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PREFACE



Every ghost story begins with a love story, and usually more than one. Once they are untangled, you will always find eternal love, unbearable loss, and unconquerable fear.

Everywhere, every minute, people all over the world are desperately begging God and any other power they can think of to not take someone they love, their child, their husband or wife, mother or father or friend. And finally, at the end, don’t take me.

There is no spot on earth that is free from loss. On this street, or in this room, someone lay down or was put down and was no more. Someone held someone else for the last time here. Rivers and lakes and oceans are full of people who vanished beneath the surface and were never seen again. Wherever you are standing, wherever you call home, someone left the earth there. Everyone we love dies and disappears.

Something more substantial than a memory must survive of all that love. It’s unthinkable that the dead are truly and completely gone. And if the dead are not completely gone, we, as every generation that came before, are compelled to look for whatever remains.

What is death but the end of all we love? Ghosts are what survive of love. Real or unreal, they are a testament to love, and the hope that no matter what, love lasts.

The men and women of the Duke Parapsychology Laboratory were scientists. They never would have phrased it this way. But when all is said and done, as they tried to prove that death is not the end, what they were really trying to prove is that love lasts forever. The problem was how to scientifically demonstrate that life and all the feelings that go with it survive death. A medium relaying messages of continuing love from a dead wife might be enough for an inconsolable widower, but it would never be enough for the scientific community, which demanded not only more convincing evidence but also experiments that could be reliably repeated to produce consistent results. To move an idea out of the realm of belief and into the world of accepted fact, others must be able to verify your results. There are no shortcuts to this process, and no exceptions. Like those we pray to when death is imminent, the scientific method is immune to longing, hope, and pleas.

 

I’ve always been drawn to the dead and forgotten. My last book, about the New York Police Department’s Cold Case Squad, had me immersed in unsolved murders for years. My plan was to find people who had been murdered and denied justice, and for whom it was over in every possible way. I was going to bring them back to life, if only on a paper stage. When the NYPD allowed me into warehouses and basements and closets to look inside hundreds of boxes of old homicide cases, many unopened for decades, I was practically hypnotized; it had the excitement of a treasure hunt and the hope of resurrection. The problem was that, while the research couldn’t have been more fascinating, it was all ultimately heartbreaking. Everything I did came back to someone who had died, and always in some horrible and unthinkable way.

By the time I was done, I was ready to tell my agent that my next project would be a coffee-table book entitled Puppies of North America.

But then I thought: What’s more fun than a ghost story? I’ve never been able to resist the paranormal. So I started looking for a story that was supernatural and scary and still sad, but without all the bloodshed. I began with a haunted house in New York City that I’d heard about when I was a kid and had never forgotten. This led to a group of scientists at Duke University who specialized in parapsychology.

With few exceptions, scientists have always been disdainful of accounts of the paranormal and the idea of studying it rigorously. But there was a moment when science discovered a kaleidoscope of invisible forces, waves, and particles underneath a now thinner veil of reality, and that the universe is expanding. At that moment there was just enough give in the scientific community that phenomena that had always been dismissed as paranormal could be approached differently. In this brief window of opportunity, Duke University opened the Parapsychology Laboratory. I’d heard of the lab over the years, but when I went down to North Carolina I had little idea of what went on there.

It was the Cold Case Squad all over again. There are over seven hundred boxes of lab archives at Duke University, and what I found inside was the story of scientists who were like paranormal detectives, but without the horrible murders, although in the end there were some of those, too. Like the cold case detectives who worked on homicide cases no one else could solve, the scientists at the Parapsychology Lab were looking at “cases” other scientists either didn’t want to or couldn’t explain. I was once again completely absorbed in material that few had looked at in decades. I found death and loss wrapped up in every box I opened, but this time, behind it all, was the hope of something more than a metaphorical resurrection.

The lab was headed up by a man named J. B. Rhine. Outside of parapsychology circles, Rhine is not well-remembered today, but in his time, he was the Einstein of the paranormal. Between 1930 and 1980 the media seized on Rhine and reported on nearly every bit of groundbreaking research that came out of the lab. From Life magazine to Reader’s Digest to the New York Times and the New Yorker, newspapers and magazines were eager to pass on any shred of evidence of life after death to a public that anticipated paranormal breakthroughs to rival those being heralded in other areas of science on what felt like an almost daily basis. In turn, the public would bring thousands of supernatural events to the lab’s attention. The scientists at the lab were flooded with mail and visitors, legendary and otherwise, including Albert Einstein, Upton Sinclair, B. F. Skinner, Richard Nixon, Aldous Huxley, Arthur Koestler, Carl Jung, Bill Wilson (the co-founder of Alcoholics Anonymous), and Jackie Gleason. Timothy Leary flew down to Duke in the sixties and got Rhine and some other scientists there to take their first psilocybin trip to see if this extraordinary drug could enhance the remarkable mental abilities they were trying to understand—ESP, psychokinesis, and clairvoyance. Helen Keller put her fingers to Rhine’s lips when they met and told him that she experienced ESP often. Rod Sterling, who really wanted to believe in the supernatural and ESP, kept an eye on their progress. The Army and the Navy gave the lab contracts to study extrasensory perception in animals, and the Air Force built an “ESP machine,” basically a simple computer that automated parts of the experiment. Defense industry contractors like General Dynamics stopped by at the request of the government’s Advanced Research Projects Agency to see what the lab was up to. When word came from behind the Iron Curtain that the Russians had a parapsychology lab too, there was talk of a Manhattan Project for the paranormal. The CIA would eventually spend millions exploring mind control.

Industry also took an interest in the lab. As early as 1938, Rhine began talking to IBM about building an ESP machine. Like the Air Force later, Rhine wanted to see how technology might help increase their understanding of ESP, and at the start IBM was willing. Representatives from other companies like AT&T, the Zenith Corporation, and Westinghouse got in touch with Rhine in order to conduct experiments to learn more about these mental powers that might one day have a real-world application. Practical businessmen and hard scientists like Alfred P. Sloan, of Sloan-Kettering, and Chester F. Carlson, founder of the Xerox process, were so excited by Rhine’s results that they invested in the lab’s experiments out of their own pockets just to see what else he could find out. The very prestigious and apparently intellectually daring Rockefeller Foundation contributed to the laboratory at the same time they were funding another academic pioneer, Alfred Kinsey.

Rhine and Kinsey had a lot in common. Kinsey was an entomologist who went on to pioneer the scientific study of human sexuality, and Rhine started out with a PhD in botany. Imposing, driven men, they were both a complicated mix of strengths and weaknesses. Rhine, like Kinsey, had all the right qualities needed to lead research in an area almost entirely unexplored by academia. Tall, good-looking, and seductive, Rhine had the allure of an intellectual rebel. He was always able to gather fiercely loyal students, staff, and associates to the parapsychological cause. The famed anthropologist Margaret Mead once stood up to the most formidable group of scientists in America to fight for his work. But also like Kinsey, Rhine possessed some equally impressive flaws. An ex-marine, Rhine loved a fight, which was useful. Convincing the skeptical, frequently outright hostile scientists to accept the results of the lab’s experiments was going to take a battle. But Rhine loved battle a little too much. He didn’t always know when to exit the field, and sometimes saw enemies where his own soldiers stood. To this day there are people whose pain and anger remain so acute they can barely speak about him. But there are also women whose hearts still flutter at the sound of his voice on tapes and men who are willing to stake their reputations on his integrity. For his entire life, Rhine was both celebrated and ostracized. He’d lecture to standing-room-only crowds, from Lockheed Missiles & Space Company on the West Coast to riveted academics at Harvard University on the East, but he sometimes had to respond afterward to ceaseless—and redundant—challenges of fraud, delusion, and incompetence.

Although most of the lab’s work was with ESP, which lent itself to experimentation most easily, the seven hundred boxes that made up the lab archives contained some fabulous surprises. One day I came across a pile of letters from a distraught priest in Maryland. His letters described unusual events surrounding a child in a home outside Washington, D.C. It sounded exactly like the movie The Exorcist, right down to the projectile vomiting. And, in fact, it was the true story on which the author William Peter Blatty had based his best-selling book. The priest told Rhine he thought the disturbing events might be the work of a poltergeist and asked if the lab would be interested in investigating it—they would and they did, to a point.

Rhine always did his best to keep an open mind about anything supernatural, but what he couldn’t test in the lab was not going to help his search for irrefutable proof of life after death. For example, he would later send members of his staff to New York to investigate a poltergeist case so dramatic and perplexing the local police opened an investigation that remains unsolved to this day. Neither the detective assigned to the case nor any of the various experts he consulted could explain how a statue was able to float above a table unaided, make a tremendous explosive sound, and then fall to the floor in one piece. Rhine was always very careful about what he deemed paranormal, as he had a scientific audience to answer to, but while Rhine and his colleagues would hesitate to claim any of the sixty-seven events in this case paranormal, they did conclude that many of them could not be explained by normal means. Many famous mediums and psychics of the day refused to set foot in the lab due to Rhine’s prudence. A lucrative career could be destroyed by failing to convince the dispassionately observing scientists whose opinions would immediately be picked up by newspapers across the country and throughout the world.

Disappointments and uncertain conclusions helped keep Rhine in the lab, and his focus was on extrasensory perception, the one area in all the supernatural territory in which he felt that science and belief could meet, be tested, and begin to be understood. The lab eventually made discoveries about telepathy that are being rediscovered today. The United States government would later spend millions on an aspect of ESP that Rhine’s wife discerned in the fifties. Books and papers about audio hallucinations published today detail discoveries similar to those made by the lab in their ongoing survey of ghost stories. Right now the study of consciousness is one of the hottest fields in science, and Rhine always believed that consciousness was the key to ESP.


But while Rhine tried to focus on consciousness and ESP, the aspect of the paranormal that looked the most like science, his supporters and many of his colleagues were driven by an interest in life after death to leave the lab and head into the field where faith and wishful thinking, rather than hard data, made a case. Rhine would spend a lifetime disappointing these people. In the beginning, I was among them. When Rhine didn’t follow up on some strange but fascinating area of the paranormal, like near-death experiences, I thought, “Come on. Not worth even a look? Really?” But then, very quickly, I became more excited by the possibility that Rhine and his colleagues may have found empirical proof that one of the phenomena they were studying—ESP—was genuine.

The ultimate, heartbreaking fact is that if anything was being missed in all this research and all this work, it was not the steps Rhine didn’t take to answer the question of life after death, but just how close he got. When I began my research I was somewhere between the faithful and the scientific. I didn’t believe in ghosts when I went down to North Carolina to study the work of the Parapsychology Laboratory, and I didn’t believe in ESP either. I’d seen the movie Carrie when I was in college, and I tried to move a pencil across my desk with my mind and failed. But I’m human, and who doesn’t want to believe that the mind is not as limited as we thought and death is not the end? A ghost story is great, but scientific evidence that there really is something paranormal in the world is better. I knew that no one has definitely proven that there is life after death, but Rhine and his colleagues conducted lots of experiments at Duke. What if one of them worked?

What I discovered, among many other things, is that one of them did.









LETTERS RECEIVED AT THE DUKE PARAPSYCHOLOGY LABORATORY



I do not know whether or not you answer or act as consultant for an individual ‘problem,’ but as I know of no one else who might understand, explain (or dismiss) a particular concern, may I presume upon your time?

…this is what occurs…‘Someone’ stands just behind my right shoulder…I know that he is there, though he does not speak. He is dark, gaunt, shadowed…he may be hungry…I feel strangely comfortable in his presence. I feel as though he needs me…Can this be explained?” 1960.

 

“From birth this little girl now aged twenty-nine months, was different from other infants…At one year she was already imitating the family canary, dog, cat and a lamb, cow, frog and chickens…but at 19 months she began to prognosticate with an accuracy most startling…Floods and earthquakes. Plane crashes. The change in Superior Court. Roosevelt and his illness. She has made predictions which I fear to write down here, lest I should be suspected in some way with the results…May I have an answer soon?” 1938.

 

“On May 5th at 4:40 p.m. Tony Bradford…left the White Rock Airport in Dallas, Texas…At Houston, he picked up his fiance…They left Houston at approximately 8:45 p.m. About fifty miles north of Houston, a line of thunderstorms apparently caused their plane to crash. As of this writing no trace of the plane has been found…Would you please put this problem before the people having the ability to judge the exact location of the airplane…The search has been given up since the 20th of May.” 1961.

 

“During the past months, the Boston area has been plagued with a strangular [sic]. Ten women have been strangled, and the police have no concrete clues. I mentioned the work in ESP to the Homicide Department. The detective with whom I talked said the authorities had thought of ESP work in dealing with crime but were skeptical. However, they would be interested in more information.” 1963.

 

“I am in jail at Asheville, N.C. waiting on trial for first degree murder. I know almost to the day when I will be dying so I think I should tell someone of your calibar [sic] so the research can be furthered…I have been able to foretell what is going to happen in the future…I even saw the face of the man of [sic] whom I am accused of killing and even knew his first name but up until the time of his death I had never seen or heard anything about him…I will be going to court the last day of August so I hope you will contact me very shortly either in person or by letter.” 1964.

[The writer was sentenced to life the following month.]


 

“I understand that there were some fragments of a flying saucer sent to Duke for analysis that were at one time actually put on display there and were handled by a number of people but were unanalyzable because they could not be broken down into their constituent parts. Do you know of this incident…I have been investigating the ‘saucers’ since 1946…” 1957.

 

“August 16, 1959, I contracted polio which left me completely paralyzed and unable to breathe without the aid of respiratory equipment. My physical condition has made it mandatory to utilize the one thing I have left—my mind. I have done extensive reading on hypnotism, ESP, mind reading, clairvoyance, spiritualism…If you could recommend some good books along this line it would be greatly appreciated.” 1961.

 

“Help me please…I’m feeling I’m breaking at the edges and for my child’s sake I’d like to get this problem resolved…I have a loved one buried that I very much want you to examine the body as I think he returned to life after burial and is being held alive by electric current in some tranced state. Even if you think I’m wrong help me to know I am wrong.” 1959.

 

“My wife together with me purchased an orange squeezer hand operated—poorly constructed and inexpensive. She bought it for a girl friend of hers, who (in my opinion) was not a really good friend. In my own mind, I wished & concentrated that when she operated this thing, the handle would break and cut her hand (not a nice thing to do, I admit now). Lo & behold THAT is exactly what happened to her. She required stitching by a doctor. I would be most grateful to you to hear from you and get YOUR reaction.” 1958.


 

“Two weeks ago I received word that my husband, an army doctor, had been killed in Germany. Since then I have read several books on psychical research, including your New Frontiers of the Mind…I wish to write…asking about mediums of good character…My husband and I had been married only fourteen months, but we felt somehow as if we had known each other always. It seems, even now, preposterous that he will not return and that we shall not go on with a life where every obstacle existed only for the joy of overcoming it together.” 1945.

 

“I am the owner of what appears to be a poltergeist haunted house…one that is rented to tenants…they have been complaining of…bed clothing pulled off, knocking on the walls, cold drafts thro’ the floor…the sister once saw an apparition of a man dressed in something like an intern’s suit, standing in the room—then disappearing…a former tenant also complained of odd experiences…would you be so kind as to advise me if you know to whom in Southern California I might appeal for a reference to a really honest and genuine medium?” 1961.

 

“You received a letter last year…sealed with cellophane. On it was a warning for the one who should read it to possess a strong will. Asking you to perform an experiment to test the distance of my ability to communicate mentally with people…My girlfriend received a nervous breakdown from this. I am sure a few words from you will help a great deal in convincing these doctors that there is such a thing as mental telepathy…This place is the Psychological Institute and Hospital of New York State.” 1940.


 

“…on one of those warm moonlight nights I woke up with a terrific start…I heard someone walking in the kitchen…Imagine my shock when a small man wearing a striped bathrobe and something like a turban wrapped around his head peered seemingly curiously at me…The figure withdrew and I waited for the footsteps, my eyes riveted on the black space in the door frame…Once more the little man appeared, this time only his head, staring at me…Looking forward to your reply with much interest…” 1958.











ONE



Before a small, unknown Methodist college was transformed into Duke University in the late 1920s, the city of Durham had been a backwater, known mostly for minor league baseball and cigarettes. The outskirts were bleak, and the sickly sweet smell of tobacco leaves being cured in warehouses was everywhere, wafting down the streets and on past the run-down shacks that housed the factory workers. Duke University’s campus, however, was a lush, green, magnolia-scented paradise. An infusion of millions of tobacco dollars had created a rebirth, coinciding with the arrival of J. B. and Louisa Rhine, who’d been searching the country for just such an academic haven. Duke was the clean slate where they could begin their scientific pursuit of the paranormal away from the darkened parlors of charlatan mediums and under the guidance of an enthusiastic and protective mentor, Dr. William McDougall, the head of Duke’s nascent psychology department. In the midst of all the building and revitalization that surrounded them, J. B. Rhine and Dr. McDougall talked mostly of death.

Rhine had spent the past six months studying the desperate and repeated attempts of a public school administrator named John Thomas to communicate with his recently deceased wife through mediums. The results were thrilling—the mediums were frequently able to provide facts known only to Thomas. They inspired a suspension of Rhine’s hypercritical disbelief, but after all his efforts, Rhine was at an impasse. He’d done everything he could to verify the facts contained in the mediums’ messages, even traveling hundreds of miles to a small centuries-old cemetery in upstate New York to confirm a few obscure séance-transmitted details. The information the mediums were communicating was almost always correct. But the number of verifiable facts, however staggering, did not prove that the mediums were getting their information from beyond the grave. While he had eliminated the possibility of fraud or a few good guesses, Rhine knew there could be another explanation. Telepathy is the ability of one mind to communicate directly with another without the use of any of the known senses. The mediums could have gotten their facts from the man’s dead wife, but they could also have gotten them from the mind of someone living, like the husband himself.

So which was it, dead wife or telepathy? There was no way to answer the question scientifically—Rhine obviously couldn’t get the dead wife into a laboratory, and while there had been some work toward substantiating telepathy in the past, the current “status of experimental telepathy” was nowhere near the point of explaining the mediums’ results. But McDougall disagreed. The evidence for telepathy was “astonishingly good,” he insisted. The problem was, a consistently reliable experiment under controlled settings hadn’t been found. The two men decided that before he did anything else, Rhine had to design just such an experiment. McDougall, it turned out, was in a unique position to help make that happen. The study of the paranormal and life after death was as much a passion of his as Rhine’s, and he’d left a prestigious position at Harvard for the promise of funding and support for psychical research from the president of Duke University himself. McDougall would do everything in his power to further Rhine’s search for proof of life beyond death. Before a decade was up Durham was no longer just a tobacco town. By 1934 Duke University and Rhine’s amazing experiments in what would come to be known as ESP, extrasensory perception, would captivate a nation. “The success of Rhine’s E.S.P. work,” McDougall proclaimed, “is about the only bright spot in a dark world.” It was the first hard evidence that the elusive proof of life after death might be out there.

 

The journey to Duke had started in a dimly lit parlor in Boston, Massachusetts, with a beautiful woman who claimed she could talk to the dead. It was 1926, and mediums were all the rage, but Boston’s Mina Crandon, the wife of the respected surgeon Le Roi G. Crandon, had every medium in America beat. In séances conducted in a fourth-floor parlor in fashionable, relentlessly respectable Beacon Hill, the captivating Mina, who went by the pseudonym Margery, held out this promise: You will never die, never disappear forever, and now, come close and hold my hands, and my feet, just to reassure yourself that this is all real, it’s not a trick, and death is not the end. Mina often wore only slippers, stockings, and a dressing gown, which her husband would part so her guests could stare, in the name of science and discovery, to see the ectoplasmic emissions that sometimes came from her mouth, her ear, and from between her legs. Sex and immortality. What could be more irresistible? Some didn’t know how to react. But then Dr. Crandon would invite them to reach out and touch her. At very special sittings, held in near total darkness, Crandon would flash a red light, and from between the spread legs of a now naked Mina would emerge what was described as a frightening “flaccid,” “tongue-like projection.” The Crandons proclaimed it the ectoplasmic emission of the hand of Mina’s brother Walter, who had died in a railroad accident in 1911. It was horrifying. According to an account written by Thomas R. Tietze, one witness said the end “was broken up irregularly like amputated fingers.” But no one looked away. Do you want to touch it, Dr. Crandon would ask. Many recoiled, although one sitter said it felt like a woman’s breast. Others said it felt like cold, raw beef or wet rubber. These were very effluent times, and the paranormal was frequently wet, dripping, and organic. Other mediums would expel goose fat–lubricated cheesecloth. Harvard professors later concluded that Mina’s “hand” was constructed from the lung tissue of an animal. Professor McDougall, then still at Harvard, was the first to state the obvious. “The more interesting question is—How did it come to be within the anatomy?” Mina never permitted the kind of inspection needed to answer the question, but she did once ask Hereward Carrington, a researcher on the committee from Scientific American, “Wouldn’t you like to kiss me?” The magazine had offered twenty-five hundred dollars to anyone who could prove they had psychical abilities, and Carrington was there to investigate her claims. “What was I to do? She was there in my arms,” Carrington later pleaded for understanding. “She was making advances to every man in sight,” another visitor confirmed. Carrington would sit with Mina forty times.


During these sittings Mina would rest her feet on his knees and hold his hands. Carrington was the only one on that particular committee, which included Harry Houdini and avoid McDougall, to vote in her favor. Ultimately, the Scientific American committee remained neutral, neither pronouncing her genuine nor fake, but their investigation created a controversy that only made Mina more famous than ever. Other groups would insist she was authentic and defend her forcefully and passionately. Sir Arthur Conan Doyle even presented Mina with a silver cup that read, “in recognition of your heroic struggle for truth.”

And so with her husband in the same room, men continued to flock to the Boston parlor to gaze at Mina’s breasts and vagina, and bind her, touch her, kiss her, and make her smile, all with Dr. Crandon’s approval, and all the while pretending that there was absolutely no sexual context.

Into that overheated, erotically charged townhouse walked Dr. Joseph Banks Rhine. Known as J.B., and Banks to his friends, the thirty-year-old Rhine was accompanied by his wife, Dr. Louisa Rhine, whom everyone called Louie. Rhine had started out intending to become a minister, but knowledge had replaced faith while he was in college, and he renounced religion. Since academia didn’t yet have an answer about life after death, Rhine started looking for other ways to approach the problem. J.B. and Louie had heard about spirit photography and other popular vehicles to reach beyond the grave. They listened to the experts of the day, such as Arthur Conan Doyle, who was absolutely certain that he had communicated with his dead son. His conviction was impressive, and his suggestion that psychic phenomena could be subjected to scientific investigation reinforced the Rhines’ growing interest. The work Rhine had been pursuing in botany and biology no longer seemed real or vital enough to fill an entire lifetime. By the end of the year J.B. and Louie had resigned their positions at West Virginia University, sold all their furniture, and come to Boston, where some of the most exciting work in psychical research, as it was then called, was being conducted, and to Harvard University and the distinguished British psychologist Dr. William McDougall, who, like them, believed psychical research was a suitable subject for university study.

The Rhines first sat with a medium named Mrs. Minnie Soule, but the results were disappointing, and so they turned to the famous Mina Crandon, who had impressed so many of their new Boston colleagues. When the Rhines climbed the stairs of the Crandons’ townhouse at 10 Lime Street on a Friday evening in midsummer, July 1, 1926, their expectations were enormous.

Things went wrong from the start. The Rhines were told that they were going to get the “standard” sitting, which was meant for newcomers and not scientists. The standard sitting began with dinner and drinks—adding alcohol to the already heady mix of sex and the promise of life everlasting. On that particular night, Dr. Crandon offered a glass of champagne to teetotaler Rhine, who declined. When the meal was completed, Mrs. Crandon left the room to change into her dressing gown and slippers.

The Rhines were not allowed to look around the parlor before the séance began, but they were given the various contraptions that would be used later in the evening to examine, like the “voice machine.” This was basically a tube and a mouthpiece that was inserted into Mina’s mouth, making it impossible for her to speak and thereby proving it was the dead talking and not Mina. The Rhines also examined Mina’s trumpet, something common to mediums of the day. Trumpets were used to project the voices of the dead and were essentially glorified megaphones. The Rhines looked everything over and could find no obvious trickery in any of Mina’s devices.

Mina entered the room. Wires were attached to her wrists and ankles as she sat in a chair in a cabinet, her hands coming through the sides, resting on shelves. A leather collar was fixed around her neck and fastened to the back wall. Once again, if they’d been asked, everyone at the séance would have insisted that these measures were taken to prove that it was not fraud. (It had nothing to do with seeing a beautiful woman in bondage.) The front door to Mina’s cabinet was open, and the guests formed a semicircle around her. Rhine sat at her immediate right.

The lights went out. From then on they would sit in darkness except when Dr. Crandon turned on his red light so they could see a particular effect. When Mina fell into a trance, the spirit of her brother Walter assumed command. Walter would keep up a friendly banter throughout the trance portion of the evening.

Rhine would later describe the séance as a performance with seven acts. The details seem quaint now. A basket floated above Mina’s head in one act. In another, the guests were asked to volunteer personal items that Mina would identify in the dark. The voice machine was brought out, and once the mouthpiece was positioned, Walter recited the Lord’s Prayer in German. Mina’s trumpet appeared and was heard bumping around inside of the cabinet for a bit before it was held up by unseen forces and thrown into the room. At one point Rhine saw Mina use her foot to kick the trumpet closer when it had temporarily gotten away from her. There was also so much play in the wires that tied Mina’s hands that Rhine could hear the tug of the wire whenever “Walter” was said to have thrown something.

Two weeks later Rhine wrote to the American Society of Psychical Research’s board of trustees. The Rhines were members, and the society’s support of Mina was part of the reason for their initial enthusiasm. “I am disgusted, not only with the case but with the attitude our Journal has taken on it, sponsoring it before the scientific world. The whole case is sure to crash some of these days and where will our reputations be then? We will be the laughing stock of the world for years to come.”

J.B. and Louie submitted a scathing account of the sitting to the society’s journal. The society sat on it a little too long for the Rhines, and so they decided to try the Journal of Abnormal and Social Psychology at the same time. Although simultaneous submissions are considered bad form, Rhine wanted to secure a professional reputation as a serious scientist, and the American Society of Psychical Research was beginning to lose its reputation for doing serious scientific research. Their report was accepted by the Journal of Abnormal and Social Psychology, Rhine resigned his membership in the American Society of Psychical Research, and in the beginning of 1927 their paper was published.

Their report described the event in damning detail. Where the Rhines couldn’t exactly explain Mina’s deception they offered, “The sister art of magic offers ready-made so many instruments and methods that it is foolish for us to ponder long over the question of ‘just how she did it.’” And then the Rhines make an argument that would be turned against them for the rest of their lives: “If we can never know to a relative certainty that there was no trickery possible, no inconsistencies present, and no normal action occurring, we can never have a science and never really know anything about psychic phenomena.”

There is a note of cruelty at the end of the Rhines’ report. Mina did this, they wrote, to create a bond between herself and her husband, who had been married twice already and who might one day start looking for the next Mrs. Crandon. Mina knew her husband had a morbid fear of death and an intense interest in psychic affairs, and this was her way of holding on to him. In an academic journal the Rhines’ allegations seem jarring and out of place—it reads like gossip and is far from the sober, scientific tone of the rest of the report. Still, this was J. B. Rhine’s first salvo in a lifelong battle to bring the paranormal out from the darkness of the sexually infused parlor and into the bright and unemotional light of the laboratory—and he pulled no punches.

Things were never the same after that for Mina. Later, in 1939, what Mina had feared the most happened: Her husband died and she was alone. After that, she gained weight, lost her looks, and started drinking. She was so depressed she once tried to throw herself off the roof at Lime Street in the middle of a séance. “I attended about 5 nights during the week,” a friend of Rhine’s wrote to him, “and Mina was drunk every night…Only on one occasion (Saturday morning) was she sober.” Poor Mina. She was never out to exploit anyone’s grief and she always refused to contact dead relatives. She was just a scared, uneducated farm girl doing the only thing she could think of to survive. The boozy and tragic sideshow finally came to an end when Mina died of cirrhosis of the liver in 1941. She was only fifty-two.

The Rhines’ report was the beginning of Mina’s downfall, but for others it became a call to arms. There’s a story that’s often repeated that just after the report came out, Bostonians opened their morning papers to this simple but blunt advertisement, which had been placed by Sir Arthur Conan Doyle: “J.B. Rhine is an ass.” When various newspapers broke the story of his skeptical report about Mina, Doyle and others rushed to her defense. Members of the two premier psychical research organizations at the time, the Boston Society of Psychic Research and the American Society for Psychical Research, shot off angry letters to the editors calling Rhine a knave and a fool and at best, immodest.

While there was something exciting about taking on the paranormal establishment, the winter of 1927 was not a good time for J. B. Rhine. Just as their account became public his mother died unexpectedly. She went fast, and for that Rhine was grateful, but it also made him desperate for comfort. “I must find a place for her, yes, must by all the laws or ways of thought. That, or turn my back upon her memories and forget her.” The question about life after death was even more important now, and Rhine was ready to battle the overly credulous Conan Doyles of the world to come up with a real and testable way to find the answer.

 

The same month the Rhines sat with Mina in Boston, the man who would bring J.B. and Louie to Duke was having an entirely different encounter with a medium. John Thomas had lost his wife, Ethel, two months before, when she’d gone into the hospital for what was supposed to be a simple operation but instead had died on the table. Thomas had such a hard time accepting her death that he began looking for her everywhere. The spirit, the essence of whom he loved, he believed, couldn’t just be gone. If she still existed somewhere in some way, then there was the possibility that he could reach her. Thomas, who directed the finances of all the public schools in Detroit, was a scientific man, and sitting with mediums was both an act of desperation and a serious investigation.

Thomas had better luck than the Rhines. When he sat with Minnie Soule, the first medium to disappoint the Rhines, the results were stunning. She didn’t just get a few details right about his deceased wife, she got sixty-two things right. Thomas kept meticulous notes of the sittings and the information the mediums communicated. Unlike the dark séances of Mina and others, the Soule séances were conducted in the light and were markedly more professional. What’s more, John Thomas recognized his wife’s personality in the communications. The jokes that were made were very much Ethel’s particular sense of humor. When Ethel said, “I am the most alive dead one you ever saw,” Thomas couldn’t help rejoicing. In December, when the Rhines were struggling to recover hope about psychical research, John Thomas was bursting with it.

Thomas contacted the psychology department at Harvard, which put him in touch with Rhine. Thomas wrote that he was leaving for England to sit with a medium who didn’t know him or anything about him. If the results he got with a medium there were as convincing, would J.B. and Louie be willing to work with him and help him? Without committing himself, Rhine nonetheless communicated his interest.

The results Thomas got from the British medium were again startling. It wasn’t so much the individual revelations, like identifying an unusual necklace that had been buried with his wife. It was the sheer number of facts, which would go up into the thousands by the time he was done. “He came back a different man,” Louie remembered. “He was the man who had lost his wife and now he found her again.” He was no longer alone. “It had an effect on us too,” Louie admitted. Maybe the results were genuine.

Through a British medium Ethel had urged her husband to see McDougall, who by this time had left Harvard for Duke. Thomas wrote McDougall that he had seven hundred fifty pages of material from all his visits with mediums and he wanted to do something with it. Thomas suggested that the Rhines come to Duke to work on his material in an advisory capacity, and then wrote J.B. to see what he’d do if McDougall approved. Rhine mulled this over and though he wrote back, “I am vacillating between a tremendous elation and a gloomy despair with regard to the whole field,” at the end of the summer when Thomas wired Rhine with the news that McDougall had given his approval, the Rhines started packing their bags.

The very next month, September 1927, J.B. and Louie were installed in Durham. Once again, J. B. Rhine had pulled up stakes to answer what was coming to be known as the survival question: Is there life after death? Rhine was excited about Thomas’s material, yet hesitant. The following spring, however, McDougall and Rhine had agreed telepathy was the most promising lead Thomas’s results offered, and the place to pursue it was not in the ever-expanding cemeteries strewn across the country, but inside a laboratory.











TWO



A few months later, on the other side of the country, in Long Beach, California, Mary Craig, the frail wife of the writer Upton Sinclair, also began a series of experiments to prove the existence of telepathy. She’d had some psychic experiences early in her life and she was determined to find out if they were real or just her imagination. At a set hour, Mary Craig’s brother-in-law Bob Irwin would make a drawing in his home in Pasadena and then concentrate on it for fifteen to twenty minutes. At the same time, Mary Craig would be lying on her couch in semidarkness trying to reach a state of what she described as an “uncomplicated” concentration that allowed her to receive a mental image of Bob’s drawing. She would then make her own rendering to compare with her brother-in-law’s. The experiment was refined in various ways; for instance, sometimes the drawings were placed in sealed envelopes that Mary Craig would hold against her body as she quietly waited for the visions to come “with a rustling of wings” and a feeling of triumph. She worked with several people, including Upton himself, and Roman Ostoja, a young medium whose convincing demonstrations of telepathy inspired Craig to begin her own experiments.

Mary Craig conducted two hundred ninety tests for nearly a year, and the results were impossible to ignore. A large percentage of the drawings she made were either almost exact replicas of the target drawings or inarguably
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