believe that this leader is indeed a god, then who are you, a mere mortal, to deny them? As an omnipotent and omnipresent being their word is law; they make the rules, and you simply follow them. It would be a sin to refuse their bidding.

Cult leaders are a rare breed, egomaniacs who are on the whole driven by a desire for absolute power and control. Initially they present as a charismatic figure who seems to offer solutions to life’s deepest pains. They are not the cartoon villains you might expect. These leaders are masters of disguise, experts in hiding their true selves behind masks of charm and magnetism. When you first meet them, they seem empathetic, visionary and even relatable. That is precisely why even the most cynical person can find themselves fooled.

What lies beneath this charisma is something far more sinister. Cult leaders are often defined by what’s known as the ‘dark triad’ of personality traits: narcissism, Machiavellianism and psychopathy. These individuals believe they are destined for greatness, that they alone hold the answers, and that the world should bow to their will. Narcissism fuels their unrelenting desire for admiration and control. Machiavellianism empowers them to manipulate others with cold precision, bending reality to fit their twisted narratives. And psychopathy? Well, that really is the chilling part, because it means they lack remorse, guilt or any real emotional connection to the people they exploit. They will treat you however they choose, without a morsel of regret or guilt.

Of course, these traits do not immediately surface. You will not recognise the danger in those first encounters, or over those first intense months. Instead, you will see someone who seems to understand your struggles, someone who offers a path to enlightenment, love or a sense of belonging. And that is where the danger lies, it is in their ability to wear a mask so convincingly that you struggle to see the evil lurking beneath. By the time you realise who they truly are, it is often too late, and their web of control has already ensnared you.

As you turn the pages ahead, prepare to journey into the dark, twisted world of some of the most infamous cults in history. But this is not just a chilling exploration of strange beliefs or bizarre rituals: this is a warning. You are about to see how easily lives are hijacked, how ordinary people, just like you, are drawn into a web of manipulation.

Each story you read in the following chapters will offer you the opportunity for self-reflection because, while we often believe we know ourselves fully, in truth we rarely do. We all have vulnerabilities, we all struggle deeply at times, we all ask those impossible to answer questions and we are all seeking purpose, meaning we are never truly safe from the call of the cult.

In some ways, the threat of cults has never been greater because, in the past, cults existed in secluded compounds or hidden behind closed doors. Now, they are coming out of the shadows, and they are already knocking on your unsuspecting door. No longer do you need physically to attend a meeting or retreat to an isolated commune to be seduced by their doctrine. Technology has granted them unprecedented access to your life, infiltrating your social media feeds, podcasts and forums. Cult leaders are adapting, evolving and growing more sophisticated in their tactics, reaching you through your phone, your computer, even your television. From the comfort of your home, you could unwittingly be joining a cult, disguised as a self-help group, a wellness movement, or even a political cause.

I hope as you turn the pages you find yourself willing at least to be open about the unsettling reality that even you are not immune. As you explore these chilling cases, you will begin to see the methods they use, how they wrap their tendrils around your thoughts, and how their promises slowly reel you in. And maybe, just maybe by the time you finish, you will be asking yourself a question no one wants to ponder … Could I be next?




1

David Koresh and the Branch Davidians

The history of the Branch Davidians

The story of the Branch Davidians does not begin, as you might believe, with the infamous David Koresh. Instead, it starts in 1907, when a young man, twenty-two-year-old Victor Tasho Houteff, was forced to flee his home in Bulgaria.

According to Houteff, a mob had accused him of conspiracy, an accusation he vehemently denied. Reflecting on this event later, he wrote that his departure from Bulgaria was not of his own choosing but was orchestrated by a higher power: ‘I came to America, not because I wanted to, but because God wanted me to.’ Comparing his exile to the biblical story of Moses, Houteff expressed a sense of injustice, stating that, ‘I was therefore driven out of the country at the point of a gun as was Moses driven out of Egypt, although I had done nothing to bring trouble upon myself.’ After being forced out of his homeland, Houteff moved to the United States and began working as a salesman in Los Angeles, the city where his journey into religious reform would later unfold.

By 1919, Houteff had become a member of the Seventh-Day Adventist (SDA) Church, a denomination that places a strong emphasis on the imminent second coming of Christ. Central to Adventist belief is the understanding of the Trinity – the Father, the Son and the Holy Spirit – who together form one God. The salvation story is pivotal, with Adventists believing that Jesus, the Son, lived a sinless life on Earth, died for humanity’s sins, and rose again, thereby securing victory for all. After His resurrection, Jesus returned to heaven, leaving the Holy Spirit to act as Comforter and Counsellor. Adventists, like many Christian denominations, look forward to Christ’s second coming, an event that is believed will mark the fulfilment of God’s salvation plan for His people.

At this time, however, the Adventist Church was experiencing significant theological upheaval. The death of their co-founder and prophet, Ellen White, in 1915 had left a void, and in the summer of 1919, a Bible Conference was held that would become one of the most pivotal meetings in the history of the denomination. During this period of major theological restructuring, some church leaders began questioning the continued relevance of certain doctrines, including the need for living prophets. Ellen White’s writings were losing their authoritative standing, as it was suggested that the Bible alone should serve as the primary source of spiritual truth. This shift away from White’s work was a development that Houteff did not take well, and he remained devoted to both the Bible and White’s writings, becoming a Sabbath school teacher at the Exposition Park School of Los Angeles.

By 1929, Houteff had grown disillusioned with the SDA Church. He challenged its theology, accusing the church of abandoning its scriptural roots and becoming too materialistic and worldly. His dissatisfaction culminated in the writing of the ‘Shepherd’s Rod’, a manuscript that called for a reform and revival of the Adventist faith. In this work, he urged a return to the doctrines and practices that he believed had been forsaken by the church. Houteff began teaching his reformist message within the SDA Church, gaining a small following of Adventists who accepted his views. However, the church leadership did not embrace his message, and by the following year, Houteff was disfellowshipped from the church.

Undeterred, Houteff went on to establish his own movement, known as the Davidians. This group, which emerged as a reform movement within Adventism, believed that those who followed Houteff’s teachings would not experience death but would be translated to heaven without dying. The Davidians also claimed that the spirit of prophecy, allegedly lost when Ellen White died, was restored in Houteff. They regarded him as the only person who could reveal biblical secrets about the end of time, further setting themselves apart from mainstream Adventists.

In 1935, Houteff purchased 189 acres of land just outside Waco, Texas, where he and thirty-seven of his followers established the Mount Carmel Center. Here, the Davidians sought to create a self-sustaining community, believing that contact with the modern world was spiritually harmful. The group thrived by farming and living communally, healing their own sick, educating their children, and managing their affairs independently from the outside world. Two years later, in 1937, at fifty-two years old, Houteff married seventeen-year-old Florence Hermanson, a member of the Davidian community.

By 1940, Mount Carmel was flourishing, with water and sewage systems, electricity and a telephone line. Despite the challenges of the Great Depression, the Davidians managed to expand their landholdings to 375 acres by selling surplus crops at local farmers’ markets. They also adhered to a strict lifestyle, worshipping on Saturdays, practising vegetarianism, and forbidding tobacco, dancing and movies. Women wore long dresses and avoided cosmetics, a visible symbol of their distinctive way of life. The group established their own press to disseminate Houteff’s teachings, converting Adventists across the country to their cause.

With the 1942 military draft, Houteff sought to achieve conscientious objector status for his followers. Claiming to be part of the Seventh-Day Adventist movement, they used the grounds that they adhered to the commandments ‘Thou shalt not kill’ and ‘Remember the Sabbath day to keep it holy.’ At first their application was refused because they were unrecognised by the Seventh-Day Adventists. As a result, they dropped that claim and registered a new name, Davidian Seventh-Day Adventists, and managed to secure their desired conscientious objector status.

On 5 February 1955, Houteff died unexpectedly from heart failure. His sudden death was a devastating blow to his followers, as he had previously assured them that he would not die and would lead them to the promised heavenly Canaan, claiming those who followed him would live eternally in a Davidic Kingdom on Earth. This contradiction between his death and his teachings left his followers grappling with the meaning and truth of his promises. After Houteff’s death, his young wife, Florence, assumed leadership of the Davidians, claiming that her husband had named her his successor on his deathbed, until such a time that the Lord himself chose another prophet to lead them. Under her leadership, the Davidians relocated to a new property east of Waco, which they named New Mount Carmel.

Once she had established herself as their new leader, Florence made a bold prophecy, predicting that, on 22 April 1959, a monumental judgement would take place, involving a war in the Middle East, the resurrection of her husband and the establishment of the Davidic Kingdom. Many followers, having sold their possessions in anticipation, gathered at New Mount Carmel for the event. However, when the prophecy did not come to pass, Florence’s credibility was destroyed, leading to a mass exodus of followers and the fragmentation of the Davidian movement into splinter groups. Florence officially resigned from leadership in 1962.

One of the most notable groups to emerge from this schism was the now notorious Branch Davidians, led by Benjamin Roden. This group took over the New Mount Carmel property, which had now grown to a large 77 acres, and continued to focus on preparing for the second coming of Christ. Roden, who claimed prophetic gifts, urged his followers to live purer lives, promising that Christ’s return was imminent. The Branch Davidians believed that in every generation, a prophet is chosen by God to reveal divine truths, particularly those contained in the Book of Revelation, and Roden positioned himself as this prophetic figure.

After Ben Roden’s death in 1978, his wife, Lois, assumed the role of leader, presenting herself as the next prophet. Claiming she’d had a vision that the Holy Spirit was feminine, she introduced the progressive idea of the feminine nature of God, promoting women’s religious leadership within the Branch Davidians. She even released a periodical titled SHEkinah in which women’s place in religion was explored. The movement continued to evolve, setting the stage for the eventual rise of even more radical leaders and developments within this complex and controversial sect.

Vernon Wayne Howell … who became the infamous David Koresh

In the heart of Texas, a boy named Vernon Wayne Howell was born on 17 August 1959. This boy, who would later be known to the world as David Koresh, the charismatic and controversial leader of the Branch Davidians, was marked by a turbulent upbringing that laid the foundations for his future role as a cult leader.

Born to a fourteen-year-old single mother, Bonnie Sue Clark, he never knew his father, Bobbie Howell, who abandoned Bonnie shortly after the birth of their baby son. His mother’s fleeting relationships meant his childhood was unstable, and he was often left in the care of his maternal grandmother, Erline Clark. Later he would clash with his stepfather, Roy Haldeman, and his relationship with his mother would suffer further. There is no question Vernon did not have an easy time growing up, and his early years were marked by difficulty and dysfunction.

From a young age, Vernon, like young Jim Jones of the Peoples Temple before him (see Chapter Two), displayed an unusual fascination with death and religion. He conducted funerals for small animals, displaying an early desire for control and attention. His interest in religion was not just a curiosity but a profound need to find meaning and structure in his chaotic life. He was known to have read extensively on the lives of influential leaders and religious figures, planting the seeds of his future ambitions.

As a teenager, Vernon’s fascination with religion deepened. By 1977, and now seventeen years old, he dropped out of high school after struggling with dyslexia and poor eyesight. His peers reportedly teased him, leaving him lonely, isolated and searching for a place where he felt he belonged, and he found solace in music and religion. He was particularly devoted to the Bible and by the age of twelve, in spite of his struggles, had memorised the New Testament and would spend hours praying. It was around this time that he began to believe God was speaking directly to him, choosing him for a special mission. His passion for religion continued to intensify as he grew older, shaping the path he would eventually take.

In 1979, Vernon joined the Seventh-Day Adventist Church, a denomination his mother was also part of. Here he readily volunteered his services. Unfortunately, however, within just two years, he was expelled for being a bad influence on the younger members of the church, partly because of his unconventional interpretations of the Bible. His intense biblical studies and passionate nature undoubtedly made him a polarising figure. His mother would later claim that her son had been ‘pushed away’ by some members of the church because he had developed ‘a romantic attachment to the daughter of a minister’, and he allegedly claimed that God wanted him to marry the twelve-year-old girl. He was twenty years old at that time, and his object of desire just a child. Undoubtedly, this rejection, coupled with his growing obsession with prophecy, had a lasting impact on him. He felt hurt by the ‘coldness of the church’ and at being excluded from it. Despite this setback, Vernon’s belief in his divine calling never wavered. This blend of insecurity and newfound spiritual confidence would become the bedrock of his future leadership.

After leaving the church, Vernon briefly pursued a career as a rock star, moving to Hollywood in his early twenties. His musical ambitions did not bear fruit, though music remained an essential part of his life. Later, he would use this talent to sing and preach and attract followers.

By 1981, a now twenty-two-year-old Vernon Howell had moved to Waco, Texas, and become a member of the Branch Davidians, where he worked closely with then-leader, Lois Roden, and became her handyman. Their relationship, both professional and personal, drew significant attention, as there were rumours of them being lovers despite their large age gap. Vernon believed he and Lois were meant to have a child who would be ‘the Chosen One’, although this never happened. This was hardly surprising as Lois was in her late sixties by that time.

In 1984, Vernon married fourteen-year-old Rachel Jones, with the consent of her Branch Davidian parents. This marriage, although shocking by today’s standards, was legal in Texas at that time, if parental permission was given (the minimum age was changed to eighteen in 2017). As Vernon’s influence grew within the Branch Davidians, so did his conflict with Lois Roden’s son, George, who vied for control of the group. The tension between Vernon and George Roden reached its peak after Lois’s death in 1986. Lois’ will named Vernon as trustee of the property she left behind, but her son claimed to be the next heir apparent. George was not well respected among the Branch Davidians, however, and his mother’s lack of confidence in him no doubt exacerbated these misgivings. In a bizarre turn of events, and in an attempt to prove his worthiness, George challenged Vernon to a resurrection contest, digging up a corpse and daring him to bring it back to life. While neither succeeded in this strange act, it marked a turning point for Vernon, as members increasingly began to side with the young and charismatic man their ex-leader had put her faith in.

Shortly after this event, Vernon and a group of Branch Davidians who chose to follow him moved to Palestine in east Texas. Here, they endured a difficult time living in tents, before returning to Mount Carmel a few months later in 1987, where Vernon’s conflict with George Roden escalated into violence. Having armed themselves with guns and weapons, Vernon’s group engaged in a gunfight with Roden, who was shot and wounded. While Vernon was charged with attempted murder, the trial ended in a hung jury and declared a mistrial. Bizarrely no retrial ever occurred. Meanwhile, George Roden’s erratic behaviour led to his later committal to a mental hospital by reason of insanity after he killed another man, Wayman Dale Adair, believing Vernon had sent him to murder him. Now, with Roden out of the picture, Vernon took full control of the Branch Davidians, officially becoming their leader.

By 1989, Vernon claimed to have received a new revelation from God, which he called ‘The New Light’. This doctrine was radical; he proclaimed that all the women of the world belonged to him, as he was the ‘Lamb of God’ and had been chosen to interpret the ‘Seven Seals’, which were significant to Branch Davidians as they predicted the end of the world and explained the Book of Revelation. He declared that he was the only man allowed to have sexual relations, making all other men in the compound celibate and annulling any existing marriages. He now asserted that those women he chose to have sex with were his carnal wives. Vernon’s followers, many of whom accepted these beliefs, saw him as a divinely appointed leader. Those who were not happy with this edict left. Vernon went on to claim that God wanted him to have twenty-four children and, although he did end up fathering multiple children with different women, the exact number is still unclear, with sources saying he had at least thirteen. With his first legal wife, Rachel, he went on to have two children, Cyrus and Starr.

Vernon Howell now began calling himself the ‘Sinful Messiah’, which was a very effective and powerful example of how he managed to twist the narrative of traditional messianic expectation to suit his own agenda. By embracing this paradoxical title, Howell did not just redefine the role of a messiah, he created a version of one that allowed him to indulge in behaviours that would otherwise be viewed as reprehensible. This brilliant and deeply manipulative move enabled him to justify actions that others might condemn while positioning himself as an accessible, relatable, even ‘real’ saviour.

He argued that his ‘sinful’ actions were meant to fulfil prophecies or, more disturbingly, were tests of faith and loyalty among his followers. This allowed him to take actions, including taking these multiple ‘spiritual wives’, some of whom were underage, with minimal resistance from those he led, as he convinced them that his behaviour was divinely sanctioned.

His new title also provided Howell with a powerful psychological shield. His followers were no longer justifying his actions through blind faith; they were rationalising them as part of his mission, believing that his sinfulness made him a messiah who could understand human flaws because he, too, had his own. This allowed him to connect with his followers on a deeper level. He was not a distant, untouchable deity; he was one of them, struggling with the same temptations and shortcomings, yet still chosen by God.

This is how Howell began a self-sustaining narrative where his moral failings became proof of his authenticity rather than evidence of his hypocrisy. The duality of sin and salvation became a unique tool of control, one that required his followers to accept not only his supposed holiness but also his depravity as essential components of his messianic identity.

In the end, the ‘Sinful Messiah’ persona allowed Howell to create a theology where he held ultimate authority not only over the souls of his followers but also over their bodies, minds and moral boundaries. He claimed both the right to sin and the power to forgive, positioning himself as the flawed but indispensable bridge between his followers and their salvation. This blurring of lines, this manipulation of guilt and forgiveness, became a cornerstone of his power, ensuring that his followers were always reliant on him for guidance, absolution and, ultimately, redemption.

In 1990, Vernon Howell legally changed his name to David Koresh, a symbolic act representing his belief that he was the new leader of the biblical house of David. ‘Koresh’ was a reference to Cyrus the Great, the Persian king who allowed the Jews held captive in Babylon to return to Israel, symbolising Koresh’s messianic role. Now, firmly in control, he focused on expanding the Branch Davidians’ following. Koresh and his lieutenant, Steve Schneider, travelled the world, recruiting members from countries such as Israel, Australia and the United Kingdom, as well as from across the United States.

Under Koresh’s leadership, the Branch Davidians became a tightly knit group, isolated from the outside world and preparing for what Koresh believed would be an apocalyptic showdown with the federal government. He preached that they were the chosen ones and that a violent end was coming; that they would go up in flames, in fact. With this fate in mind, Koresh encouraged his followers to stockpile weapons and ammunition, preparing for the inevitable ‘war’ he foresaw with the US government. Koresh armed his followers heavily, establishing a business called ‘The Mag Bag’ near the Mount Carmel compound for the aim of receiving shipments of supplies that included: firearms parts, 130-round magazines for M16 and AK-47 rifles, pouches to carry large ammunition magazines, large quantities of ammunition of various sizes, grenade launcher parts, flare launchers, K-bar fighting knives, night-vision equipment, hand grenade hulls, Kevlar helmets and bulletproof vests. Unlike his pacifist predecessors, he embraced the idea of violence in defence of his cause. The Branch Davidians were now armed and ready for a brutal confrontation.

Former Branch Davidian members later recalled that life under Koresh’s leadership was intense and isolating. Bible study sessions, which Koresh led, could last up to fifteen hours, and members were often woken in the middle of the night to participate. David Bunds, a former follower, said that it was essential for Koresh to keep the group isolated from the world, believing that outside influences would distract them from their divine purpose, ‘from the message’. These beliefs would ultimately set the stage for the devastating events that would follow at Mount Carmel.

The siege

The story of the Branch Davidians and the events leading up to the infamous Waco siege of 1993 is as shocking as it is tragic. It is important to understand that while many details have been speculated, what truly happened inside the compound is still a matter of intense debate and investigation today.

By now, David Koresh and his followers had been stockpiling a substantial number of weapons, which raised red flags. While it was not illegal for them to own firearms, authorities grew concerned that they were illegally converting semi-automatic weapons into fully automatic ones without completing the necessary paperwork and paying the mandatory fee. In the early 1990s, this was enough to prompt an official investigation, and, in 1992, a crucial and catalysing event occurred when a UPS driver, Larry Gilbreath, delivered a box to Mount Carmel that accidentally opened during transit, revealing a disturbing discovery: hand grenades. This finding prompted local law enforcement to request the involvement of the Bureau of Alcohol, Tobacco, Firearms and Explosives (ATF), which began an investigation.

As investigators dug deeper, the sheer scale of the Branch Davidians’ weaponry was unearthed, and alarm bells began to ring. They found over 130 firearms, grenade launcher attachments, over 200,000 rounds of ammunition, and chemicals capable of causing serious destruction. It was not just a small cache of weapons; it was a fortress.

So, in January 1993, ATF agent Robert Rodriguez infiltrated the compound, posing as a college student living nearby. He spent time with Koresh, pretending to be interested in his teachings and gaining a closer look at life inside Mount Carmel. What Rodriguez discovered was far more concerning than just the stockpiling of weapons, as claims of Koresh punishing children physically, as well as allegations of statutory rape against him, began to surface. It was clear that the Branch Davidians were not just a religious group; underneath this facade lay darker realities that began to concern many in law enforcement.

Events escalated on 28 February 1993, when the ATF moved to serve two warrants: one to search the compound and the other to arrest David Koresh. What should have been a straightforward operation quickly unravelled, however, when a reporter, who had been tipped off about the raid but had got lost, had a fateful encounter with David Jones, a postman who was also a member of the Branch Davidians. Stopping to ask him for directions, the reporter informed Jones of the impending raid, leading the group to learn about it in advance. According to reports, when Koresh was informed of it, he trembled and said, ‘The time has come.’

Rodriguez had been with Koresh when he was given the news, and left quickly so that he could inform his superiors and call off the raid. He would later confide that he was scared he was going to be shot in the back as he left the compound.

Despite Rodriguez warning his superiors that the element of surprise had been lost, and Bill Buford, another special agent, agreeing that the raid must not go ahead, the ATF still made the fatal decision to proceed. The decision to go ahead with the raid, even after knowing they had lost the element of surprise, is a haunting reminder of how a moment’s choice can have devastating consequences. Ultimately, the siege would last fifty-one days, ending in appalling destruction, but it was moments like these, when decisions had to be made under immense pressure, that shaped the catastrophe that unfolded.

Now, the tactical advantage was no longer in their favour; Koresh and his followers were armed and ready. Undoubtedly, continuing with the raid when they were likely to meet resistance could be viewed, with hindsight at least, as a fatal error. When the ATF arrived, at 9.45 a.m., with military helicopters and trucks carrying seventy-six agents, tensions boiled over. Koresh reportedly confronted them, but when he was told to ‘get down’ and presented with a search warrant, he returned inside. Now the ATF agents found themselves at a tactical disadvantage, being without cover and at the mercy of the Branch Davidians, who were on higher ground being in a two-storey building with a tower. As ATF agents attempted to scale the property, gunfire erupted. To this day, it remains unclear who fired the first shot, but what followed was a chaotic and deadly firefight which would later be described as ‘all hell breaking loose’.

The siege lasted forty-five minutes before the ATF, realising the severity of the situation, attempted to negotiate. Tragically, though, both sides had already sustained heavy casualties by then; four ATF agents, Conway LeBleu, Todd McKeehan, Robert Williams and Steven Willis, were dead, and twenty-eight others were injured. Koresh himself was wounded and, at least six Branch Davidians had also lost their lives in the initial shootout, although the exact number of injuries and fatalities among the group remains unclear even now. FBI negotiators with experience in crisis management were sent in to try to resolve the situation peacefully. In one of the phone calls Koresh asked, ‘What’d you guys do that for? How come you try to be so big all the time? Now there’s a bunch of us dead … Now that’s your fault.’

When the negotiator said he wanted to get injured agents out of there, then they would talk, Koresh replied, ‘Why didn’t you try to talk at first? You know, you guys are really foolish.’

A ceasefire was agreed, however, and the wounded agents were removed from the property.

As negotiations dragged on, the FBI took control, aiming to resolve the conflict without further bloodshed. Sending in their hostage rescue team as well as a SWAT team, they felt certain they could achieve a resolution. A negotiated solution had been endorsed by Bill Clinton, and their objective was to
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