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There are but two powers in the world, the sword and the mind. In the long run the sword is always beaten by the mind.


—Napoleon Bonaparte





There are two ways to be fooled. One is to believe what isn’t true; the other is to refuse to believe what is true.


—Søren Kierkegaard















Prologue



This is a book about scientists and psychics with top-secret clearances. It is about the U.S. government’s decades-long interest in anomalous mental phenomena, including extrasensory perception (ESP), psychokinesis (PK), map dowsing, and other forms of divination, all disciplines the scientific community rejects as pseudoscience. Across recorded history these disciplines have been called magical, mystical, supernatural, and occult. Today they are called paranormal. Those who practice them have been lionized, vilified, and burned at the stake. And then, just a few years after the end of World War II, the U.S. government determined anomalous mental phenomena to be effective military and intelligence tools, and began to investigate their possible use in classified operations. This book tells the story of this postwar endeavor and its continuation into the modern era.


The real action began in 1972, when a small group of promising young scientists was approached by the Central Intelligence Agency to embark upon a research program involving psychics, or “sensitives.” The work took place at Stanford Research Institute, the second-largest Defense Department–funded independent research facility in the nation. The CIA challenged the scientists to first determine whether extrasensory perception—the ability to perceive things by means other than the five known senses—and psychokinesis—the ability to perturb matter with the mind—could be demonstrated and repeated in the laboratory. If so, the CIA wondered, how might these disciplines be best deployed against the enemy to win the Cold War?


The results of the CIA program were spectacular. “A large body of reliable experimental evidence points to the inescapable conclusion that extrasensory perception does exist as a real phenomenon,” the CIA concluded in 1975. Focusing on the results, the military and the intelligence services wanted in. This included the Navy, the Air Force, the Army (including its Intelligence and Security Command and the Development and Readiness Command), the Coast Guard, the Defense Intelligence Agency, the National Security Agency, the Drug Enforcement Administration, the U.S. Customs Service, the Secret Service, and the Joint Chiefs of Staff. Over time, numerous presidents, congressmen, and members of the National Security Council were briefed.


When a theoretical understanding of the phenomena could not be found, grave tensions arose. In the postwar age of advancing technology, science has taken an aggressively hostile attitude toward supernatural, or paranormal, beliefs. Extrasensory perception and map dowsing are just modern names for divination: the practice of seeking knowledge of the future or the unknown by supernatural means. Psychokinesis was based upon a protoscientific tradition not unlike alchemy, the fabled supposition that, using magic, man could affect matter. How could the U.S. government condone such things?


In 1942 Dr. Gertrude Schmeidler, an experimental psychologist with a PhD from Harvard, conducted an experiment on the subject of anomalous mental phenomena with psychology students at City University of New York. In her questionnaire, she explored individuals’ beliefs about ESP and PK. Her analysis of the data led her to create the term “sheep” to refer to individuals who were confident about the possible reality of ESP and PK, and “goats” to refer to those who doubted the existence of any so-called anomalous mental phenomena. This explicit difference, between believers and disbelievers of mental phenomena, has existed in the upper echelons of the U.S. military and intelligence communities since World War II. This book tells their story.


The sheep–goat divide also exists across America, but with a clear minority of goats. Gallup polls and Pew Research Center studies reveal that a majority of Americans alive today harbor paranormal beliefs: 73 percent say they have had a supernatural or paranormal experience, and 55 percent believe in psychic or spiritual healing. Many Americans also believe in extrasensory perception or telepathy (41 percent); believe that extraterrestrials have visited Earth (29 percent); or say they’ve seen a ghost (18 percent). A minority 27 percent do not believe in anything supernatural. This group includes scientific skeptics, who are also an important part of this story.


Were the government’s psychics gifted seers or skilled magicians? And are the scientists who studied them, many of whom continue to study these phenomena today, on the brink of discovery? Are they modern-day scientific revolutionaries akin to Galileo, Louis Pasteur, and Madame Curie, each of whom solved scientific mysteries that baffled scientists for millennia? Or is ESP and PK research a fool’s errand, nothing more?


How do scientists—people of reason—approach such enigmatic subject matter? And what about the psychics themselves? Who were the individuals hired by the U.S. government for these top-secret programs, and how do they explain their military and intelligence work? To research and report this book I interviewed fifty-five scientists and psychics who worked on government programs, including the core members of the original group from Stanford Research Institute and the CIA, the core group on the military side, defense scientists, former military intelligence officers and government psychics, physicists, biologists, neurophysiologists, cyberneticists, astrophysicists, a general, an admiral, a Nobel Laureate, and an Apollo astronaut. These are their stories.













PART I



THE EARLY DAYS




The cause is hidden; the effect is visible to all.


—Ovid

















CHAPTER ONE



The Supernatural




supernatural: unable to be explained by science or the laws of nature; of, relating to, or seeming to come from magic, a god, etc.


—Merriam-Webster dictionary




It was May 10, 1941, a day during World War II remembered in the history books for its bizarre links to the supernatural. Rudolf Hess, the deputy führer of the Third Reich, woke up in his villa in the Munich suburb of Harlaching and, on the advice of his astrologer, chose this day to make his secret move. The six planets were in Taurus and the moon would be full, the star chart allegedly said. Hess ate breakfast, had a brief conversation with his wife, and asked his driver to take him to the Messerschmitt aircraft facility in Augsburg. Shortly before 6:00 p.m., he climbed into a Bf 110 fighter-bomber and flew north. Flying low so as to avoid radar, Hess made his way down the Rhine River, across the Dutch coast, out over the North Sea and toward Scotland. Roughly five and a half hours after taking off, he bailed out of his aircraft and parachuted into a field at Floors Farm, near Eaglesham, a village south of Glasgow.


His intention, Hess later said, was to make his way to Dungavel Castle and barter an alliance with England using as an intermediary the Duke of Hamilton. Instead, the deputy führer of the Third Reich was arrested and taken into custody. The interrogation that followed remains classified by British intelligence until 2041, but stories and theories about what really happened abound. Had Hitler’s obsessively loyal second-in-command really betrayed the Nazi cause on the advice of an astrologer? Or had British intelligence constructed an elaborate web of deception to catch Hess, using his belief in the supernatural as bait?


Years later, while serving a life sentence in Spandau prison, Hess allegedly revealed his motivation to Albert Speer, the Reich’s former minister of Armaments and War Production. “Hess assured me in all seriousness that the idea had been inspired in him in a dream by supernatural forces,” Speer wrote in Inside the Third Reich. Two of Hess’s personal astrologers, Karl Krafft and Ernst Schulte-Strathaus, were reported to have constructed the star charts that aided Hess in believing the tenth of May to be cosmically suited for his rogue flight.


But there exists another version of the story, one that was revealed by the British Broadcasting Corporation in 2002. “Britain’s most famous witch,” a woman by the name of Sybil Leek, had been recruited by British intelligence “to provide phony horoscopes for the Germans who believed in Astrology,” according to the BBC. “She apparently wrote a chart which convinced the Nazi Rudolf Hess to fly to England, where he was captured.” In other words, Leek’s star charts were instruments of black propaganda inserted into the deputy führer’s inner circle to influence his behavior and help foster certain beliefs. “Mum stayed silent about the Hess affair all her life,” says her son, Julian Leek, a Florida resident. “It’s still officially classified and the individual who revealed the story [in 2002] has moved to South America and [apparently] doesn’t answer email.”


To the Third Reich, Rudolf Hess’s rogue flight was a supreme embarrassment. Adolf Hitler declared Hess legally insane and responded with Special Action Hess, the mass arrest of more than 600 astrologers, fortune-tellers, clairvoyants, faith healers, and other German practitioners of the supernatural or the occult. Artifacts of divination, including tarot cards, scrying mirrors, and crystal balls, were confiscated, as were entire libraries of mystical texts. “The circulation of all occult literature was forbidden,” wrote Wilhelm Wulff, an astrologer ensnared in Special Action Hess. A decree was issued making it illegal to “predict future events, the divination of the present or the past, and all other forms of revelation not based on natural processes of perception… to include the reading of cards, the casting of horoscopes, the explanation of stars and the interpretation of omens and dreams.” Practitioners of magic, including Wulff, were interrogated by agents of the Gestapo and many were sent to concentration camps.


Meanwhile, inside the Third Reich, reliance upon the occult continued—not on the orders of Adolf Hitler but because Heinrich Himmler, Reichsführer-SS and the man Time magazine called “the Police Chief of Nazi Europe,” relied upon the supernatural as a power source himself. At least one account suggests Hitler was embarrassed by Himmler’s belief system.


“What nonsense!” the Führer told Albert Speer, as recounted in Inside the Third Reich. “Here we have at last reached an age that has left all mysticism behind it, and now he [Himmler] wants to start that all over again. We might just as well have stayed with the church.”


In a postwar account by Wilhelm Wulff, Himmler’s personal astrologer, astrology was “privilegium singulorum. It is not for the broad masses.” For the Reich to control the war message, explained Wulff, powerful belief systems that lay outside the Nazi creed needed to be curtailed. But not entirely. The Nazis’ head of foreign intelligence, SS-Brigadeführer Walter Schellenberg, made an important point to Wulff about the power of mystical belief systems. They were “a suitable vehicle for the propagation of political concepts and for the political control of a nation,” Schellenberg said, meaning astrology could be used for great effect in a propaganda campaign.


The same kind of manipulation was occurring in the United States. In the summer of 1941, a German-born Hungarian named Louis de Wohl was preparing for a speech at the annual convention of the American Federation of Scientific Astrologers, in Cleveland, Ohio. De Wohl, a plump, bespectacled British citizen, was one of the highest-profile astrologers in the Western world. His admirers in London included Lord Halifax, who was Britain’s Foreign Secretary, and the Duke of Alba, the ambassador from Spain. In honor of the astrology convention that year, the Cleveland News profiled de Wohl on its front page under the banner “Astrology has too many quacks.” De Wohl’s mission in America was to remove the occult stigma from stargazing and to elevate it into the realm of “astro-philosophy,” he said.


War was raging across Europe, and in de Wohl’s syndicated American column, “Stars Foretell,” emphasis was always on the Nazi threat. “Hitler’s chief jackal is moving into the house of violence,” he predicted, “Seer Sees plot to Kill Hitler.” Starting in June 1941, just one month after the Hess affair, de Wohl’s predictions became unusually specific, and things he predicted started to come true. “A strong collaborator of Hitler who is neither German nor a Nazi will go violently insane,” he foretold. “He will be in South or Central America, probably near the Caribbean Sea.” Three days later, U.S. newswires reported that the Vichy High Commissioner of the French West Indies, Admiral Georges Robert, had gone crazy and had to be restrained by staff. The New York Post reported that newspaper editors across America “besieged de Wohl with requests for exclusive stories.”


As de Wohl’s popularity escalated to meteoric heights, the Federal Communications Commission made a bold move. In August 1941 it lifted its long-standing ban against astrologers and aired an exclusive interview with the man hailed “The Modern Nostradamus.” Then, for the first time in U.S. history, an astrologer was filmed for a U.S. newsreel. “On August 28, Pathé News released the newsreels’ first plunge into prophecy with a nation-wide audience of 39,000,000 sitting as judge jury and witness,” declared a press release issued by de Wohl’s manager. Except none of it was true. De Wohl’s successful American career was a product of British intelligence, and his so-called manager was none other than the spymaster Sir William Stephenson, a man whom Winston Churchill famously called Intrepid. SS-Brigadeführer Walter Schellenberg was correct when he stated that astrology was a vehicle for the propagation of political concepts.


Louis de Wohl was a committed astrologer but he also worked for British intelligence through its operational arm in America, the British Security Coordination Office. According to de Wohl’s declassified intelligence file, his columns, the interviews, and the predictions were all part of an elaborate black propaganda campaign designed “to organize American public opinion in favor to aid Britain.” Even the American Federation of Scientific Astrologers and its 1941 convention had been fabricated by MI6. The way it worked was masterful: the British spy agency first fed information to de Wohl, which he would write up in his column, “Stars Foretell.” The British spy agency then fed the bogus information to the U.S. press, which—unable to fact-check with the Reich—the press would report as real. For example, the Vichy High Commissioner of the French West Indies never went insane.


According to the CIA’s Office of the Historian, de Wohl’s handler worked with U.S. spy chief Colonel William Donovan to coordinate and “oversee U.S. intelligence collection and analysis efforts,” this before the Office of Strategic Services, precursor to the CIA, even existed. British intelligence believed England needed America to join the war in Europe in order for the Allied forces to beat the Nazis. De Wohl’s phony predictions were intended to help sway public opinion away from the prevailing U.S. isolationist views. The ruse was effective. In one declassified memo, Stephenson wrote of de Wohl, “An ever-growing audience [is] becoming convinced of his supernatural powers.”


Three months later the Japanese bombed Pearl Harbor and the U.S. declared war on Japan. On December 11, Hitler declared war on the United States. America had entered World War II, and it was time for Louis de Wohl to head home to England.


For the next few years, de Wohl was used by the Allies as a countermeasure to Heinrich Himmler’s use of astrology and the occult. Under the direction of master propagandist Sefton Delmer, de Wohl wrote seemingly authentic astrology charts that predicted the demise of certain Nazi admirals and generals, and stated that Hitler would be betrayed by his inner circle. These fake star charts and horoscopes were included in near-perfect replicas of a banned German astrological magazine called Zenit, to be smuggled into Germany for underground distribution. The idea was to make it look as if Zenit was being secretly published in Germany by German occultists working in defiance of the astrology ban. Instead, the counterfeit magazines were seized by the Gestapo in the port city of Stettin, as detailed by Wilhelm Wulff in his postwar memoir Zodiac and Swastika.


Occult interests in the public domain are for the most part a leisure pursuit. When entwined with the Nazis’ national security apparatus, they became potent and consequential. As Reichsführer-SS, Heinrich Himmler promoted quasi-science projects that helped foster the myth of the superior German Übermensch, or Superman. Himmler had been fascinated with the occult since his college days, and when he became a Nazi Party district leader, in 1925, he hired a sixty-six-year-old retired army colonel named Karl Maria Wiligut to advise him on these matters. Wiligut, an expert in runes and Teutonic symbols (he designed the SS death’s-head ring, Totenkopfring) was a seer, or medium, who claimed to be able to channel a tribe of ancient Aryans from AD 1200. Elevated to the position of SS-Brigadeführer, Wiligut remained on Himmler’s personal staff until SS intelligence officers discovered that between the wars, in 1923, Wiligut had been committed to a mental institution and declared legally insane. In 1936 he was removed from the SS command structure, but Himmler continued to meet with him privately until at least 1941, as indicated in Himmler’s diaries, which were captured by the Allies after the war.


By the time Wiligut was removed Himmler had already created a vast Nazi science academy called Das Ahnenerbe, or the Institute for Research and Study of Heredity, of which he was president and overlord. The mission of Ahnenerbe, according to Allied intelligence, was “to prove that the Nazi ideology was directly descended from ancient Teutonic culture and was therefore superior to all others.” To demonstrate this link, Himmler leaned on the mystical and the occult.


Ahnenerbe scientists were dispatched across the continents to excavate prehistoric sites attached to mystical and supernatural ideas. From Istanbul to Iraq, they searched the globe for lost lands like Atlantis and fabled items like the Holy Grail and the Lance of Destiny, the spear said to have pierced Christ in the ribs as he hung on the Cross. On Himmler’s orders, SS officers scoured Germany’s occupied territories, raiding libraries of the occult and looting artifacts related to magic. Entire museum collections of mystical texts in Poland, Ukraine, and Crimea were crated up for Ahnenerbe possession. Among the items said to be most coveted by Himmler were artifacts of ancient Germanic magic that had miraculously survived three centuries of witch hunts.


The Ahnenerbe was vast and well funded. It had fifty subsidiary branches covering broad natural science fields such as archeology, geology, and astronomy. But it also operated highly specialized divisions, like one for geochronology, the dating of rock formations and geological events, and speleology, the study and exploration of caves. One branch, called Survey of the So-called Occult Sciences (Überprüfung der Sogenannten Geheimwissenschaften), was where research on extrasensory perception, astrology, map dowsing, spirit channeling, and other forms of anomalous mental phenomena and divination was pursued. And it was from the official Ahnenerbe documentation on these unusual subjects, captured separately by the United States and the Red Army, that the psychic arms race between the Soviet Union and the United States first got under way.


Now it was July 1945, and World War II was over in Europe. The Nazis had been defeated, their ideas vanquished. Some fifty million people were dead. But between the Americans and the Soviets—former allies—the competition over the spoils of war had only just begun. The end of World War II marked the beginning of a new war, called the Cold War, and with it would come an arms race of colossal proportions. During World War II, the Nazis had managed to create some of the most technologically advanced weapons in the world. That they mixed magic and the supernatural with science and technology was, in 1945, only vaguely understood. But the Reich’s supernatural secrets would soon become part of the Cold War arms race.


For ten weeks now the Russians had ruled Berlin. Members of an elite U.S. scientific intelligence effort, called Operation Alsos, had been trying to gain access to a bombed-out villa in Dahlem, a formerly affluent suburb where numerous Nazi science institutes once stood. The villa in question was located at 16 Pücklerstrasse, and “The Gestapo scientists had all cleared out before our arrival,” recalled Samuel Goudsmit, a nuclear physicist and the leader of the group, “some of them leaving sufficient clues in their deserted homes for us to track them down later.” This villa was not a home but the former headquarters of Himmler’s Ahnenerbe Institute.


The Alsos group was only vaguely familiar with the Ahnenerbe’s research. Only weeks before had it come to light that through a division called Applied War Research, the Ahnenerbe had supplied the Luftwaffe and other military services with living victims from the concentration camps to be used in human experiments. How Heinrich Himmler used the supernatural and the occult as part of the Nazi war effort was not yet understood by Alsos. “Because the activities of this strange academy were shrouded in [a] mystery that just might have concealed something really important, we [needed] to make a thorough investigation of the organization,” Goudsmit later explained in discussing the Ahnenerbe.


Goudsmit made his way down into the basement of the villa, where he came across a small cache of Ahnenerbe relics. “Remnants of weird Teutonic symbols and rites,” he recalled. “Strange dummies which at first looked like bodies of victims, a corner with a pit of ashes in which I found the skull of an infant.” Had Heinrich Himmler been a practitioner of black magic, Goudsmit wondered? What had been going on here?


As macabre and mysterious as these Nazi artifacts were, they did not pose an immediate threat. Alsos was on the move, with more pressing matters to deal with. Huge Nazi weapons caches, including V-2 rockets and chemical weapons like sarin and tabun gas, were being secreted out of the country by the Americans for exploitation back home.


For Goudsmit and the Alsos team, the most critical aspect in dealing with a mystery like Ahnenerbe science was to make sure that the information did not fall into Soviet hands. For what would soon become evident was that as much as the Allies were gathering scientific intelligence, so too were the Soviets. By war’s end, the Reich’s most treasured and most promising weapons programs had been carted up and transported east into occupied territories like Poland, where they remained out of range of the Allied bombing campaigns. This new competition between Russia and the United States—between east and west, between communism and capitalism—was a contest of one-upmanship, the technique or practice of gaining a feeling of superiority over another. The absolute goal in this Cold War began as a relative one: simply to stay ahead of the new enemy in rank, knowledge, and weapons technology. In 1945, the long-term goal to outperform the Soviets in every action had not yet come to pass. And so, the Ahnenerbe relics were crated up and sent to U.S. Army headquarters in Frankfurt. Alsos moved on.


Immediately after World War II, the governments of both the United States and the USSR began investigating new ways to influence and control human behavior. And here was where Ahnenerbe science first appeared outside Nazi Germany. Leading the charge in the United States was the newly formed Central Intelligence Agency. One of the CIA’s early programs sought to develop a truth serum, an age-old quest that touched upon ideas of magic potions and sorcerers’ spells. In consort with U.S. Army scientists at the Army Chemical Center in Edgewood, Maryland, this classified program was first called Bluebird, then Artichoke, and finally MKULTRA. For these and other programs like them the CIA hired magicians, hypnotists, and even Sybil Leek, Britain’s famous white witch.


One of the men running these controversial programs for the CIA was Morse Allen, a deception and polygraph expert promoted to serve as the director of Project Artichoke in 1952. It was Morse Allen’s job to search the globe for the most potent drugs in existence so that the Agency could exploit them for intelligence use. The Nazis’ Ahnenerbe Institute had begun this kind of research in the concentration camps, pushing human physiology to extremes in order to allow Nazi scientists to measure and monitor results. Now the CIA and the KGB would conduct similar experiments, each side arguing that the other side’s programs required countermeasures to defend against them.


In October 1952, Morse Allen learned about a Mexican field mushroom that put humans in an altered state. The fungal growth, called teonanáctl—God’s flesh—gave certain “sensitive” or psychic people supernatural abilities, at least according to ancient Aztec legend. “Very early accounts of the ceremonies of some tribes of Mexican Indians show that mushrooms are used to produce hallucinations and to create intoxication in connection with religious festivals,” Morse Allen told his program officers in a rare surviving Project Artichoke memo. In some cases, teonanáctl apparently endowed man with the power of divination, the ability to access information about the future or the unknown. In other men, the mushroom acted like a truth serum and made them confess to things against their better judgment or free will. “The literature shows that witch doctors, or ‘divinators,’ used some types of mushrooms to produce confessions or to locate stolen objects or to predict the future,” Morse Allen wrote.


In early 1953 the CIA dispatched one of its scientists to Mexico on a hunt to gather samples. But God’s flesh was elusive. The mushroom grew in remote canyons, and only in the hot summer months after it had rained. The scientist came back empty-handed, but Morse Allen was confident the CIA would ultimately prevail. He instructed his agents to keep searching while he personally traveled to the mushroom capital of America, a farming town in Pennsylvania called Toughkenamon, where he secured a contract with the town’s top mushroom grower. Once the CIA had located teonanáctl samples, it planned to mass-produce the hallucinogenic mushroom for classified intelligence agency use.


The quest for God’s flesh was renamed MKULTRA Subproject 58. Two years passed without success. Then, in the late summer of 1954, Morse Allen learned that an Army captain at the Army Chemical Center, one of the CIA’s military partners in MKULTRA, was also on the hunt for the hallucinogenic mushroom said to endow men with divinatory powers. His name was Henry Karel “Andrija” Puharich, and in addition to being an Army captain, Puharich was a research scientist, a medical doctor, and a trance-state specialist.


Since 1947, Dr. Puharich and a well-funded, prizewinning staff of scientists, doctors, and technicians had been conducting a wide range of unusual research at a privately funded facility called the Round Table Foundation, located in rural Maine. Puharich was also a longtime believer in mental phenomena, even claiming a personal childhood experience with telepathy. When Captain Puharich was called in for a briefing, it came to light that he knew more about magic, mystical, supernatural, and occult research than just about any other scientist living in the United States at the time. Dr. Puharich was granted a higher security clearance and briefed on classified Army Chemical Center efforts to locate drugs that could produce altered states and enhance psychic functioning.


Now, with government interest piqued in multiple agencies and the potential of a game-changing drug seemingly close at hand, the real race could begin.















CHAPTER TWO



The Puharich Theory


Henry Karel “Andrija” Puharich was born in Chicago on February 19, 1918, the son of poor Yugoslavian immigrants. His brutal, violent father had come to America as a stowaway. His mother, a housewife, nurtured and protected her only son as best she could. Growing up in the Chicago slums, Andrija worked as a milk delivery boy for Borden’s Dairy Farms, and it was in this context that he had his first experience with what he would call extrasensory perception, the ability to perceive things by means other than the five senses. One day on a milk run a vicious guard dog cornered him. Fearing that the animal was about to tear him to shreds, Puharich panicked, but there was nowhere to run. “So I sent out feelings of calmness and peace,” Puharich later recalled. Remarkably, the dog calmed down, then sat, leading him to believe that mind-to-mind telepathy had “stopped the attack.” Entranced and empowered by this experience, Puharich vowed to become a medical doctor and solve the biological circumstances behind this mysterious force of nature called ESP.


When Puharich was a teenager, his parents divorced and he and his mother went to live on a farm in Garter, Illinois. There, he worked nights and weekends in the farmer’s orchards, driving a mule team and tending to the fruit trees. Puharich was a bright, curious boy, unusually observant, and the natural world cast a spell over him. In plants and animals he saw deep meaning. Like so many research scientists before him, the natural world was his first laboratory.


In high school, Puharich excelled. He served as president of the student council, sang in the glee club, and played quarterback on the varsity football team. When it came time for college, Northwestern University College of the Liberal Arts offered him three scholarships to attend. As an undergraduate he majored in philosophy and premedical studies, then went on to Northwestern’s medical school. To earn money, Puharich worked for the university as a tree surgeon, trimming dead branches and plugging holes made by insects. He saw the human nervous system as similar to the root system of a tree, he later wrote. He scoured the works of medieval physicians like Alessandro Benedetti, a pioneer of postmortem examination, gathering a historical understanding about the science of the brain. And he began developing his own ideas about the biology of the human mind. Why does man think certain thoughts? What is consciousness? What is the difference between the brain and the mind?


“I would venture to say that nobody really knows another’s mind thoroughly,” he wrote in his journal in 1942, “and I would further venture that very few people really know their own mind.” What makes man think certain thoughts, he wondered, from a biological point of view? How does perception work? Does consciousness come from within or from without? And how to explain energy between people? “We all know that there are people who can thrill and exhilarate one, and that there are others who simply bore and fatigue one.” What, he wondered, was this intangible force?


Puharich combed through great works of medicine, literature, and science seeking answers. He could find nothing that satisfied him. “It would certainly be a great step forward for [mankind] if we could sit down and untangle the jungle that is our mind,” he wrote. In medical school, he began to explore the biological processes by which a man thinks. “Understanding the nature of man’s consciousness,” declared Puharich, “is my lifelong quest.”


Like so many young men of his generation, World War II introduced Puharich to military life. In 1943, while still in medical school, Puharich was commissioned as a second lieutenant in the U.S. Army Medical Corps. A chronic middle ear infection exempted him from being sent overseas to the war. He met and married Virginia “Jinny” Jackson, a War Department secretary and the daughter of a prominent Wisconsin physician. In 1947 he finished his medical degree and began working alongside some of the top medical men in Chicago. His mentor, Dr. Andrew C. Ivy, was one of the most famous physicians in America, having riveted the nation with searing testimony at the Nuremberg Doctors’ Trial in Germany.


Puharich did his residency at the Permanente Research Foundation in Oakland, California, publishing numerous papers on the effect of various drugs on the brain. He formulated his first major theory, on nerve conduction and an unknown energy force, which he called the Puharich Theory. “The brain and the nervous system [are] linked to cells, and instructions [in the form of] energy flows between them,” Puharich wrote. “The point that I am trying to establish is that the brain is an area wherein is localized the cell energy of the body. I shall label this cell energy ‘dynamics.’” Puharich believed this energy force, present in all animals and insects, radiated somewhere on the electromagnetic spectrum but that man had not yet invented technology to measure or record it. The Puharich Theory was embraced by the nation’s top doctors, “heartily received and critically reviewed.” When, a few months later, two Yale University scientists, Lloyd H. Beck and Walter S. Miles, first reported that the olfactory nerve of the bee radiated energy in the infrared spectrum, one of Puharich’s theories was proved right. And the medical community wanted to hear more of what he had to say.


Puharich’s own energy was boundless. He was strikingly handsome and charismatic, by all accounts easy to talk to. With his close-cropped black hair and deep-set blue eyes, he looked like Gary Cooper in a lab coat. Women adored him, and men did too. He could engage in conversation the shyest person in the room as easily as he could command the attention of a Nobel Laureate. This was elemental to his character and his charm, said his friends.


One night at a party, on December 9, 1947, he met Dr. Paul De Kruif, the legendary microbiologist and author of Microbe Hunters, one of the most popular science books of the day. De Kruif told Puharich he was “keenly interested in the important implications of the [Puharich] theory,” and suggested Puharich travel east and deliver it as a lecture to the nation’s top physicians and scientists.


Over the next few weeks, the two men exchanged a series of letters. In addition to his support, De Kruif issued a prescient warning. “All creation, including science, is a war against precedent. Science, to be vital, must grow out of competition between individual brains, foils one to the other, each man mad for his own idea.” Conformity was a scientist’s death knell, said De Kruif. “Beware the Establishment!” he warned.


On the advice of his new friend, Puharich traveled east, lecturing on the Puharich Theory to colleagues at Harvard and Yale. From the podium he spoke freely about his ideas, which merged philosophy, mysticism, and science. “What is the nature of the process that enables man to reflect, and to reflect upon, the universe in a range that now encompasses the phenomena that lie between God on the one hand, and nuclear energy on the other?” he asked. Did inspiration, imagination, and Einstein-like thinking come from within, or was initiative an external force? He urged his colleagues to go out into nature and to observe. “Watch long trails of birds in migration, the unerring return of the homing pigeon, the struggle of the fish going upstream to spawn, the orderly movement of armies of ants, the pecuniary nature of the bee,” he said, for in nature, the mysteries of the universe are revealed. As for man, “The answer to these many questions, I am convinced, lie in the nature of the nervous system,” Puharich declared, “a sensitivity to forces, some of which we already know, and most of which are unknown.” Puharich’s ideas were a merging of medicine and mysticism. “I have wondered at the clairvoyance of the mind that can break loose from the shackles of conformity and ‘facts’ and can give us the philosophy of Plato, the universe of Newton, the spirit of Christ, and the psychological insight of Henry Thoreau, Walt Whitman, William James and Khalil Gibran. The deep study of this problem is my life’s work.”


Among those in attendance who were enchanted by Puharich’s Theory and ideas were two wealthy benefactors, Joyce Borden Balokovic and Zlatko Balokovic. Joyce was a primary shareholder of the Borden dairy fortune; Zlatko was a world-renowned Yugoslavian-born virtuoso violinist who owned one of the world’s largest collections of Guarnerius and Stradivarius instruments. The Balokovics took an immediate interest in Puharich and suggested they work together on a future project. “After the Harvard lecture, [I] accepted an invitation to visit friends in Camden, Maine,” Puharich wrote in his journal. The new friends were the Balokovics.


Camden was a place unlike anything Andrija Puharich—a boy raised in the Chicago slums and then on a farm—had ever experienced. This magnificent coastal community was a summer colony for an elite group of America’s ruling class, children of Golden Age industrialists who earned their money the old-fashioned way, by inheriting it. Here in Maine the summer cottages were 10,000-square-foot homes with gatehouses, carriage houses, boathouses, and stables. Days were spent yachting. Evenings were passed in wicker chairs on wooden verandas, sipping cocktails and admiring the environs. Nights were spent in the salon or library discussing ideas: great works of literature, national security, world religions—and in the case of Joyce Borden Balokovic, extrasensory perception. She suggested Puharich create a research laboratory in Maine dedicated to the study of the Puharich Theory. She and Zlatko would be happy to donate, she said, and so would many of their friends. To demonstrate, Joyce introduced Puharich to a friend she was certain would also want to become a benefactor, Alice Astor Bouverie.


Alice Astor Bouverie was an heiress, a philanthropist, and the only daughter of John Jacob Astor IV, of the Astor dynasty. Alice was just ten years old when her father, one of the richest men in the world, died in the sinking of the RMS Titanic. Astor left his daughter $5 million, roughly $120 million in 2017. Like Joyce Borden, Alice was interested in ESP, and in mental telepathy in particular, a notion she learned about from her father. John Jacob Astor IV was a world-class businessman, investor, and real estate tycoon, but he also wrote science fiction novels about ESP. In A Journey in Other Worlds: A Romance of the Future, published in 1884, Astor’s space-traveling protagonists communicated telepathically with one another. “Do tell me how you were able to answer my thought,” one character says to another. “I see the vibrations of the grey matter of your brain as plainly as the movements of your lips; in fact, I see the thoughts in the embryonic state taking shape,” comes the reply. In 1948, Alice Bouverie became the first among many wealthy individuals to personally finance Dr. Puharich’s work. Bouverie’s initial check was for $106,000, more than $1 million in 2017. With this investment, Puharich started his first research foundation.


A third female patron was introduced to the growing circle: Marcella Miller du Pont, of the chemical and weapons production conglomerate. Like Joyce Borden and Alice Astor, Marcella du Pont was passionate about ESP and willing to finance Puharich’s research efforts in this area. The three wealthy women helped Puharich come up with the name for his new foundation. In homage to the legend of King Arthur, Merlin the Magician, a sword, a stone, and the Holy Grail, it would be called the Round Table Foundation. At Puharich’s Round Table, there was no chivalric order; men and women were equals. It was not as much an antiestablishment foundation as it was a secret society of elites. Alice Bouverie became the organization’s first vice president. Joyce Borden Balokovic served as treasurer. Marcella du Pont went by the honorary title “mother of magic.”


Documents from the Library of Congress, previously unreported, reveal that it was du Pont who first brought the attention of top-tier government officials to the Round Table Foundation, including Admiral John E. Gingrich, the powerful director of security and intelligence for the Atomic Energy Commission. In a letter to her brother du Pont wrote, “my great friend Admiral John Gingrich [is] interested in using some of the significant facts for the Navy that [will] come out of these [Round Table] experiments.” Gingrich served as the chief of Naval Material Command from 1953 to 1954 and was responsible for all Navy procurement activities. Another Navy man, Rexford Daniels, a Yale PhD, former lieutenant commander in Navy intelligence, and current member of the U.S. Navy Reserve, would stop by for drinks on the porch at the Round Table Foundation. Daniels, who had a summer home in neighboring Camden, advised military officials on radio frequency and microwave technology, which was still in its infancy in the late 1940s. He was interested in ESP as a possible means of long-distance communication in submarines. As a member of both the military establishment and the East Coast aristocracy, Daniels would soon become a liaison for Dr. Puharich between these worlds.


Money poured in. One wealthy benefactor after the next joined the Round Table Foundation, including Ruth Forbes Young, of the Forbes family of bankers, and her husband, Arthur Middleton Young, the Princeton University mathematician-philosopher, cosmologist, and astrologer who famously designed Bell Corporation’s first helicopter, the Model 30, in 1942. Congresswoman Frances Payne Bolton, granddaughter of oilman Henry B. Payne and the first woman elected to Congress from Ohio, was a supporter and patron. Henry Belk of the Belk department store fortune came on board, flying up to Maine in his private jet for foundation meetings. Henry Cabot Paine, a Boston Brahmin, became involved, and so did John “Jack” Hays Hammond Jr., son of the diplomat and mining magnet John Hays Hammond Sr., and himself the inventor of the Navy’s first torpedo, the Hammond torpedo.


In this way, the members of the Round Table Foundation were a unique mixture of old-money philosophers and scientists, diplomats and weapons designers, poets and mystics. They all had deep pockets and nonconformist ideas. But their common bond began via an interest in extrasensory perception. Was it elemental to human consciousness? A product of nerve conduction? Or some other unknown energy force? The quest of the Round Table Foundation was to conduct experiments to find out and to fund the research that would allow the Puharich Theory to advance from conjecture to hypothesis to scientific theory.


With the remarkable influx of cash from his new friends and associates, Dr. Andrija Puharich moved his family from California to Maine, into a seaside mansion in Glen Cove. Jinny, Puharich’s wife, had just given birth to their first child. It was here, starting in 1949, that work began in earnest. Meanwhile, six hundred miles to the south, in Washington, D.C., the Central Intelligence Agency Act of 1949 was passed, broadening the Agency’s authority and power. Soon the civilian pursuits at the Round Table Foundation and the national security goals of the CIA would entwine.


The opulence of Puharich’s new home and laboratory facility, called Warrenton Estate, was part of its mystique. The main house was designed by the famous Beaux-Arts architect Stanford White. Warrenton had forty-five rooms, eight fireplaces, and twelve baths. There were wraparound porches, a soaring three-story entrance, a library, a salon, and a billiard room. From third-floor turrets guests enjoyed sweeping views of Owl’s Head Bay, of seagulls and swans and sailboats on the sea. The sixty-five-acre property featured manicured lawns, boxwood hedges, vegetable and flower gardens. There was a footpath leading from the main house down to a private beach on Penobscot Bay. The adjacent two-story steepled barn would become home to Puharich’s impressive laboratory, where a staff of research assistants worked on experiments relating to the five known senses and a quest for the elusive sixth sense. The plan of action at the Round Table Foundation was to establish itself as a trailblazer in ESP and related research, then garner blue-sky research grants from national science foundations, corporations, and the government.


Dr. Puharich began conducting experiments involving audio waves and human hearing. The normal threshold for hearing in humans is 20 Hz to 20 kHz, but Puharich knew of cases in which certain individuals could hear well beyond that range. Puharich wondered, was there an analogy in ESP? To assist him in this quest, the foundation hired an ear surgeon from New York named Samuel Rosen. Dr. Rosen had a theory that hereditary deafness might be curable if only he could figure out how to redirect certain sound waves in the ear canal. In New York City, Rosen conducted traditional surgeries related to human hearing and the ear canal. During his fellowship at the Round Table Foundation, he performed experimental surgeries on goats and dogs with Puharich acting as his assistant. The work was informative, but soon it was time for Dr. Rosen to return to his medical practice in New York.


Some months later, during a routine operation on a patient who was legally deaf, Rosen accidentally hit a tiny, stirrup-shaped object called the stapes bone, located in the middle ear. When the surgery was over, a most remarkable thing had happened: the deaf patient could now hear. An accident had changed medical history. To Puharich’s eye, this was serendipity at work. This groundbreaking surgical procedure, now called the “Rosen stapes” operation, has since restored hearing to tens of millions of deaf people around the world. For the foundation to be affiliated with Dr. Rosen was a fortuitous milestone. Puharich, though not directly responsible, took credit. Grants from major donors flowed in to the Round Table Foundation, including ones from General Foods Corporation and the Kettering Foundation. The monies, earmarked for traditional research, kept the foundation afloat. Meanwhile, Dr. Puharich’s mystical and supernatural beliefs began to deepen.


One of the more influential people in his life during this period was Jack Hammond Jr., the wealthy American inventor and ESP advocate, who was twenty years Puharich’s senior. Hammond held more U.S. patents than any other living American at the time, including a lucrative one for his eponymous torpedo, the first radio-controlled underwater missile in use by the U.S. Navy. The concept was based not on an original idea of Hammond’s but on one from his mentor, the futurist, physicist, and inventor Nikola Tesla. Equally noteworthy was that Tesla had been but one of Jack Hammond’s influential mentors decades before. Born into a wealthy family of industrialists and diplomats, and owing to these powerful family connections, Hammond had been mentored by three of the most famous inventors of the nineteenth century: Thomas Edison, Alexander Graham Bell, and Tesla.


Jack Hammond was rich, well respected, and confident in his mystical and supernatural convictions. He lived in a medieval-style seaside castle in Gloucester, Massachusetts, filled with ancient artifacts collected from around the world. He practiced astrology and mental telepathy and believed in ghosts. And he seamlessly balanced success as a scientific inventor with numerous unorthodox ideas. Over discussions at the Warrenton estate, the bond between the men grew. “Jack became my mentor, teaching me more subtleties of life than any book can capture,” Puharich wrote in his journal. “He taught me the art of invention, how all his ideas came to him in dreams, in reveries.”


Jack Hammond, like Nikola Tesla before him, believed scientific inspiration could come to a man from an unknown energy force, in the form of a dream. There was precedent for this idea, including personal accounts from two Nobel Laureates and a founding father of modern organic chemistry, August Kekulé. At a science symposium in Germany in 1890, Kekulé, who discovered benzene, revealed that the idea had come to him in a dream in which he imagined a snake eating its own tail, like the ancient symbol of the ouroboros. In 1920, Frederick G. Banting, an unknown Canadian surgeon at the time, woke up from a dream telling him to “surgically ligate [tie up] the pancreas of a diabetic dog in order to stop the flow of nourishment,” he later said. The discovery, that diabetes could be treated with insulin injections, won him the Nobel Prize in Medicine in 1923. Otto Loewi, the German pharmacologist who discovered acetylcholine (a neurotransmitter involved in dreaming) woke up in the middle of a dream, jotted down a few notes on paper, and went back to sleep. Loewi’s dream led to the discovery that nerve cell communication is chemical, not electrical, and for this he won the Nobel Prize in Medicine in 1936.


At Warrenton in the late 1940s and early 1950s, Puharich and Hammond spent many nights in front of a roaring fire discussing Tesla’s theories. Science was about searching and researching, the two men agreed, which is why it was called research. One of Hammond’s research ideas was to try to determine whether ESP worked on a kind of mental radio channel, transmitted between individuals like radio waves. Tesla, who wrote in his memoirs that he’d experienced extrasensory perception as a child, had originally shared this idea with Hammond, wondering whether ESP might travel on extremely low frequency (ELF) waves. ELF waves were extraordinarily long, as in thousands of miles long. In nature, ELF waves are generated by thunderstorms, lightning, and natural disturbances in Earth’s magnetic field.


In an effort to expand on Tesla’s ideas and test them scientifically, Hammond and Puharich built a floor-to-ceiling box, made entirely of metal and lined with copper mesh, called a Faraday Cage. The cage shielded anyone seated inside from all electrostatic and electromagnetic waves except ELF waves. Puharich and Hammond then hired world-famous psychics and tested them inside the cage at Warrenton. They called their psychic experiments Project I.


The first psychic hired was Eileen Garrett, an Irish medium famous among the New York City parapsychology set. Garrett came to live at the Round Table Foundation, and for weeks at a time Puharich’s researchers tested her psychic abilities in and out of the Faraday Cage using a set of five traditional ESP test cards called Zener cards, each with one of five basic symbols (circle, square, wavy lines, cross, star) printed on one side. When inside the cage, Puharich wrote, Ms. Garrett’s extrasensory perception “was increased by a healthy margin over those scores obtained under ordinary conditions,” suggesting electronic shielding had a positive impact on psychic functioning. These results encouraged the scientists to expand their tests at the foundation to include a wide array of psychic phenomena, such as mental telepathy, map dowsing, astrological predictions, and palm reading.


Meanwhile, Puharich continued his laboratory experiments with audio waves. He was fascinated by audio aberrations in sane individuals: people who claimed to “hear things” inside their minds but who did not otherwise test for psychosis. In search of one of these individuals to use as a test subject, Puharich reached out to his friend and colleague Warren S. McCulloch, who worked with doctors and patients at Bellevue Psychiatric Hospital in New York City. As one of the founders of the cybernetics movement (defined as the science of control and communication in the animal and the machine), McCulloch was a powerful establishment scientist and CIA asset. He served as chairman of numerous conferences of the Macy Foundation, a secret funding conduit for the CIA’s MKULTRA program. It is likely that this work with McCulloch regarding audio aberrations placed Puharich on the CIA’s radar.


Puharich asked McCulloch to find him a patient at Bellevue who’d been committed for the first time to the psychiatric ward for hearing voices. McCulloch located a machinist whose psychiatric medical profile was completely normal other than a sudden audio aberration. Before the voices appeared, the machinist had displayed no symptoms of insanity. Whereas many a 1950s doctor would have written the man off as crazy, Puharich and his foundation had another theory to pursue. They believed the man might be hearing voices that were traveling on a radio wave, that the machinist was somehow “tuned in” to a specific radio frequency that other individuals could not hear. “We found out that his job was the key to the diagnosis,” Puharich wrote.


In the machine shop where the man worked, the machinist’s daily routine was “grind[ing] metal casings against carborundum wheels” for hours at a time. At the foundation facility, Puharich’s research team gave the man a dental examination, “which showed that his metal fillings were coated with carborundum dust,” or silicon carbide, a semiconductor. The carborundum “behaved like the crystal rectifier in the old crystal radio sets of the 1920s,” wrote Puharich. When the subject was placed inside the Faraday Cage, all electrical and radio signals were eliminated. “We found that his voices ceased,” Puharich confirmed. “His teeth were cleaned and he was cured of the ‘psychiatric’ problem.” The man was never crazy to begin with. “Rather, we found that he was precisely tuned to radio station WOR in New York City.” It was another medical breakthrough for the Round Table Foundation.


The Round Table’s work soon caught the attention of the New York Times. In the summer of 1951, the newspaper dispatched one of its most famous reporters to investigate. Arthur Krock, a Pulitzer Prize–winning columnist and the former Washington bureau chief, was impressed by what he saw at Puharich’s foundation. “General Foods seeks Puharich’s assistance in discovering the physiology of taste and the Guggenheim foundation has its eye on other projects,” Krock wrote, lending an air of credibility and intrigue to the secretive organization. Dr. Andrija Puharich was a “pragmatic dreamer,” Krock wrote, a true American public servant, whose “devotion to ideals [could be] the salvation of Governments as well as of men. The secrets he pursues concern extrasensory perception—the tangibles felt by man and beast that cannot be traced to any one of the five senses.” It was the fall of 1951, and ESP was being written about in the New York Times without contempt. Even more remarkable, Krock compared Puharich’s quest to that of Louis Pasteur, the French chemist and microbiologist whose contributions to germ theory changed medicine and who discovered the principle of vaccination. Krock was also the first person on record to reveal that Puharich was working with the U.S. government, specifically with the Navy.


At the Pentagon, interest in Dr. Puharich’s esoteric work was on the rise. In the summer of 1952, Lieutenant Colonel John B. “Jack” Stanley of the Army’s Office of the Chief of Psychological Warfare traveled to Maine to meet with Puharich. The government’s new psyops organization, created only months before, had been designed to counter psychological warfare threats from communist forces working in the Soviet Union, China, and North Korea. Declassified records reveal that Stanley also served as the Army liaison to the CIA. While Puharich may have been antiestablishment in his scientific theories, he was conservative when it came to honoring security agreements with the federal government. All he ever publicly stated about this meeting was that Colonel Stanley was “quite interested in a device which we had been developing in order to increase the power of extrasensory perception.” Nothing more.


But so much more was going on behind closed doors, in black programs and classified projects that would take decades to see the light of day. Three months later, on November 24, 1952, Puharich traveled to Washington, D.C., to deliver a classified briefing to the members of the Office of the Chief of Psychological Warfare. Then, just two weeks after his return to Maine, Puharich received a letter from the Army calling him back into military service. This was a major turning point in the life of Dr. Andrija Puharich. Many of his pursuits at the Round Table Foundation were esoteric and nonconformist, existing far outside the bounds of scientific oversight or stringent laboratory controls. “Beware the Establishment!” Paul De Kruif had warned. And yet here, now, Puharich was being called back into government service, and there was nothing he or any of his wealthy benefactors could do.


The very next week, a strange event occurred, one that Puharich would later attribute to fate, to some kind of a supernatural force beyond his control. With hindsight it was in this timeframe that Dr. Puharich’s life took a dangerous turn, one many ESP proponents fall victim to. Cognitive scientists and psychologists call it confirmation bias, or myside bias, the tendency to search for, interpret, or favor data that confirms a deeply held, preexisting belief.


As Puharich prepared to depart the Round Table Foundation on Army sabbatical, he traveled to New York City to attend a party for the Irish psychic Eileen Garrett. There, he met a Hindu scholar and mystic named Dr. D. G. Vinod, who was visiting America as part of a lecture series for the Rotary Club. “At that time, [Vinod] surprised me by asking permission to hold my right ring finger at the middle joint with his right thumb and index finger,” wrote Puharich. “He said that he used this form of contact with a person to read his past and his future.” Intrigued, Puharich listened. Dr. Vinod held Puharich’s finger this way for about a minute, “whistling between his teeth as though he were trying to find a pitch. He leaned back in his chair and for an hour, told my life story with utter precision, as though he were reading out of a book. His accuracy about the past was extraordinary,” Puharich wrote. Puharich was transfixed, smitten by one of the oldest forms of divination, chiromancy. (Whereas knowledge of the future is precognition, knowledge of the past that could not have been learned by normal means is called retrocognition.)


Puharich vowed to bring Dr. Vinod to the Round Table Foundation before he returned to the U.S. Army. On December 31, 1952, the two men flew in a small airplane from New York to Maine. They landed in Augusta, where Puharich’s administrator, a man named Henry Jackson, picked them up. “We drove over the country roads in the snow,” Puharich recalled, “chatting all the way.” When they arrived at the Warrenton estate, Dr. Vinod entered the great hall of the laboratory without saying a word or even taking off his winter coat. “Hank and I followed him,” Puharich later wrote, and when he sat down, “we realized he had gone into a trance.”


It was New Year’s Eve, and the estate’s main house was empty. Puharich and Jackson stared at Dr. Vinod, who remained silent, seated, and still. “At exactly 9:00 p.m. a deep sonorous voice came out of Vinod’s mouth, totally unlike his own high-pitched, soft voice with its distinctly Indian accent,” wrote Puharich. Jackson and Puharich scribbled notes, eager to create a record of what Vinod said. After ninety minutes of speech, Vinod emerged from his purported trance state, claiming to have no memory of what had just happened. Setting objectivity aside, Puharich decided that Dr. Vinod had channeled a supernatural force. When pressed for a name, Vinod identified the force as a group of entities called “the Nine Principles and Forces.”


Dr. Puharich summoned his wealthy benefactors and asked Dr. Vinod to again lead the group in a séance. Participants included Alice Bouverie, Marcella du Pont, and Ruth Forbes and Arthur M. Young (mathematician, philosopher, and the inventor of the Bell helicopter). During this session, the supernatural force allegedly reappeared to discuss a wide array of mystical concepts, Puharich wrote, from ESP and psychokinesis to the possibilities of teleportation and alchemy. The nine entities also referred to Einstein, Jesus, atomic weapons, and cosmic rays. In letters housed at the Library of Congress, Marcella du Pont refers to having participated in this séance with Dr. Vinod.


If Puharich’s wealthy benefactors saw the Hindu scholar’s performance as perhaps something mystical or metaphorical, Puharich took what Dr. Vinod said literally. The experience would begin to obsess him and to shape his research ideas. When Puharich started the Round Table Foundation in 1949, the premise of the Puharich Theory was that a mysterious, unknown energy force existed inside the human nervous system. Now, three years later, on the eve of his return to the Army, Puharich had convinced himself that this energy force was something outside the human body, some kind of extraterrestrial intelligence. Puharich had taken the concept of confirmation bias to an irrational extreme. If he were not about to begin two decades of work with the Department of Defense and the CIA, Dr. Andrija Puharich could easily be written off as a man of eccentric, illogical ideas. Instead he was headed on a lecture tour in service of the Pentagon, discussing his hypothesis in a series of classified military and intelligence community briefings throughout America, from Maryland to Texas.


He would pursue this hypothesis to the gates of death.















CHAPTER THREE



Skeptics, Charlatans, and the U.S. Army


In 1952, with the publication of the book Fads and Fallacies in the Name of Science, science writer Martin Gardner single-handedly jump-started the modern scientific skepticism movement. The skeptics’ goal, Gardner declared, was to expose cranks, crackpots, and charlatans in the modern age. “Since the bomb exploded over Hiroshima, the prestige of science in the United States has mushroomed like an atomic cloud,” Gardner wrote in praise of science. “More students than ever before are choosing some branch of science for their careers. Military budgets earmarked for scientific research have never been so fantastically huge.” On the downside, he lamented, the “less informed general public” and “untold numbers of middle-aged housewives” were falling for pseudoscience, “sensational discoveries and quick panaceas. German quasi science paralleled the rise of Hitler,” Gardner warned.


Gardner did not mention Dr. Puharich in his book; he had no way of knowing that the Defense Department had hired the neurobiologist to deliver classified lectures on ESP to high-ranking officials at the Pentagon. Instead, the book surveyed a group of popular beliefs parading as science, including the Flat Earth Doctrine of Wilber Glenn Voliva, the World Ice Theory of Hanns Hörbiger, and Dianetics by L. Ron Hubbard. The book reintroduced readers to the eighteenth-century term “pseudoscience” (originally used to describe alchemy, the magic-based, medieval forerunner of chemistry), which Gardner said aptly described a collection of beliefs not based on the scientific method, and therefore not science.


Since the seventeenth century the scientific method has remained a pillar of research science, a body of techniques used and relied upon for investigating phenomena. There are five basic steps in the scientific method: observation, hypothesis, prediction, experimentation, and conclusion. In the scientific method, if an experiment is not repeatable, then the original hypothesis must be refined, altered, expanded, or rejected. Herein lies the central organizing claim against ESP experiments, a claim that would continue to plague military scientists working in the milieu for decades to come. Repeatability of an experiment is central to the scientific method. Skeptics reject claims that ESP and PK are so-called fickle phenomena.


James Bank “J.B.” Rhine, the father of modern American ESP experiments, first popularized ESP in the 1920s. Inside his Duke University Parapsychology Laboratory, Rhine and his wife, Louisa, conducted tens of thousands of ESP tests, mostly using Zener cards and dice. The study of ESP became so fashionable that by the 1940s, Rhine’s work was included in the Psychology 101 course at Harvard University. But in 1952, Martin Gardner devoted the last chapter of Fads and Fallacies to debunking Rhine’s work, which he concluded was the product of “an enormous self-deception.”


Important to this story are three claims Gardner leveled against Rhine’s research and ESP research in general. They were 1) loose laboratory controls; 2) the skewing of data; and 3) the premise that the attitude of the scientist conducting the experiment can negatively influence the subject or psychic. Claim three, Gardner noted, always seemed to be used by psychic researchers to bolster an argument for the mercurial nature of the phenomena. To borrow from Dr. Gertrude Schmeidler’s concept of sheep and goats, psychic researchers often claimed that psychics were negatively impacted by the presence of goats (nonbelievers). Gardner quoted J. B. Rhine to make his point. “The subtlest influences seem to disturb the operation of these [psychic] abilities,” Rhine wrote in a research paper published in 1949. “If the scientist is a disbeliever it will upset the delicate operation of the subject’s [psychic] abilities.” In the scientific method, there was no room for this interpretation. Instead, Gardner concluded, “ESP and PK can be found only when the experiments are relatively careless, and supervised by experimenters who are firm believers.” This is not science, he said. It is merely a scientist convincing himself of a deeply held, quasi-science belief.


What Martin Gardner did not know was that J. B. Rhine, like Puharich, was working on numerous classified ESP research programs with the Department of Defense at the very time the public was reading Gardner’s book. Declassified documents reveal that in 1952 the Army initiated a secret program with Rhine’s Duke University Parapsychology Laboratory involving ESP and animals. Army commanders wondered, “Could dogs locate land mines buried underwater, under conditions that gave no normal sensory clues?” After forty-eight tests carried out on a beach in Northern California, scientists at the Engineering Research & Development Laboratories at Fort Belvoir initially expressed surprise. “There is [presently] no known way in which the dogs could have located the under-water mines except by extrasensory perception,” the Army’s scientists concluded. But a second set of eighty-seven trials delivered results shown to be “explainable by chance.” And a three-day follow-on program proved “an utter failure,” with a “rather conspicuous refusal of the dogs to alert.”


Still, the mixed results of the dog program led to additional Army research programs, also overseen by Rhine. In an effort to study “The Phenomenon of Homing in Pigeons,” Rhine led a joint pilot experiment with the world’s leading ornithologist, Dr. Gustav Kramer of the Max Planck Institute in Germany. The client was the U.S. Army Signal Corps Pigeon Center at Fort Monmouth, New Jersey. Declassified documents indicate that the central question being asked in this program was “How does the homing pigeon do it?” How does the bird find its way home over extremely long distances? And “Why do some pigeons get lost?” Kramer, Rhine, and a team of researchers spent two months working on the problem, only to conclude that “it is not known how the pigeon does it.” The Army’s response was patience and more experimentation: “cracking Mother Nature’s mysteries, which evolved over millions of years,” would take time, Army scientists wrote. (In 2017, the mystery of homing in pigeons remains unsolved. There is still no general theory agreed upon by ornithologists.)


Rhine’s third animal ESP research program with the Defense Department involved domestic cats. This study was conducted by Dr. Karlis Osis, a Latvian-born PhD whose area of expertise was deathbed visions. In the 1940s, Dr. Osis spent four years traveling across America and northern India interviewing thousands of doctors and nurses whose patients said they’d experienced apparitions shortly before they died. After completing his study, Osis hypothesized that the Indian patients, whose belief system allows for reincarnation, were far more likely to experience visions before death than the American patients, whose belief system more likely did not support this doctrine.


The cat experiment was designed to determine whether man could communicate telepathically with a cat. Two dishes of food were set down, the goal being an attempt to mentally direct a cat to a specific dish. “In the first [experiment] the effort was made by the experimenter to influence the cat,” reads the report. After two hundred trials, Rhine determined that Dr. Osis’s results were “very elusive and delicate… not spectacular.” Still, Rhine encouraged his Defense Department partners not to give up on ESP. “There is a wide range of military uses of basic [research] programs,” Rhine wrote, “not only in intelligence but in other applications [and] capacities in men and animals under the heading of extrasensory perception.”


As for Dr. Andrija Puharich, removed from the utopian conditions at the Round Table Foundation in Maine, Defense Department work was a shock. In late January 1953, he traveled to San Antonio to deliver a classified briefing on extrasensory perception to officers with the Medical Field Service School of the U.S. Air Force. In February, he traveled to Washington, D.C., to the Pentagon, where he delivered a second briefing to the Advisory Group on Psychological Warfare and Unconventional Warfare. Declassified CIA and Defense Department documents confirm that these meetings took place, though further details remain lost or classified. In March 1953, Dr. Puharich arrived at the Army Chemical Center in Edgewood, Maryland, where he would remain for the next two years.


What is known is that at Edgewood, Puharich ran the post dispensary, overseeing soldiers’ general heath. In nearby laboratories, Army scientists worked on a variety of classified efforts to weaponize chemical agents that could degrade or alter human behavior and perception. Puharich was cleared for at least one of these programs. Declassified documents indicate that he worked on a research project described as an effort “to locate a drug that might enhance ESP.” Like the CIA’s quest for a truth serum to make captured enemy spies talk, the Army wanted a drug to turn ESP on and off like a light switch.


In program discussions with Army supervisors, Puharich was challenged “to find [a] drug that could bring out this [ESP] ability, to allow normal people to turn it on and off at will.” It is not known whether or not he was privy to the CIA’s ESP programs. Declassified documents indicate that it was around this time that the CIA gave its hallucinogenic mushroom program a new code name. From now on it would be called MKULTRA Subproject 58.


One thing is clear from Andrija Puharich’s journals. It did not take long for him to become discontented with Army life. He missed the Round Table Foundation, its esoteric work, its camaraderie, and its spirit of nonconformism. The Army was rigid and conventional, always following the chain of command. Puharich missed his wealthy, eccentric friends, whose lives were unfettered by financial restraint. Adding turmoil to his situation, Puharich had a personal secret to conceal. His wife suffered from severe depression, and her symptoms were getting worse. Puharich feared that Jinny was mentally ill. Then, on June 17, 1954, fifteen months into his Army contract, Puharich received a telephone call from Alice Bouverie that would soon offer him a way out of Army life. An incident had happened the night before, Bouverie said, during a dinner party at her New York City residence. She’d found a channeler with powers similar to those of Dr. Vinod. The man’s name was Harry Stump, and he was a sculptor from Holland. Puharich had met him at a dinner party at Alice Bouverie’s house a few months before and remembered him; he’d demonstrated mental telepathy and other forms of extrasensory perception for the guests.


“He and his [girlfriend] were here for dinner last night,” Bouverie told Puharich. “Being a sculptor, I thought he’d be interested in some of my pieces.” Bouverie was referring to the collection of museum-quality jewelry she’d inherited from her late father. When handed a 3,400-year-old scarab-shaped necklace engraved with Egyptian hieroglyphs, Stump had “staggered around the room a bit, and fell into a chair.” Worried that the sculptor was having an epileptic fit, Bouverie told Puharich she had rushed to the kitchen to get Stump a glass of water while the other dinner party guests tended to him. “When I got back he was sitting rigidly upright in the chair and staring wildly into the distance,” she said. “He asked for a paper and pencil, and began to draw Egyptian hieroglyphs.”


In a guttural voice Stump alternated between English and an unrecognizable foreign language, as if channeling an entity from ancient Egypt, Bouverie said, and in this trance state he spoke of “a drug that would stimulate one’s psychic faculties.” Puharich asked to see the drawings. Bouverie concurred and, even better, she said, revealed that one of her guests had transcribed what Stump said during the spontaneous séance. Bouverie agreed to send Puharich the documents right away.


At Edgewood, Puharich made his doctor’s rounds, all the while thinking about the telephone call. At day’s end he walked across the base to his Army-issue apartment. Edgewood was ugly and uninspiring, the antithesis of the Warrenton Estate. He hated being here, a cog in the Army’s Cold War military machine. He collected Jinny and their three young daughters and headed over to the Edgewood pool for an evening swim. Back at their apartment after dinner, the doorbell rang. It was a courier from New York City carrying a special-delivery package for Captain Puharich from Alice Bouverie.


Puharich opened the large envelope and settled down into an easy chair to read. He told Jinny to go to bed without him. Flipping through the pages, he marveled at the strange symbols the Dutch sculptor had produced in his trance. Harry Stump had spoken of stone temples, dog-headed statues, and an ancient medical procedure involving “termites with pincers on their heads.” And he drew a picture of the drug he said could stimulate psychic functioning. It was a simple mushroom rendered with spots on the cap and the word “mushroom” written neatly underneath.


It was wildly serendipitous, if not suspicious. Puharich had been asked by his superiors to locate a drug that turned ESP on and off; at a dinner party hosted by a wealthy friend, a guest delivered instructions about this mysterious drug while in a somnambulistic trance. But it’s important to note that in 1954 the hallucinogenic mushroom had not yet been identified by American botanists nor the CIA scientists who were actively searching for it. Given Puharich’s propensity to interpret any and all events as the work of a supernatural force, it would be easy to discount the story as apocryphal—except for the fact that the Dutch sculptor had just provided the CIA with a key lead in its yearlong, unsuccessful quest to locate the drug teonanáctl.


The more Puharich learned about Harry Stump’s channeling abilities, the more his fixation with Stump grew. And so did his obsession with the hallucinogenic mushroom. Puharich wrote to the Boston Mycological Society, in Massachusetts, and learned that the mushroom Stump referred to was the Amanita muscaria, first identified by Swedish botanist Carl Linnaeus in 1753. This was the poisonous mushroom so often referred to in Nordic and Germanic fairy tales, and likely the reason for its association with magical potions, witches, goblins, and trolls. Puharich vowed to find out more about this mushroom. When his case was solid, he would bring the story of the Dutch telepath to his Army Chemical Center bosses, he later wrote. He enlisted Alice Bouverie to help.


Bouverie journeyed to the rare book collection at the New York Public Library, where she netted a serendipitous lead. While she was searching the botanical section in the Arents Tobacco Collection room, a librarian recognized Bouverie as one of the city’s major philanthropists and asked whether she needed help. Bouverie said she was interested in a certain type of field mushroom; the librarian told her that there was another person in New York City who apparently shared this same interest and who had recently visited the collection with the same request. That person was R. Gordon Wasson, the librarian said, vice president of the J.P. Morgan & Company bank.


Puharich and Alice Bouverie arranged to meet Gordon Wasson at Bouverie’s home. Wasson and his wife, Valentina, a pediatrician, had been investigating a mushroom cult in Mexico, Wasson explained. The mushrooms were difficult to locate but he was determined to find them. He’d traveled to Mexico twice and was planning a third expedition. Perhaps Dr. Puharich wanted to come along? The Mexicans believed that the mushroom was a pathway to the supernatural, Wasson said. These were not just hallucinogenic mushrooms, they were alleged to have divinatory powers. Numerous shamanistic tribes around the world believed in the mushroom’s supernatural qualities, he explained, allowing human consciousness to separate from the physical body and for a brief time operate independently of the body. This out-of-body experience, sometimes called traveling clairvoyance, had been written about in mystical literature since the dawn of recorded history, he added. He confirmed that the mushroom he was talking about was called teonanáctl, God’s flesh.


Where Wasson saw shamanistic ritual, Puharich saw opportunity. “The idea that a human could [psychically] travel to a remote location, obtain information, and return with this intelligence” had profound implications for the Army, he wrote. In a series of extraordinary coincidences, Puharich had found exactly what the Army and the CIA were searching for. Now confident that he could make a solid case to his military superiors, Puharich asked Wasson if he would share this information. Citing patriotism, Wasson agreed. In August 1954, Captain Puharich briefed his Army superiors on the teonanáctl mushroom, emphasizing how rare this information was. “Mr. Wasson assured [me] that to the best of his knowledge, which had been world-wide and covered many years, the Mexican sacred-mushroom ritual had not with certainty been known to exist before his discovery,” Puharich said he told his supervisors. “It is true that there were some scattered references to its existence in obscure journals [and] ancient manuscripts, but no one had ever proven that there was substantial fact behind the legend” of the sacred mushroom.


The Army was interested, and Puharich was given a higher security clearance for a classified “psycho-chemical research program.” He was told there was another research program going on, also involving mushrooms, but he would have to wait for an even higher clearance to be granted in order to learn more. The program Puharich’s superior was likely referring to was the CIA’s MKULTRA Subproject 58, Morse Allen’s unsuccessful effort to locate teonanáctl.


By 1954, the CIA’s two-year effort was still floundering. Allen had assigned a young chemist named James Moore the job of infiltrating East Coast mycology groups with the goal of finding out where in Mexico the elusive teonanáctl mushroom grew. As shown in surviving MKULTRA documents, Dr. Moore, posing as a deep-pocketed professor, was in fact backed by funding from the Geschickter Fund for Medical Research, in Washington, D.C., a principal funding source for the CIA’s brain warfare program. Moore told the various mycology groups he wanted to fund private mushroom-hunting expeditions to locate the legendary teonanáctl. Dr. Moore “maintains the fiction that the botanical specimens he collects are for his own use since his field interest is natural-product chemistry,” wrote the CIA’s chief of the Technical Services Division, Sidney Gottlieb. Excited to be posted to a classified ESP project on which he’d already invested so much personal time, Puharich waited patiently for his security clearance to be granted, but his expectations were misplaced. When the CIA learned from the Army Chemical Center about Puharich’s meeting with Gordon Wasson, the Agency chose to bypass Puharich and approach Wasson directly through their shill, Dr. James Moore. Andrija Puharich was no longer needed, and his security clearance never came.


Privy to none of this, Puharich remained obsessed with Harry Stump and what he believed were the sculptor’s supernatural powers. Puharich spent his weekdays working with patients at the Army Chemical Center in Edgewood, and on weekends he traveled to Alice Bouverie’s home in New York City to conduct ESP experiments on the Dutch psychic. Privately, at his own home, Puharich’s personal life was spiraling out of control. Jinny’s mental illness was getting worse, and, according to his journals, in 1954 she was sent to an unnamed hospital for psychiatric treatment. During this low point in American medical history for the treatment of the mentally ill, Jinny Puharich was given insulin shock therapy, a cruel procedure whereby the patient is injected daily with large doses of insulin to induce comas over a period of several weeks and sometimes for up to two months. Save for a few references in Puharich’s notes and journals, little else is known about this hospitalization.


In his professional life, Puharich saw himself as a man at a crossroads. His two-year Army commission was coming up for review and he was being recommended for a promotion. Puharich told his superiors he was interested only in pursuing “medical work and research in extrasensory perception.” The Army was equally candid with him, he recalled, and “explained to me that it was very difficult for the military to engage in the kind of research we had been discussing [because] anyone who was interested in this subject was automatically branded as a crackpot.”


Puharich presented Alice Bouverie with a proposal. What if Harry Stump agreed to work at the Round Table Foundation, full-time? Stump could live on the Warrenton estate, be tested in the laboratory, and still have plenty of time to sculpt and paint. Bouverie thought the idea was brilliant, and told Puharich she was willing to finance it.


At the Army Chemical Center, Puharich met with his superior officer. “I spoke to my commanding general and informed him that I was no longer interested in the Army proposal made earlier,” Puharich wrote. “I felt I could pursue my studies with greater ease in Maine than I could with restrictions of Army military life. Such studies were incompatible with the demand for conformity imposed upon government personnel.” On April 1, 1955, Puharich signed separation papers, officially parting ways with the U.S. Army. With funds in hand from Alice Bouverie, he packed up Jinny, now released from the hospital, their three daughters, and their cat. The family set out on a weeklong drive from Edgewood, Maryland, to Glen Cove, Maine.


Puharich was thrilled. He could finally refocus his research efforts on ESP experiments full-time. He could continue his search for the unknown energy force he believed powered extrasensory perception. Harry Stump, the Dutch sculptor, would follow just a few weeks later.


* * *


Written accounts of individuals who claim to channel disincarnate spirits, or communicate with the dead, can be found across recorded history. Not all mediums are charlatans or intentional deceivers; many believe in what they do. In the late nineteenth century automatic writing as a by-product of channeling became a popular conceit. One of the most famous cases involved a Frenchwoman named Catherine-Elise Müller, who went by the pseudonym Hélène Smith. Examination of her story reveals more about Andrija Puharich than he was willing to admit in his private journals or published memoirs. From 1894 to 1898, a psychology professor named Théodore Flournoy studied Hélène Smith at the University of Geneva, in Switzerland. In a self-imposed trance, or autohypnotic state, Smith would describe to him in great detail events from the lives of historical figures, including the poet Victor Hugo and Marie Antoinette. Hélène Smith spoke in Italian, French, Hindi, and other languages that were unidentifiable. Even more colorfully, Smith claimed to be able to psychically travel to Mars, whose landscapes she painted and whose language she said she could speak and write. The odd Martian glyphs she penned were reproduced in Flournoy’s book, From India to the Planet Mars, a 447-page account of his exhaustive study of Smith, one of the most famous mediums of that age.


The professor’s conclusion was that she exhibited cryptomnesia, a word he invented that has since been recognized by legal scholars, skeptics, and the American Psychological Association. Flournoy believed that the content produced during Hélène Smith’s séances came from her “subliminal imagination, derived largely from forgotten sources, for example books read as a child.” The brain was capable of astonishing feats, Professor Flournoy said, including knowledge of foreign languages heard only briefly, sometimes decades before. As for the Martian-speak, Flournoy attributed it to an age-old condition called glossolalia, or speaking in tongues, a concept discussed by Paul in First Corinthians to describe divinely inspired speech: “For if you have the ability to speak in tongues, you will be talking only to God, since people won’t be able to understand you.” Of his findings, Professor Flournoy declared, “Science has disclosed a hidden subliminal work within each individual being.” His popular book sold more than 100,000 copies, a significant number in 1899.


In the years that followed, cryptomnesia was used as a defense in two high-profile plagiarism cases, whereby the plagiarist was said to have unconsciously taken intellectual property from another author and subliminally “remembered” it as their own. The most famous case involved Helen Keller, who in 1892, at the age of twelve, was accused of plagiarizing a short story she’d written in braille called “The Frost King.” In what became a very public investigation, Keller was accused of stealing parts of Margaret T. Canby’s “The Frost Fairies,” published earlier in a book of stories called Birdie and His Friends. Passages in Helen Keller’s story were indeed identical to ones in Canby’s story. Mark Twain leapt to Keller’s defense. “She was subconsciously retelling a story that had somehow successfully embedded its plot into her being and, in the retelling, she came too close to the original,” said Twain. “How a deaf-blind child could so closely replicate the intricate plot details of a story and make it her own is a marvel in itself.” Margaret Canby agreed. “Under the circumstances, I do not see how any one can be so unkind as to call it a plagiarism; it is a wonderful feat of memory.”


In 1903, a similar case was discovered and described by Carl Jung in his paper “Cryptomnesia.” This time the accused was the German philosopher Friedrich Nietzsche. While reading Nietzsche’s Thus Spoke Zarathustra, which famously deals with the mystical concept of eternal recurrence, Jung recognized a four-page section lifted verbatim from a book published fifty years before. He wrote to Nietzsche’s sister, Dr. Elisabeth Förster-Nietzsche (Nietzsche had already gone mad and died), who remembered reading the passage with her brother, she told Jung, when they were children. This, Jung wrote, “shows how the unconscious layers of the mind work,” and propelled him to develop his own ideas about man’s collective unconscious.


Thirty years before Puharich published writings about Dr. Vinod channeling a group of supernatural entities called the Nine Principles and Forces, a British adventure writer named Talbot Mundy had published a novel called The Nine Unknown. Originally serialized in Adventure magazine in 1922, Mundy’s fictional story, set in ancient India in 270 BC, tells the tale of a group called the Nine Unknown who make up a secret society during the reign of the Emperor Ashoka, a historical figure of the Mauryan dynasty. Mundy’s nine fictitious characters are contacted by a supernatural force and told it is their job to act as guardians of a book containing secret and powerful knowledge. The mission of the Nine Unknown is to preserve and develop this secret knowledge and to keep it from evil forces that are actively trying to destroy it.


Was Puharich a deceiver? Delusional? Had he plagiarized another man’s work and claimed it as his own? Was he suffering from cryptomnesia? It is impossible to know. What is known is that, now released from Army obligations, Dr. Andrija Puharich was free to do as he pleased. His wealthy benefactors encouraged and supported his hypothesis that a supernatural force was responsible for all things related to anomalous mental phenomena.


If things had been different, Puharich might have exited the narrative here, having earned an anecdotal place in the annals of the U.S. government’s ESP and PK research. But this is not what happened. Instead, as indicated in his declassified FBI file, the Federal Bureau of Investigation was assigned to observe and keep track of Puharich’s ongoing ESP experiments at the Round Table Foundation in Maine.















CHAPTER FOUR



Quasi Science


With his return to the Round Table Foundation in Maine in April 1955, life on the breezy, sea-swept coast offered idyllic work conditions for Dr. Andrija Puharich. “The pungency of pine and spruce, the damp salt smell of the sea, the boom of Owl’s Head foghorn” were inspiring, he wrote. During the coldest winter months the foundation had briefly closed its doors, but now, after a few weeks of spring cleanup, the laboratory was up and running again. Jinny Puharich appeared to be doing well in the new environs, and Puharich began spending time with his family again. They enjoyed picnics in the blueberry fields and took hikes along the old Mohawk Indian trails. The birch and hemlock forests were filled with porcupines, woodchucks, and deer; the rocks covered with bright green moss. There was an air of majesty and mystery to things.


At the CIA, Dr. James Moore was still posing as a professor, still trying to ingratiate himself with R. Gordon Wasson, still without success. Puharich, however, remained in close contact with Wasson as the banker-turned-ethnomycologist prepared for his third expedition to Mexico in search of the sacred mushroom called God’s flesh. On June 29, 1955, Wasson, accompanied by a New York society photographer named Allan Richardson, arrived in the remote village of Huautla de Jiménez, in Oaxaca. A local guide took them to a deep ravine awash in teonanáctl mushrooms after a spring season of heavy rain. “Allan and I were the first white men in recorded history to eat the divine mushrooms,” Wasson later wrote. Wasson reported hallucinating intensely, but stated that no divinatory powers were revealed. After the mystical experience was over the two New Yorkers packed up a cardboard box full of fungi and returned to the United States. Upon arrival, Wasson sent a cache of mushrooms to Puharich at his laboratory in Maine.


Inside the Round Table laboratory, Puharich performed a chemical analysis of the mushrooms’ toxicity. Three chemicals produced the hallucinogenic effects, he learned: muscarine, atropine, and bufotenin. Armed with this information, he set out to create an antidote. Puharich’s plan was to drug Harry Stump to learn whether the legend was true, whether God’s flesh could produce divinatory powers in certain men. But first Puharich decided to try the hallucinogenic mushroom himself. So, apparently, did Alice Bouverie and a few other “individuals” from the lab. There is no record of how these personal drug experiments turned out. Puharich was not the first scientist to experiment on himself. Isaac Newton test-tasted arsenic, Nikola Tesla allowed 250,000-volt electrical shocks to course through his own body, Sigmund Freud took copious amounts of cocaine. In Puharich’s case, whatever laboratory controls that might have been in place at the Round Table Foundation before drugs entered the mix were now likely thrown to the winds.


For the teonanáctl mushroom experiment with Harry Stump, Puharich sought out a special witness, someone he believed would understand what it was that he was trying to accomplish. The person he chose was his friend Aldous Huxley, the famous author of the dystopian classic Brave New World. Like Puharich, Huxley was interested in the trance state as a means of gathering unseen information about the natural world. Huxley had studied and written extensively about shamanistic people, and he had also conducted a drug-induced trance experiment on himself, at his home in Los Angeles in 1953. Under the supervision of British psychiatrist Humphry Osmond, Huxley had ingested four-tenths of a gram of mescaline, the principal hallucinogenic agent in peyote, and recorded the eight-hour experience on paper. The result was The Doors of Perception, published in 1954. A mere sixty-three pages long, the book met controversy and criticism, most notably from Huxley’s literary friends. Thomas Mann called it escapism. Christopher Isherwood labeled it a “deadly heresy.” Philosopher Martin Buber called Huxley’s taking drugs and writing about it an “illegitimate… fugitive flight” from reality. Jim Morrison named his band The Doors after reading it. The book has sold hundreds of thousands of copies and has never gone out of print.


Huxley arrived at the Round Table Foundation in August 1955. As a child in turn-of-the-century England, he suffered from an eye infection that left him practically blind for nearly three years. For the rest of his life, he was half-blind in one eye. Having been deprived of one of the five known senses made Aldous Huxley keenly interested in the idea of a sixth sense, he said. During his three-week visit, he wrote several letters. To his brother Julian he noted that he was staying at “a most beautiful place, where my young friend Dr. Puharich heads this foundation for research into ESP and the physical, chemical, and psychological means whereby the psi [psychic] faculties may be intensified.”


Huxley was intrigued by the odd mix of people present, whom he referred to as “the strange household assembled by Puharich [with] various psychics doing telepathic guessing remarkably well.” He wrote about “Mr. Narodny, the cockroach man, who is preparing experiments to test the effects of human telepathy on insects,” and he noted discord between “Alice Bouverie and Mrs. Puharich, behaving to one another in a conspicuously friendly way.” The foundation member he best related to, Huxley wrote, was Harry Stump, “the Dutch sculptor, who goes into trances in the Faraday cage and produces automatic scripts in Egyptian hieroglyphics.” The feeling was mutual between the two men. In an unpublished memoir, Harry Stump wrote that he and Huxley enjoyed “walking around the property, communicating without sound.”


According to Puharich’s notes, on August 7, 1955, Harry Stump was in the middle of a telepathy demonstration for Puharich and Huxley when he “slipped into a deep trance.” The “Egyptian persona” emerged, and Puharich decided it was time to drug Stump with the teonanáctl mushroom. The results were nothing close to what Puharich had hoped for. “Harry fell asleep briefly, then woke up abruptly,” noted Puharich. “He looked at Aldous and myself and weakly asked if I had given him some alcohol.” Stump appeared drunk and confused. The symptoms became alarming, with Stump “staggering around as though he were heavily intoxicated with alcohol.” Huxley called out for Puharich to give Stump the antidote. “While I busied myself with drawing some atropine into a syringe, Aldous watched him closely,” Puharich wrote. But by the time the antidote was ready Stump had calmed down, and Puharich decided to go ahead and test him to see whether enhanced psychic functioning could be achieved.
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