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1. Introduction: A Visionary’s Legacy, Shrouded in Secrecy  

In the early hours of January 7, 1943, Nikola Tesla, one of the most brilliant and enigmatic inventors of the modern age, was found dead in Room 3327 of the New Yorker Hotel. He was 86 years old, penniless, and alone, his genius overshadowed by decades of obscurity and financial struggle. Within hours of Tesla’s death, the U.S. government moved swiftly, dispatching agents to secure his belongings. Among the items seized from his room were crates of scientific papers, diagrams, and prototypes—treasures that hinted at the scope of his visionary ideas. 

For decades, Tesla had dazzled the world with inventions that redefined the boundaries of science and engineering: the alternating current (AC) system that powered modern civilisation, experiments in wireless communication decades before radio, and claims of technologies that could send energy across vast distances without wires. But Tesla’s genius was matched by his eccentricity and his tragic inability to navigate the cutthroat world of industrial finance. By the end of his life, his grandest projects—such as the Wardenclyffe Tower, designed to send free energy to the world—had been abandoned, and his reputation had been reduced to that of an impractical dreamer. 

Yet in death, Tesla’s work became the subject of intense and immediate interest. The Office of Alien Property Custodian (OAPC), a wartime agency tasked with securing assets that might pose a risk to national security, was ordered to seize Tesla’s papers. Although Tesla had been a U.S. citizen since 1891, his Serbian heritage and his status as an immigrant inventor seemed to justify the OAPC’s involvement. FBI agents were also dispatched to watch the process, and the U.S. government recruited one of its top scientific minds, Dr. John G. Trump, to evaluate the confiscated materials. Trump, an MIT professor and prominent electrical engineer, later reported that Tesla’s papers contained “primarily speculative and philosophical” ideas, with little practical applicability. 

But this official narrative left many questions unanswered. Why had the government mobilised so quickly to secure Tesla’s possessions, and why were some of his papers classified or withheld from public view? Tesla had long claimed to have developed technologies that could revolutionise energy production and transmission, including a so-called “Death Ray” capable of neutralising enemy planes. While these claims were often dismissed as exaggerations, the potential military implications of Tesla’s work could not be ignored during the height of World War II.  

Tesla’s death marked the beginning of a new chapter in the story of his legacy—one defined not by the public celebration of his achievements, but by the quiet suppression of his most radical ideas. Over the years, fragments of information about the confiscated papers have surfaced, but key portions remain hidden, fuelling speculation about what the U.S. government might have sought to conceal. Was Tesla’s vision simply too advanced for its time, or was it deliberately buried to protect powerful interests? 

The silence surrounding Tesla’s papers has become as much a part of his legacy as his groundbreaking inventions. What remains undisputed, however, is that Tesla’s death set in motion a government effort to secure and evaluate his work, leaving the world to wonder what might have been lost in the process—and why.

Where Did the Papers Go? Lost, Hidden, or Destroyed?

Tesla’s belongings — which included countless notebooks, diagrams, and mysterious boxes of equipment — were seized under orders of the U.S. Office of Alien Property Custodian. Although Tesla had become an American citizen decade earlier, the government found a convenient loophole, treating his effects as if belonging to a potential foreign agent. In the middle of a world war, such legal gymnastics were hardly questioned.

A Swift Removal

Hotel staff reported that the very next day, federal agents arrived with trucks. Tesla’s trunks, piled high with documents and odd apparatus, were loaded and driven away under guard. Many expected this would all be returned to the family, once properly inventoried.

But the papers did not simply go into polite storage.

Instead, the most sensitive materials were transferred to the Manhattan warehouse of the Alien Property Custodian — an agency originally designed to hold assets seized from German and Japanese nationals. Tesla, it seemed, was now being treated as a potential security liability.

The Curious Case of John G. Trump

From there, the War Department called in John G. Trump, an MIT engineer specialising in high-voltage and radar work. His official task
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