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All we got on him is he won’t tell us nothing.
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Preface


WHO WOULDN’T BE TEMPTED BY A DEVICE THAT LET YOU read the thoughts of your fellow citizens? And who wouldn’t hesitate to be hooked up to such a device?

In the early part of the twentieth century two Americans announced that they had solved the age-old quest for a reliable method of distinguishing truth-tellers from liars. The momentous announcement came from Berkeley, California, where the two men were working as disciples of the town’s police chief, himself the nation’s leading advocate of bringing scientific methods to police work. The first disciple, John Larson, was the nation’s first cop with a doctorate, a forensic scientist of restless integrity. The second, Leonarde Keeler, was a high school–age enthusiast, with less integrity but considerably greater charm. Working first together, then at cross-purposes, they fashioned an instrument—and a technique of interrogation—that was hailed by the public as history’s first "lie detector."

To a nation obsessed by criminal disorder and political corruption, the device seemed to light the way toward an honest society. Adultery, murder, conspiracy, espionage—the bright lamp of the lie detector would pierce the human opacity which allowed these secret vices to flourish. On the strength of this utopian ambition, millions of Americans have been hooked up to a polygraph machine that monitors their pulse rate, blood pressure, depth of breathing, and sweatiness—and on the basis of their physiological responses during a brief interrogation, have been declared either sincere or deceptive.

Is America more honest as a result?

This book tells the story of the lie detectors and their creation: a device which seemed to mimic the actions of the human soul, until, like Frankenstein’s monster, it threatened to supplant its creators, even while terrifying—and enthralling—a nation. This is also the story of our secret selves. Saint Augustine long ago defined a lie as the gulf between the public utterance of one’s mouth and the secret knowledge of one’s heart. Everyone has felt it: the skip in our hearts when we tell a big fib, the effort it takes to breathe evenly. As the poet Joseph Brodsky has observed, self-consciousness does not really begin until one has told one’s first deliberate lie. To deceive is human.

The problem is, human beings are opaque. Some have considered this a design flaw—perhaps the original flaw. According to the ancient Greeks, the first human being owed his existence to a competition staged by Zeus to reward the most inventive of the gods. It was to be the world’s first science fair, with Momus, the god of criticism, to serve as judge. Each competitor tried to outdo the rest. Athena constructed a magnificent dwelling; Poseidon built the first bull; and Prometheus made the first man. Momus didn’t think much of any of the entries, but he was particularly scathing about man. Athena’s dwelling was so grand it was unmovable; what if its inhabitants quarreled with their neighbors? Poseidon’s bull had horns on either side of its head; they would have been more effective up front. And as for Prometheus’s man, he lacked a window in his breast whereby others might look in and see "all the man’s thoughts and wishes…, and whether he was lying or telling the truth." In later years Momus grew so infuriated by the duplicity of this second-runner-up invention that he plotted mankind’s destruction—for which sacrilege he was driven from heaven.

Despite this warning, the search for Momus’s window has continued down the centuries. The Greeks developed a science of physiognomy to assess people’s character from their facial features and gestures. On the assumption that anxious deceivers generated less saliva, suspected liars in ancient China were asked to chew a bowl of rice and spit it out. Judges in India scanned for curling toes. One pious Victorian physician suggested that God had endowed human beings with the capacity to blush so as to make their deceptions apparent. Today, you can pick up the basics of body language for a few bucks on almost any library resale table—"Who’s Lying to You and Who’s Lusting for You!"—along with guides for spotting trick-sters when you travel abroad. Popular manuals, updated with the latest findings of neuroscience, advise you how to track the eye movements and hand gestures of your spouse, boss, and stockbroker.

Yet experts on deceit—the sort of psychologists who regularly ask Americans to lie to one another in laboratories—tell us that the vast majority of us are very bad at detecting deception, despite our confidence in our own powers. In 2006, one review of the available research concluded that people can successfully sort truth-tellers from liars only 54 percent of the time, or about as well as blind guesswork. Surprisingly, the more intimately we know the deceiver, the worse we do. Even cops, judges, and psychologists—those citizens professionally licensed to sort truth-tellers from liars—don’t get it right much more than half the time.

That is why, in the early years of the twentieth century, a coterie of American psychologists set out to decipher the operations of the human mind by peering beneath the skin. They recorded the body’s involuntary tremors: its secret pulsations, hidden pressures, and suppressed gasps. In doing so, they drew on a new theory of the emotions that declared that human emotions were nothing more than a set of physiological responses inherited from our animal ancestors. Each act of deception, they suggested, produced a divided self, a disjuncture between the heart, fearful that its secret feelings would be exposed, and the mind, desperate to suppress the body’s betrayal.

The first person to attempt this feat of detection was an artful young Harvard psychologist and lawyer named William Moulton Marston, later famous as the creator of the cartoon character called "Wonder Woman" (the embodiment, he said, of all the psychological principles behind his technique of honesty testing). But the lie detector did not truly come into its own—or even acquire its name—until the 1920s, when John Larson and Leonarde Keeler adapted Marston’s method to the interrogation of criminal suspects. There was much that Larson and Keeler shared; for instance, both men first met their wives while interrogating them on the lie detector. But soon after they both moved to Chicago to prove their methods in the American capital of crime and corruption, they become rivals and eventually enemies. In the end, each man paid a personal price for his obsession, led by the device to mistrust the people closest to him, including one another. The machine that launched their careers poisoned their lives.

By then, however, they had established the machine in the heart of American culture, transforming the device from a detector of lies into a monitor of loyalty. What began as a way to confirm honesty in precinct stations, office towers, and government agencies became a way to test the credibility of Hollywood movies and Madison Avenue advertising. By mid-century, the device was being used to safeguard nuclear secrets, assure the political fidelity of scientists, and purge homosexuals from government jobs. By the 1980s, some 5,000 to 10,000 polygraph operators were testing 2 million Americans each year. The lie detector had become America’s mechanical conscience.

Today, the lie detector is still used to interrogate criminal suspects, expose fraud, safeguard nuclear secrets, and combat terrorism. Yet no country other than the United States has made use of the technique to any significant degree. And even in America, the lie detector has been consistently banned from criminal courts and discredited by panels of illustrious scientists, from the Congressional Office of Technology Assessment to the National Academy of Sciences. Surveys of studies of role-playing games conducted in labs suggest tremendous variability in how accurately the technique detects guilty reactions: from only 35 percent to nearly perfect for standard polygraph procedures, with most in the range of 60 to 90 percent. As for field studies, their accuracy is just as variable, as best anyone can determine. Indeed, according to a review by the noted psychologist David Lykken, in real-life "field situations," when results were graded on the basis of the polygraph results alone, the innocent were called truthful only 53 percent of the time, which is to say, hardly better than guesswork. Despite all this, the lie detector lives on.

Given this history, this book does not attempt to expose the scientific pretensions of the lie detector. Not only would such an exposé be redundant; it would hardly achieve its purpose. Instead, this book addresses the obverse problem: Why, despite the avalanche of scientific denunciations, does the United States—and only the United States—continue to make significant use of the lie detector?

Of course, the machine’s proliferation in twentieth-century America shows that the public believed the tests served some purpose. But in the case of the lie detector something additional was required, because persuading Americans of the machine’s potency was itself a prerequisite for the machine’s success. As its proponents acknowledged, the lie detector would not distinguish honest Americans from deceptive ones unless those same Americans believed the instrument might catch them. In short, the lie detector depends on what medical science has dismissively termed the "placebo effect." At the same time, as its proponents also acknowledged, the lie detector did not test whether people were actually telling the truth so much as whether they believed they were telling the truth. So either way, America’s obsession with the lie detector poses the most troubling question of all: What do we believe?









Part 1

The Athens of the Pacific


There are two kinds of liars the kind that lie and the kind that don’t lie the kind that lie are no good.

—GERTRUDE STEIN, A NOVEL OF THANK YOU, 1925












Chapter 1

"Science Nabs Sorority Sneak"




Her eyelids drooped. "Oh, I’m so tired," she said tremulously, "so tired of it all, of myself, of lying and thinking up lies, and of not knowing what is a lie and what is the truth. I wish I—"

She put her hands up to Spade’s cheeks, put her open mouth hard against his mouth, her body flat against his body.

—DASHIELL HAMMETT, THE MALTESE FALCON, 1929




THE CASE HAD ALL THE SIGNS OF AN INSIDE JOB. ONE OF the ninety young women in College Hall was a sneak thief. For several months, someone had been filching personal possessions from the rooms of her dorm sisters: silk underthings, registered letters, fancy jewelry, cash. It was the springtime of the Jazz Age in 1921, and young women were returning to the boardinghouse on the campus at Berkeley to find their evening gowns spread out on their beds, as if someone had been sizing them up. A sophomore from Bakersfield had been robbed of $45 she had hidden inside a textbook; a freshman from Lodi lost money and jewelry valued at $100; and Margaret Taylor, a freshman from San Diego, could not find her diamond ring worth $400—though she wondered whether she had simply misplaced it.

Unable to wring a confession from any of her boarders, the housemother turned to the Berkeley police department, famous for introducing modern scientific techniques into crime-fighting. But Jack Fisher, an old-time cop on the force, didn’t have much to go on. He learned that on March 26, Ruth Benedict had put $65 in her purse before going down to dinner at six; when she returned at six-thirty, the money was gone. One boarder, Alison Holt, had been seen watching Benedict hide her purse, and had not come down to dinner immediately. This made her Fisher’s prime suspect, especially as she was "one of these big baby eyed types [who] cannot remember what took place on any given date and answers all questions with the big innocent baby stare." The other girls thought her "queer."

Also, at that same meal, another young woman, Helen Graham, had carried a plate up to a Miss Arden, sick in her room. Officer Fisher was plied with various rumors about Miss Graham, a tall, well-proportioned woman with deep-set eyes, dramatic eyebrows, and an intense manner. Her roommate told him Miss Graham spent money out of proportion to her modest Kansas background; also, she wore a diamond ring and a pendant with big stones. She was a bit older than the other young women and had trained as a nurse. "She is of the highly nervous type," Fisher wrote, "and has been suspected of being a hop head." She also had more experience when it came to men, and her dorm sisters seemed to resent her for it.

Then there was Muriel Hills, who had been seen in the vicinity of another theft: a "very nervous type, the muscles of the eyes seem to be affected, the eyes moving all the time, and she…has to hold her head sideways to see who she is talking to."

So far Fisher had a baby-faced queer girl, a high-strung bad girl, and a jittery nervous girl, plus other suspects. He did not see, amid these female intrigues, how he would ever solve the case.

Then the housemother began to worry that repeated visits by the police would give the house a bad reputation. College Hall was the sole sanctioned residence at the University of California, filled with respectable young women of eighteen and nineteen from good families. The housemother asked that the investigation be wound down.

So Fisher called in his colleague John Augustus Larson, the nation’s first and only doctoral cop: a twenty-nine-year-old rookie who had earned a Ph.D. in physiology from the University of California. Larson was a solid man of medium height, who led with his forehead, his blond hair pasted firmly to one side. A man with something to prove. He was currently working the four-to-twelve downtown beat like any other rookie, but he was not much of a cop in other respects. For one thing, he was almost blind in his right eye and was the worst shot in the department. For another, he was just learning to drive and had recently wrecked two squad cars in a single day. Meanwhile, he was still toiling in a university lab looking to bring new scientific methods to police work.

Only a few weeks back, Larson had read an article entitled "Physiological Possibilities of the Deception Test," by the lawyer-psychologist William Moulton Marston. In experiments conducted at Hugo Münsterberg’s famous emotion laboratory at Harvard, Marston had discovered that he could determine which of his fellow students were spinning tall tales and which were giving an honest account. All he had to do was track the rise in their blood pressure as they reached the climax of their story. Larson wondered: might this method be applied to the dirty business of police interrogation?

As a trained physiologist, however, Larson saw several ways to improve Marston’s technique. He began by reversing Marston’s procedure. Whereas Marston had taken intermittent blood pressure readings while his subjects told their tall tales, Larson decided to take continuous readings while his subjects answered specific questions. With the help of a lab technician, he assembled an apparatus that registered a subject’s systolic blood pressure and breathing depth, and recorded these values permanently on a roll of smoke-blackened paper. Though the machine would record the relative values of a pulse-pressure amalgam, and not the absolute value of the blood pressure, as Marston’s cuff method did, its great advantage was that the automated device minimized the examiner’s judgment in taking the readings, thereby fulfilling one criterion of the scientific method, which was to "eliminate all personal factors wherever possible." This was particularly important in cases where the examiner might be led astray by his own feelings about a test.

In another sense, however, Larson’s procedure was hardly new. For more than half a century physiologists had used this sort of automatic recording device to track bodily processes beneath the skin. Some had even tried to correlate these interior reactions with subjective feelings. As early as 1858, the French physiologist Étienne-Jules Marey had built a device that simultaneously recorded changes in blood pressure, respiration, and pulse rates while his subjects experienced nausea, sharp noises, and "stress." By the late nineteenth century, the American psychologist William James had come to define emotion as bodily changes that occurred in response to the cognition of an exciting stimulus. Larson was simply proposing to read the body’s emotional script for signs of deception.

The resulting device, which Larson dubbed the "cardio-pneumopsychograph," was a bulky Rube Goldberg contraption, and this is no idle comparison. Reuben Lucius Goldberg, class of 1904, the Berkeley engineering school’s most famous graduate, had recently achieved renown for his cartoons skewering the American credo that all of life’s problems had a mechanical solution. And what was Larson’s "cardio-pneumo-psychograph" if not a mechanical solution to one of life’s oldest mysteries: What is going on inside the head of another person?

At the same time, in keeping with police procedures, Larson swapped Marston’s analysis of invented stories in favor of a "controlled" comparison of answers to yes-no questions, some irrelevant to the matter under investigation, others of an accusatory nature. One of the great challenges of lie detection was to match the human ingenuity for deceit. Dissembling comes in many guises: Machiavellian lies are disseminated by the strong; defensive lies are woven by the weak; and white lies keep the social machinery running smoothly. As the essayist Michel de Montaigne once observed, "If a lie, like truth, had only one face, we could be on better terms, for certainty should then be the reverse of what the liar said. But the reverse side of the truth has a hundred thousand shapes and no defined limits." By narrowing the range of possible deception postulated by Montaigne, Larson could calibrate the device for each person. He also insisted that all the questions be identical for each suspect, and that all be posed in a monotone.

Finally, instead of testing his technique against Marston’s role-playing games, Larson found an experimental setup more in tune with the world of practiced deceivers. In the past decade psychologists had largely given up trying to derive the universal qualities of mind by introspecting within their own roomy consciousness, and had instead begun to deduce human behavior by testing the outward responses of ordinary individuals. As the most convenient source of ordinary individuals, university undergraduates had become the preferred subjects of laboratory psychology; they also had the advantage of being relatively homogeneous, healthy, able to follow simple directions, and unlikely to complain. Larson found a way to preserve these advantages and still investigate a serious matter. Larson set out to investigate crime in Berkeley’s sororities. In this real-life test the examiner could not know the identity of the guilty party in advance. He might also never know whether he had truly solved the mystery.

For just this reason, Larson planned his protocol with care. He readily secured permission from the housemother and the young women to run the test; after all, he noted, anyone who refused would have appeared guilty. He devised his list of yes-no questions: first a set of innocuous questions to define the student’s "normal" bodily response, to be followed by a set of questions pertinent to the crime. Then he invited five young women—two victims and three suspects—to the physiology lab on the Berkeley campus for "a preliminary or sparring examination." Of these, four produced records of sufficient ambiguity to justify retesting: big-eyed Holt; worldly Graham; sickly Arden; and even Ethel McCutcheon, one of the young women who claimed to have been robbed. Larson attributed the poor discrimination in his results to the fact that he had peppered the subjects with questions too rapidly; in the future he would allow more time for tension to build. At last, on April 19, 1921, he turned to the main event: a full-scale test on the same young women, plus nine presumably innocent women from the house, who would serve as his controls.

Larson began with Margaret Taylor, the freshman who had lost the $400 diamond ring. Not that he doubted her word; she had been one of his and Fisher’s "confidential informants" inside the dorm. But a policeman must always be skeptical, as many a complaint was faked and many a victim embroidered her tale of woe.

While the other young women waited in the antechamber, he invited Margaret Taylor into his lab and seated her alongside the elaborate machine. She was a blue-eyed, fair-haired specimen of the California southland, an eighteen-year-old native of San Diego with honest-to-goodness golden ringlets cascading to her shoulders. Larson wrapped one of her bare biceps in a cuff to calibrate her blood pressure, then strapped the automatic bloodpressure gauge to her other bare arm and pumped its cuff until it gripped her firmly. He wound a rubber hose with its leather brazier tight around her chest to measure the depth of her breathing, then told her to hold her body perfectly still, lest the least muscular movement be mistaken for a guilty reaction. Then he turned the instruments on. The drums began to revolve, the black recording paper turned, and the long rubber hoses swelled and subsided to the rhythm of her body’s organs, while a pair of long sharp needles scratched out her body’s message against the black recording paper, as if tracing a silhouette of her thoughts. After a short preamble, he began.


	 Do you like college?

	 Are you interested in this test?

	 How much is 30 x 40?

	 Are you frightened?

	 Will you graduate this year?

	  Do you dance?

	 Are you interested in math?

	 Did you steal the money?

	 The test shows you stole it. Did you spend it?

	 Do you know where the stolen money is?

	 Did you take the money while the rest were at dinner?

	 Did you take Miss Taylor’s ring?

	 Do you know who took Miss B[enedict]’s money?

	 Do you know who took Miss S[chrader]’s hose?

	 Did you at any time lie to shield yourself or others?

	 Are you accustomed to talk in your sleep when worried?

	 During the past few nights do you remember having dreamed when you might have talked in your sleep?

	 Do you wish at this point to change any of your statements regarding the thefts?



Each test took no more than six minutes. Much longer than that, and the pressure cuff became "uncomfortable and painful." Larson worked his way systematically through the list until he came to Helen Graham, the full-figured student nurse with dark eyes and eyebrows.

No sooner had he brought up the subject of the diamond ring and stolen money—"The test shows you stole it. Did you spend it?"—than Graham’s record showed a precipitous drop in blood pressure before beginning what looked to be an alarming rise, along with skipped heartbeats and an apparent halt in her breathing. Then, as Larson leaned forward to calibrate her blood pressure, the young woman exploded with rage. Ripping off the restraining cuffs, she leaped to her feet and ran over to the rotating drum to read the squiggly lines that traced her body’s reactions. Larson’s police report describes what happened next:

We forcibly prevented her from going near the drums and upon going outside she told Miss Holt that if I had not had her tied down she would have smashed Officer Fisher in the face and told another girl that she felt like tearing up the record. Just before leaving the room she told all of us that the questions asked were perfectly atrocious and that she agreed with [the housemother] that such things should not be allowed.


Whereupon she rushed back to College Hall to accuse her roommate of betraying her, stormed out of the dorm in a rage, and "promptly spent the night with her lover."

None of the other students, according to Larson, posed any objections to the test. Nor, he reported in a scientific paper, did their tests show any anomalies—although the record of Alison Holt had not been entirely untroubled. Overnight, Larson learned more about Helen Graham from Miss Taylor and the other good women of College Hall. Apparently, she had doped herself before the preliminary test and slept heavily that afternoon; this may have accounted for her serenity the first time around. Moreover, she had admitted to friends that she had once stolen a notebook to cheat on a high school exam, had conducted more than one "affaire d’amour," and had once taken quinine to induce an abortion.

The next day, a distraught Helen Graham came to the police station, demanding to see her record. For twelve hours, Larson and Fisher bombarded her with questions until she "broke down and had an attack of sobbing." She continued to assert her innocence, but admitted she might have taken the items "in her sleep or in some possible mental disorder." She even offered to replace the ring and money if that would end the investigation. Larson, playing the good cop, told her she ought not to make restitution if she was innocent. Fisher, playing the bad cop, told her that if she was guilty, she would be prosecuted to the full extent of the law. Then she was sent home.

Every day that week she stopped at the police station to demand an appointment, but by prior agreement, the police refused to speak with her. Only when she threatened suicide did Larson meet with her again. Again she insisted on making restitution with the understanding that the case be closed. Again he refused to accept the money unless she admitted her guilt. A few days later, she returned with a substitute diamond ring; the original, she said, had been "lost." But as this new ring was of lesser value, Miss Taylor insisted on another. The next day, the police tailed Graham when she took the ferry across to San Francisco to meet her lover, Roger Harvey, with whom she went to Morgan’s jewelry store to pick out a suitable replacement ring. That evening, she presented the ring to Larson, swearing that the stone was similar to the original, while admitting that the original setting had been melted down. The next day, she was followed again, but this time she "made" the tail and eluded him.

The denouement came on April 30, when Larson arranged an interrogation in the time-honored manner: "Officer Fisher played the role of ‘hard-boiled cop’ with his usual adroitness, and I was her friend." After several hours, Fisher stormed out of the room, telling her that when he returned he would show her she had been "booked for San Quentin." While he was gone Larson got Graham to admit taking the money and the ring, plus some hose off the line—though she denied stealing underwear. She then signed this confession in Fisher’s presence, agreed to make restitution, and gave Larson and Fisher a version of her life history. After that she moved into a hotel, withdrew from the university, and prepared to return to Kansas, where she would wait for Harvey to come and marry her.

 

It was the first real-life crime solved by the "lie detector," though some time would pass before hard-boiled reporters, the sort of men who judge a thing by the end it serves, would give Larson’s cardio-pneumo-psychogram that name—to his perpetual irritation. Of course, Larson’s rigged assembly had not itself exposed the guilty party. Instead, the instrument had nabbed Helen Graham by indirection: heightening her sense that she had been marked out as guilty; confronting her with the jagged evidence of her guilt; and then tightening the emotional screws until, in a climactic scene, she broke down and confessed. Its success owed less to the modern science of experimental psychology than to archaic rituals of guilt and absolution.

For Larson, the College Hall case did more than launch the American lie detector; it turned his life inside out. For one thing, it flung him on a scientific quest that would consume his efforts until the day he died, an old man obsessed with the device he had unleashed on the world. "Beyond my expectation," he would write shortly before his death, "thru uncontrollable factors, this scientific investigation became for practical purposes a Frankenstein’s monster, which I have spent over 40 years in combatting." In the interim, his machine-brought-to-life would commandeer America’s police forces, its business establishment, the national security apparatus of the U.S. government, and the public’s imagination.

The College Hall case also changed Larson’s life more intimately. One year after strapping her to his instrument, Larson married Margaret Taylor, the freshman victim of the College Hall thief. Immediately after the ceremony, a raiding party of college cops handcuffed the newlyweds together, packed them into a paddy wagon, and abandoned them in the countryside as a prank. As one of Larson’s assistants would later acknowledge, "It was an odd way to begin a romance." A thirty-year-old Ph.D. cop married a nineteen-year-old Californian coed whose diamond ring he had recovered. The first time he met his wife-to-be he strapped her down and probed her innermost thoughts and feelings. Years later, he still had the record of their first meeting in his files, the zigzag trace of her heart as he asked her, "Are you interested in this test?"

The meet-cute story certainly proved irresistible to the boys in the press room. "INVENTOR OF LIE DETECTOR TRAPS BRIDE," read the headline above their oval portraits on the front page of the San Francisco Examiner. According to the newspaper, Miss Taylor was so grateful for the return of her ring that she volunteered to play the role of "criminal" in further scientific tests of the detector. This, of course, involved asking personal questions. Then, one day, Dr. Larson was inspired to take their relationship to a more intimate level:


Fixing the "criminal’s" blue eyes with his own, the psychologist sternly asked: "Do you love me?"

"N-no," murmured Miss Taylor.

And the wings of the …"lie detector" trembled, fluttered, waved a frantic "S.O.S."

"You lie!" cried the scientist.

And Miss Taylor didn’t deny it.



Though Larson derided the newspaper dialogue as "pure hooey," he privately acknowledged that the story contained a germ of truth. He had been trying, he said, to eliminate all those factors, aside from criminal guilt, which might have influenced the young women’s responses, when it dawned on him that some of them "might have been reacting to the questioner, not the questions." So the Ph.D. cop brought back the attractive young Miss Taylor to test this proposition on the machine; first by asking her to lie to him, then by asking her out.

The instrument’s allure was irresistible that way. Given a chance to peer into the soul of a colleague, a friend, or a (potential) lover, who would not be tempted to pose a few personal questions?

Yet Larson soon had reason to doubt that he had actually solved the College Hall case. Was Helen Graham guilty, or had she merely felt guilty? After all, she had been subjected to a month of intense pressure and surveillance by the police, not to mention by her dorm sisters and housemother. They had turned Graham inside out, but what did anyone really know about her?

As Larson honed his technique that year on a dozen more sorority cases, he became increasingly convinced that even an innocent person could be tripped up. Physicians had long been aware that certain physical signs were altered by the medical examination itself. The act of taking patients’ blood pressure, for instance, raised their blood pressure, and insurance examiners even factored in this test anxiety. By asking innocuous questions, Larson was able to define each subject’s "test normal." But in the context of a police interrogation, a question like "Did you steal the ring?" was surely more stressful than "Do you like math?"—whether or not the subject was guilty. And there was the rub: guilty of what? As Larson quickly discovered, even people who had not committed the crime in question were troubled by "complexes" brought to the fore by interrogation. These clusters of emotions had to be cleared away before the subject could be cleared of the crime; and this in turn meant delving into their personal history, getting them to confess to unacknowledged "crimes," some real and some imaginary, with no sure way to distinguish between them. In the course of his sorority investigations, Larson unmasked midnight poker games, petty shoplifters, pregnancies, and attempted abortions, often without solving the original crime itself.

In another case of petty theft, when Larson put the supposed victim on his machine, she confessed to being pregnant and having gonorrhea, and threatened to commit suicide. A physician found no trace of gonorrhea or pregnancy, but he sent her to the Pacific Coast Rescue and Protective Society for psychiatric observation. In his effort to solve a petty crime, Larson had opened up a greater mystery. Larson, who had been thinking of attending law school, decided to study forensic psychiatry instead.

As for Helen Graham, as part of her police confession Larson extracted a version of her life history, with particular attention to her sexual past. "My first knowledge of sex matters came at the age of 7 years; we had a man working for us on the farm…[who] taught me all the things that a girl should know and used to play with my parts." She had sexual intercourse at fourteen. A long-term sexual relationship began at fifteen. "I taught him the things that was taught to me." She then pursued an affair with a medical student before coming to California and meeting Roger Harvey.

All this gave her an acute sense of shame. Among the litany of sins she confessed to Larson: she had once been caught stealing a notebook to cheat on a test in high school. "As the town was small, I always thought that everyone knew about it and that made me very unhappy….I think I have never told you that I can hear voices in the air, and I firmly believe that the trees speak." Larson began to suspect that Graham’s confession was the product of an overactive sense of guilt. No sooner had she returned home to Kansas than she wrote to say her confession had been obtained by trickery, and only out of fear that her affair would be exposed. The episode had precipitated a "complete nervous breakdown," she said, and she had even contemplated suicide. In his write-up of the case, Larson acknowledged that Graham presented "all the indications of a psychopath, in all probability of a manic-depressive type." Indeed, the evidence strongly suggests that Helen Graham was singled out mainly for her sexual transgressions, much like her contemporary Carrie Buck, whose sterilization, supposedly for "eugenical reasons," was upheld by the Supreme Court.

For his part, Larson wrote Graham a letter of consolation. He pointed out that she had much to live for. If she was guilty, she had been treated leniently. If she was innocent, why had she told so many fluctuating and contradictory stories? He told her not to lose her faith in men. "I am very sorry that you have been feeling blue and wish that I could do something to make you feel better." A year later, she wrote a more upbeat letter to August Vollmer, Berkeley’s chief of police. Though Harvey had never turned up in Kansas, she had met a charming Irish architect who was working on her parents’ home. As for John Larson, she wrote, "Dr. Larson is indeed a wonderful scientist and truly a Man. The department was indeed fortunate in securing his services." Yet she still insisted on her innocence. "This," she wrote "is the closing ‘chapter’ of my case."

 

But for the lie detector, it was the opening. The Berkeley police ballyhooed the machine’s victory over deception. Chief Vollmer himself was the first to tell the story for the general public, in a soft-core version he published that year in the Los Angeles Times. Casting himself in the role of Sam Spade, the Chief wallowed in the hothouse sexuality of the all-female dorm. "Listening in on the heart beats of fifty charming, impulsive, romantic university coeds to discover which one was a thief and save an innocent pretty girl from unmerited disgrace was a job big enough, if not impossible, for the average police department." For what "average criminologist" could possibly stand up against the collective judgment of "forty-nine giggling, thoughtless, loving embodiments of budding flapper exuberance"—especially when they had already fingered the aloof Marjorie Small as the thief? According to the testimony of Georgia Long—a "magnetic, gorgeous creature" with "revealing eyes of purple velvet"—Miss Small had been seen entering another girl’s room and removing the stolen book. But Dr. Larson’s machine quickly discerned the "wild reactions" beneath Miss Long’s cool front. "Her face was like a mask now, cold, composed. The dark lashes lifted to discover hard, steady eyes. The smile was gone. She leaned forward slightly and gritted her teeth as if determined to betray no more emotion." Yet against her will the machine read her body’s message. Haunted by her guilt, she broke down in tears and confessed to having stolen the book. Yes, appearances can be deceiving—especially in a tight sweater and pearls—but the lie detector could not be seduced or bamboozled. In his two years with the Berkeley police, Larson would investigate some two dozen sorority cases, and very few fraternities.

In an America beset with gangland murders, industrial sabotage, bootlegging, and political corruption, these trivial sorority cases dramatized the lie detector’s potential as an instrument of justice. Its proponents—and editors quick to see the hot angle to a story—took advantage of the age-old misogynistic assumption, applied first to Eve, that women are subtle, deceitful, and collusive, if only to confer the contrasting virtues on the machine’s operator. Where cops were distracted by appearances, the lie detector probed beneath the skin. Where institutions were corrupt, the machine could not be bribed. Where men were slaves to their emotions (and to the organs those emotions aroused), the machine recorded the emotions of others, so that its operator could remain dispassionate. Like the antiheroes of Dashiell Hammett’s new style of crime fiction, the lie detector operated in the name of disinterested justice.

This was a man’s justice: skeptical, mistrustful, objective—with women cast as creatures of guile and temptation. It’s the oldest dichotomy in the nature lore of the West—masculine science investigating feminine mystery. And it played to a lurid sort of voyeurism. As one polygraph examiner later admitted, "I sometimes feel like a window peeper."

Yet Graham was hardly the naive test subject Larson portrayed in his scientific write-up. Even on her first exam—the original encounter between a human subject and the modern deception machine—Graham had apparently taken medication in advance to mask her physiological reactions. Several decades would pass before psychologists—who ought to have known better—would realize they could not treat their objects of study as other scientists do, as brute phenomena of nature. When Einstein inscribed above his fireplace the motto, "Nature’s God is subtle, but He is not malicious," he acknowledged as a corollary the possibility that people might be malicious, if also sometimes subtle. Yet even polygraph operators—who surely knew better—seemed not to consider the myriad ways their subjects came forearmed. Countermeasures to lie detection are as old as lie detection itself.

All through 1921, long after Graham had returned to Kansas, the petty thefts continued in the College Hall residence. In retrospect, Larson wondered whether some of the young women had conspired to distract him during the exam. He bemoaned the way his investigation had been hurried. He should have been allowed to test the chambermaids, he said, not to mention the housemother and her family. It would become a familiar regret; get hold of a lie detector, and who knew whom you could trust?








Chapter 2

Policing the Polis




In a certain sense, a large part of the criminalist’s work is nothing more than a battle against lies. He has to discover the truth and must fight the opposite….Utterly to vanquish the lie, particularly in our work, is of course, impossible, and to describe its nature exhaustively is to write the natural history of mankind.

—HANS GROSS, CRIMINAL PSYCHOLOGY, 1898




BERKELEY TODAY STILL CONJURES UP IMAGES FROM THE 1960s, when protesters smeared the town’s police officers as "pigs." Yet in the first half of the twentieth century, Berkeley was world-famous as the seedbed for a new kind of police officer: technologically sophisticated, respectful of the law, and closely allied to social work. This reputation was the legacy of Chief August Vollmer, often considered "the most significant individual in the annals of American law enforcement." By 1920 he was the nation’s most famous cop, and Berkeley was his experimental proving ground. The lie detector was an integral part of Vollmer’s program to regenerate the morality of both the police and Berkeley.

There was no limit to Larson’s admiration for Vollmer. To say that Vollmer was the father he would have wanted is to reduce to a pop-psychological commonplace what Larson expressed in far loftier terms. He dedicated his first book to "the genius and altruism of Chief August Vollmer, humanitarian, scientist and criminologist." Vollmer, a man who never passed the sixth grade, replied with characteristic verve: "First of all I am not a humanitarian, I’m a ‘cop.’ Secondly, I am not a scientist, I am a good guesser. And thirdly, I am not a criminologist because a criminologist has recently been defined as one who studies crime and knows nothing about it."

August Vollmer knew something about crime. He was born in New Orleans in 1876 to German immigrants. His father died when he was eight, and his mother settled in Berkeley in 1891, when Vollmer was fifteen. He grew to be a tall young man with swimmer’s shoulders and a long face with pale lips and clear gray eyes. He could appear stern and unyielding, but he was a keen observer of human foibles and comfortable with people from all walks of life. Everyone wanted to please him.

When he was twenty-one Vollmer sold his feed store and volunteered for the Spanish-American War, during which he served in the military police and ran river patrols against Philippine guerrilla groups, adapting his tactics and cutting deals with locals. By his own account it was the formative experience of his life. On his return to Berkeley he worked as a letter carrier until 1905, when Friend W. Robinson, publisher of the Berkeley Gazette (and future governor of California), recruited him to run for town marshal. According to the paper, not only did Vollmer possess the requisite "mental acuity and sagacity"; he had the "physical strength to cope with any criminal."

Vollmer was swept into office in a three-to-one landslide, along with a slate of other Republican "good government" candidates. Twenty-nine years old, without formal experience in law enforcement, he relied on his own rigorous integrity, judgment of character, and military-minded ability to match means to ends. Immediately he persuaded the city board of trustees to replace the two part-time deputies with six full-time policemen. It was the start of something extraordinary.

Berkeley has always been two towns joined at the hip. First came the commercial district of warehouses, working-class housing, and rough saloons clustered along the Bayshore. Soon after, the trustees of a small college in Oakland created a campus at the base of the Contra Costa hills, a public university to outshine the universities back east, partially funded by selling panoramic lots to middle-class householders. The prospect through the Golden Gate led one trustee to recall the line of Bishop Berkeley: "Westward the course of empire takes its way." Thus did Berkeley, famous for the proposition that objects exist only in the mind of God, give his name to what its founders hoped would be the "Athens of the Pacific." By the early twentieth century, the town of Berkeley was approaching its Athenian promise, without fully disengaging from its hard-luck neighbors.

Vollmer’s first move as marshal was to clean out the Chinese gambling dens. His logic was strategic; gamblers’ payoffs threatened to corrupt town politics. In his second year in office, the San Francisco earthquake struck. Vollmer organized an auxiliary force of 1,000 men (nearly every adult male in Berkeley) to maintain order among tens of thousands of refugees. He was reelected by an even larger majority. Then in 1909 he was appointed police chief, a post he held for the next twenty-three years, with only brief leaves of absence to transplant his methods to other cities. During those decades he introduced the various features of the "Berkeley system," the core tenets of American professional policing.

Though he was a workaday police chief in a university town rather than a social theoretician, Vollmer had a well-thought-out view of the police as guardians of democracy. He sought a middle ground between the narrow Anglo-Saxon view of the police as crime-fighters and the European continental view of the police as regulators of social life. Though he would have preferred his men to focus on property crime and personal violence, Vollmer came to recognize that it was more efficient to prevent crime, even if this meant inserting the police into the community’s messy life. The challenge was that most working-class Americans feared the police for their brutality, while the well-to-do considered them fools or knaves.

Vollmer’s lifelong goal was to dispel this blend of fear and contempt by raising the social, intellectual, and moral stature of police officers until they got the respect they deserved. This explains Vollmer’s embrace of scientific police work, his vaunted program of professionalization, and his rejection of police violence, corruption, and favoritism. It also meant doing something about America’s scandalous crime rate.

In the early twentieth century the rate of violent crime was four to ten times greater in America than Europe. Vollmer insisted that the police could not be blamed for this, yet he was determined to do better. The main obstacle was "politics," by which he meant the spoils system of the municipal machine: the way the police were hired, fired, or promoted on the basis of pull and patronage rather than competence. This explained why the police enforced the law violently and selectively; it gave them leverage to extract bribes and favors. Thomas Byrnes, New York’s notorious cop, is said to have coined the term "third degree"—perhaps a pun on his name—for his violent interrogations; and his colleague Captain Alexander Williams once boasted that there was more law in the end of policeman’s nightstick than in all the decisions of the Supreme Court.

Vollmer agreed that police officers had to exercise discretion; he just wanted them to enforce the law fairly and efficiently. Building on the reforms of Progressives like New York’s police commissioner Theodore Roosevelt, Vollmer urged a managerial revolution in police work, one analogous to the revolution in "scientific management" then transforming American business. This included the centralization of command and communication, specialization of tasks, and the deployment of scientific know-how. In 1906 Vollmer was the first to outfit his entire force with bicycles; and in later years he was the first to outfit it with squad cars, although, oddly, Vollmer himself never learned to drive. In 1907, he installed the nation’s first citywide network of signals, enabling a dispatcher to contact a police officer anywhere in town; and in later years he installed its first twoway radio system. He also created his own filing system to organize crimes by fingerprints and handwriting, cross-referenced with his own classification system based on the criminal’s modus operandi, and from these he compiled statistics to map the intensity of crime and assess which police methods best reduced it. His identification system became the model for California, and then for the nation as a whole under the aegis of J. Edgar Hoover, who applied many of Vollmer’s methods.

These technical innovations, which made Vollmer the darling of the press, ought not to obscure his drive to create a new kind of police officer. Unsatisfied with the level of police training, he established an in-house police school in 1908, with members of the university faculty teaching courses on evidence law, forensic methods, crime-scene photography, and medicine. In 1916, he hired a chemist from the pharmacy school as a full-time criminologist. As for his own men, he announced that he would hire and promote officers solely on the basis of merit. In 1919 he began to recruit college graduates, vetting applicants with the intelligence tests developed during World War I, along with a battery of psychiatric exams.

Only this new kind of officer, Vollmer believed, would be able to balance proactive policing against the danger of becoming the enforcer of some unobtainable ideal. Vollmer himself always took a paternal interest in doings throughout the city. He encouraged citizens to turn to him or his officers for help with domestic disputes and unruly teenagers. One disciple recalled Vollmer telling recruits, in somewhat contradictory fashion: "You’re not to judge people; you’re just to report what they’re doing wrong. Better still, you can prevent people from doing wrong. That’s the mission of a policeman."

Around 1920, in a provocative address to his fellow police chiefs entitled "The Policeman as Social Worker," he turned his attention to the problem of juvenile delinquency. Vollmer had hired the region’s first female police officer, a woman with training in psychology, to work with local schools to identify potential delinquents. On a map in his office, each problem child in town was represented by a color-coded pin, so that the Chief could track these children’s development. Fourteen years later 90 percent of the "problem" children had been placed in institutions of one sort or another. In the noisy debate then raging over the root causes of crime—was it the fault of the individual, or due to biological and social forces?—Vollmer finessed the issue by considering crime a disease and suggesting that the solution was a comprehensive effort to improve the nation’s moral hygiene.

It helped that Vollmer was himself neither a moralist nor a hypocrite. Like many policemen, Vollmer delighted in gossip. He made no secret of being a ladies’ man. His first wife was an opera singer, who apparently grew tired of his philandering ways. He thought Prohibition a disastrous diversion of police resources and handled the town’s liquor laws with tolerance. He even frequented speakeasies. He played the guitar and enjoyed practical jokes, especially if they exposed pseudoscientific pretension. Once Vollmer invited a phrenologist to demonstrate his ability to read people’s characters from the shape of their skull, then planted one of his own ace detectives, a chemistry graduate, in a jail cell for the expert to assess. The phrenologist pronounced the man a confirmed criminal.

It helped too that Vollmer achieved results. His statistical surveys not only helped determine which methods best helped fight crime, but also convinced the stingy city council of his success. On his watch burglary rates declined by 50 percent even as Berkeley’s population increased, the city employing half as many cops as were typical in other towns its size. In later years he led the town’s efforts to collect every citizen’s fingerprints—voluntarily—as the way to ensure a well-policed community.

As he approached middle age Vollmer maintained his trim bearing, high forehead, hawklike nose, and creased laugh lines. Visitors invariably commented on his clear gray eyes. They were less windows into his soul than instruments of discovery. William Dean, one of the first "college cops," and later a winner of the Congressional Medal of Honor, compared Vollmer to generals George Marshall and Douglas MacArthur in that respect. "All three had the capacity to look through you and you’d think they knew exactly what you were thinking. You didn’t feel uncomfortable but you felt you’d better not try to tell anything but the whole truth when you spoke to them." Some people speculated that Vollmer cultivated this piercing gaze because he had some secret of his own to hide. If so, no one ever learned what it was.

Central to Vollmer’s strategy for ensuring respect for the law was making his police themselves law-abiding. For Vollmer, this meant treating citizens with the presumption of innocence and disavowing those coercive police interrogations known as the "third degree." His officers left political radicals alone. Vollmer personally denounced the death penalty as ineffective. And he hired Walter Gordon, the first black football player at the University of California, who in later years, as governor of the Virgin Islands, recalled Vollmer’s contempt for racism and insistence that his officers use persuasion instead of physical force. Another disciple recalled Vollmer’s telling his officers never to "strike any person, particularly a prisoner, except in extreme self-defense; and then he said, if you ever do, you have just resigned." To some extent, this "by the books" image was a myth cultivated by his disciples. In practice, Vollmer’s paternalist, preemptive approach to police work meant that he sometimes took a more direct hand in resolving conflicts. In his first year on the job, the Chief "mildly" whipped three youths for stealing $75 from a quarryman. And though he forbade violence, he never renounced the use of psychological pressure to extract information. Today, we associate this approach to policing with the rulings of the Warren Supreme Court of the 1960s. This is no accident. Earl Warren began his career in the 1920s as a district attorney in Alameda County (which encompasses Berkeley), and his approach owes much to the lessons he learned while working alongside August Vollmer.

No wonder Vollmer was enthusiastic about the College Hall case. Larson’s technique seemed to extract information from suspects without tempting his cops to resort to brutality. It also promised new insights into the criminal mind and—who knew?—perhaps even its cure.

Before he OK’d the instrument for general use in Berkeley, Vollmer asked Larson to prepare a personal demonstration. When he arrived at Larson’s lab, however, he immediately turned the tables, making Larson strap himself into the machine. At that instant, Larson recalled, he anticipated the exact topic of Vollmer’s interrogation. Two weeks earlier, the rookie had been off his beat, sharing a malted milk, when a hardware store had been robbed—and the Chief, who knew everything that happened in Berkeley, had undoubtedly been informed. So by the time the anticipated question came—"Were you off your beat the night of the Sunset Hardware Store burglary?"—Larson didn’t even have to answer; his body’s response was so dramatic that "the needles went off the drum." At which point, Jack Fisher, the old-time cop, slammed his star on the table and offered to resign rather than go on "that Goddam thing." "I don’t need the machine for you," laughed the Chief. That December the Berkeley city council approved the construction of a new device. For the next two years Vollmer gave Larson carte blanche to try his technique on hundreds of cases in Berkeley. It was the chance Larson had been waiting for.

 

When Dr. Larson, a freshly minted Ph.D., joined the Berkeley police force in 1920, it was actually a logical career move. The son of an Indiana quarryman of Nordic stock, John Augustus Larson was born in Shelbourne, Nova Scotia, on December 11, 1893. At a young age he moved with his family to industrial New England, where his parents separated. At Boston University he studied biology as well as classical and modern languages, earning his way through college by working at a variety of odd jobs: busboy, paperboy, stock boy, elevator operator, stonecutter at the quarry, and fireman on the graveyard shift, plus two summers on a hospital ship. For extra cash he caught stray cats on Tremont Street, three or four to a suitcase, which he toted down Boylston Street to be boiled in preparation for zoology demonstrations.

During the school year he tutored wealthy coeds, conscious of his poverty among the college swells. He was just as uneasy among the laboring classes. Working as a summer trolley conductor, he was so assiduous in his ticket-taking—conductors customarily pocketed one fare in three—that his comrades mocked him as an honest fool. His mother told him to quit, "fearing," he recalled, the "antisocial conditioning." Hardworking but impulsive, physically vigorous but clumsy, compulsively honest but self-conscious, Larson set great store by doing the right thing. He wanted to become a criminologist.

Was it fate or upbringing? The family heirloom, signed on the flyleaf by generations of Nordic Larsons, was an early Reformation vilification of perjury: how it was a moral sin to break an oath.

In 1915, at his professor’s suggestion, Larson wrote his master’s thesis for Boston University on fingerprint identification, a technique that was finally being recognized by the courts. Larson created his own classification system, but his greater ambition was to make fingerprinting a predictive science, on the premise that both prints and criminality were heritable. He failed to find any familial pattern amid the swirls, loops, and whorls. His taste for forensic science then took him to Berkeley, where in 1920 he completed his Ph.D. in physiology, examining thyroid deficiencies, then widely believed to be a leading cause of emotional and criminal deviance.

If the old-timers on the force didn’t appreciate the new college cops, they found the doctoral cop unbearable. Larson was running himself ragged: writing a book on his fingerprint system, continuing his lab experiments, auditing courses in criminal psychiatry—all while working the four-to-twelve beat. Vollmer later conceded that the force’s hazing had been particularly cruel. But Larson was not cowed. He may have looked all wet, but he had a fierce sense of honor. When Officer Henry Villa, the department’s self-styled ace detective, ladies’ man, and prizefighter, needled Larson one time too many, Larson put him in a chancery lock so hard he nearly broke the cartilage in Villa’s Roman nose.

The suspects Larson tested in Berkeley between 1921 and 1923 exhibited the full range of American lies: burglars, forgers, bootleggers, arsonists, murderers, blackmailers, gamblers, men, women, students, teachers, juveniles, vagabonds, musicians, housewives, whites, blacks, Chinese, Mexicans. Berkeley aspired to a utopian ideal, but it was still an American town of 60,000. Some subjects were mentally disturbed, others feebleminded, still others drug addicts. The sex offenders were kinked every which way: homosexuals, masturbators, exhibitionists, a medical student accused of disseminating a picture of an erect penis, and two students caught in flagrante delicto. The machine served as a police tool, a screening device, a marriage counselor, a priest. The lie detector became whatever the circumstances called for.

In the hands of the Berkeley police, the situation was most often criminal, and the crime a bike theft (a category in which Berkeley still leads the nation). As with Helen Graham, the lie detector often exposed petty crimes by eliciting confessions: a restaurant chef pleaded guilty to stealing silverware, a paint-store employee to robbing the till, a custodian of the Unitarian Church to pocketing a purse and watch. Alcohol infractions were especially common, with Vollmer generally filing away a written confession and issuing an oral warning.

Some subjects, the machine revealed, were victims of crimes that never happened. When Larson questioned a young soldier who claimed to have been bound, gagged, and robbed, the young man hurled invectives: "You go to—! This is an outrage on an American soldier!" Larson, shamefaced, lent the soldier his overcoat and money to travel across the bay. Months later, he had to petition the soldier’s commanding office to get the coat returned. In the interim the soldier had admitted spending the money on a woman friend. For an expert on lying, Larson was a trusting soul.

Among the sex cases, some were criminal, and others offered a glimpse into the intricacies of domestic life. Concerning one marital dispute, Larson wrote: "Mrs. Simons accused of masturbation by husband. Had puritis ani [itchy anus]." The organist at the local movie theater who fondled boys in the dark was exiled to Los Angeles to begin a new life; a month later he wrote to "Friend Larson" to kindly inquire, "How is the test?"

When he ran low on cases, Larson asked his fellow college cops to round up hoboes in the train yards. With such vagrants Larson went on "fishing expeditions," asking them if they were being sought by the army, the navy, the police, etc., then showing them a map of the United States and asking if they hailed from this state or that. Not only did he catch military deserters this way; the machine acted as a deterrent. Larson boasted that vagrants soon learned to give Berkeley a wide berth. This confirmed one persistent gripe about Vollmer’s methods: that he had not so much reduced crime as driven it into neighboring towns.

In these early years the lie detector had yet to acquire its aura of infallibility, and as word spread of the machine’s prowess, some locals considered it a challenge. One medical student had heard his professor scoff at the notion of a lie detector. When he was accused of stealing a bicycle, he tried to beat the machine by controlling his breath and tensing his fingers. Writing up the case for publication, Larson claimed that the young man’s record showed "disturbances due to a guilt complex." But the original police file indicates that the student was released after obtaining a "very smooth" record. Only after the student consulted with his father and a lawyer did he confess to having stolen the bike.

Then there is the case of the two bunco men caught dealing a trick deck of cards on an Oakland-bound train. At the Berkeley station house their fingerprints identified them as confidence men with long records. One agreed to sit for a lie test. Despite his stony poker face, Larson read his record as an invisible "tell." But in their cell, the hustlers plotted their revenge. On the wall above their bunk, they drew a subversive cartoon of themselves standing before the solemn bench of justice; and underneath, they scrawled this doggerel on scientific interrogation:


"Have you ever been in jail before?"

"Did you give us your right name?"

"Is it true you got a sucker’s coin

In a ‘smoker’ poker game?"

"And was the game on the up and up?"

"Or did you use marked cards?"

"And did you think you could get away

By running through back yards?"

"Please answer each question

By saying ‘yes’ or ‘no’;

Don’t wiggle there while in the chair,

And don’t answer quite so slow."

These are some of the things they ask—

If they think that you are green—

In Berkeley’s super city jail

In front of the lying machine.



In two years Larson tested 861 subjects in 313 cases, corroborating 80 percent of his findings by post-exam confessions or subsequent (unspecified) checks. In total, 218 criminal suspects were identified and 310 exonerated. It was an impressive achievement, and from it Larson deduced several principles. He discovered that the citizens of Berkeley were overwhelmed by a sense of guilt, at least when interrogated by the police. He noted how easily he obtained confessions. And he found that when he retested suspects after confession, their records appeared similar to those deemed innocent of the crime. He also found that he could train his fellow cops to conduct these tests.

In those same two years Vollmer’s initial skepticism turned to unbridled enthusiasm. The lie detector eased the administration of justice and supplied a physiognomic portrait of the town to match his map of colored pins. And Vollmer was determined to let the world know that Berkeley had defeated the age-old problem of criminal deception. In a ten-part silent movie serial, Officer 444, Vollmer played himself—"one of the world’s leading criminologists"—calmly marshaling his scientific police force against a criminal scientist who exploited science for evil purposes. Filmed in Berkeley, the popular serial was meant by Vollmer as an antidote to the hapless Keystone Kops, whose antics he despised. By contrast, Officer 444 was brave and efficient and even got the girl after solving the crime with the help of the "‘lieing machine’—a modern marvel of criminology, which records a crook’s guilt even while he is denying it." And the machine was proving successful in the real world too. When a murder suspect who had been cleared by Larson’s test had his innocence confirmed by an unimpeachable alibi, Vollmer told the press that this was the "most convincing case" yet. "So far we have never made a mistake with our machine. I will not say that it is infallible," he informed the San Francisco Examiner. "But thus far, it has proved so."
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