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Prologue: The Room With No Windows

The building did not look like the front line of a secret war. It was a low, weathered structure at Fort Meade, Maryland — two aging wooden barracks, numbered 2560 and 2561, with peeling paint and a persistent smell of damp. Soldiers who walked past it assumed it held records, or surplus, or nothing at all. What it actually held was one of the strangest experiments the United States government ever funded: a small unit of men and women who were paid to close their eyes and describe places they had never seen, thousands of miles away, guarded by an enemy that would have killed to keep them secret.

They were not spies in any ordinary sense. They carried no cameras, cracked no safes, recruited no informants. They sat in a dim room, a monitor beside them, a pad of paper on the table, and waited for impressions to arrive. A set of geographic coordinates, or sometimes only a sealed envelope with a reference number inside, was the only thread connecting them to a target. From that thread they were expected to pull a description: the shape of a building, the layout of a harbor, the outline of a weapon the Soviets had not yet revealed to the world.

For more than two decades, across at least four presidential administrations, the American intelligence community took this seriously enough to keep paying for it. The program passed through the hands of the CIA, the Defense Intelligence Agency, and Army Intelligence. It was buried under a rotating series of code names — GONDOLA WISH, GRILL FLAME, CENTER LANE, SUN STREAK, and finally the name history would remember it by: STAR GATE. It consumed millions of dollars and the careers of serious scientists, decorated officers, and a handful of ordinary people who discovered they could apparently do something extraordinary.

And then, in 1995, the Central Intelligence Agency did something almost as strange as the program itself. It admitted the whole thing had existed, released thousands of pages of documents, and shut it down. The files that had been stamped SECRET and locked away were suddenly, officially, ours to read.

This book is built from that declassified record — the memos, the evaluation reports, the session transcripts, and the sworn recollections of the people who lived it. It is not a book of belief. It is a book about what actually happened inside a program that most Americans still assume was a Hollywood invention, and about the far harder question the documents leave behind: not whether the government believed in psychic spies, but why it kept believing, for so long, against so much doubt.

The story begins not with a séance, but with a fear. A very Cold War kind of fear — the fear of falling behind.




Chapter One: The Psychic Cold War

To understand why the United States spent twenty years funding the paranormal, you have to understand the peculiar logic of the Cold War arms race. It was a competition in which the most dangerous thing was not what your enemy had, but what your enemy might have that you had dismissed. Every rumor of a Soviet capability, however outlandish, carried a poisonous question with it: what if it is real, and we did nothing?

In the late 1960s and early 1970s, that question began attaching itself to a subject that respectable defense analysts would have preferred to ignore entirely — parapsychology. Reports were reaching Western intelligence that the Soviet Union was pouring resources into the study of extrasensory perception, telepathy, and what they called "psychotronics." The figure that circulated, and alarmed people, was that Moscow might be spending tens of millions of rubles a year on research the West had abandoned to carnival tents and spiritualist parlors.

Some of this was fueled by a 1970 book, "Psychic Discoveries Behind the Iron Curtain," which described Soviet laboratories investigating telepathy and mind-over-matter with apparent government backing. To a general public the book was a curiosity. To a defense planner it was something else: evidence that a nuclear-armed adversary was taking seriously a domain the United States had left unguarded. The precise accuracy of the reporting mattered less than its strategic implication. Intelligence agencies do not get to assume the best case. Their job is to imagine the worst one and price it.

The worst case, in this instance, was genuinely unsettling. If human beings could be trained to perceive distant locations by mind alone, then no vault was secure, no submarine was hidden, no missile silo was truly buried. A hostile psychic would not trip an alarm or show up on radar. And if the Soviets developed such a capability first, the United States would not even know it had been penetrated. The nightmare was not a weapon that could destroy a city. It was a method of espionage that left no trace and triggered no defense.

This is the crucial thing to grasp about the origins of America’s remote viewing program, and it is written plainly in the internal justifications that later surfaced in the declassified files. The program was not born from a belief that psychic phenomena were real. It was born from an inability to prove that they were not — combined with the unbearable cost of being wrong. In the calculus of the era, a small hedge against a catastrophic surprise looked entirely rational, even to hard-nosed men who privately thought the whole thing was nonsense.

There was, too, a peculiarly modern flavor to the Soviet research that made it hard to laugh off. The reporting did not describe crystal balls and tarot cards. It described laboratories, instruments, electrodes, and the vocabulary of physics bent toward the study of consciousness — "bioinformation," "bioenergetics," "psychotronics." Whether or not the underlying phenomena were real, the Soviets appeared to be pursuing them with the apparatus and seriousness of a state science program, and that framing landed very differently on an American analyst’s desk than a tent at a county fair would have. If a rival superpower was building an institution around a question, the safe assumption was that the question was worth building an institution around — or at least worth matching, just in case.

A Hedge, Not a Faith

It is worth pausing on that distinction, because it explains the entire arc of the story that follows. Skeptics have often mocked the program by asking how supposedly serious people could believe in something so absurd. But belief was never really the operative variable. The operative variable was asymmetry. The downside of funding the research and finding nothing was a few hundred thousand dollars and some professional embarrassment. The downside of not funding it, and being wrong, was a strategic catastrophe with no defense. When the stakes are that lopsided, you fund the long shot and hope it fails cheaply.

And so, quietly, money began to move. Not through the front door of any agency, but through the discreet channels that the intelligence community reserves for things it wants to explore without owning. The first serious American effort would not take place in a government basement at all. It would take place in California, in a respected research institute, under the direction of two physicists with impeccable credentials and an appetite for the questions everyone else was too cautious to ask.

Their names were Harold Puthoff and Russell Targ. And the man who would walk into their laboratory and change everything was not a scientist. He was an artist from Colorado who claimed he could send his mind wherever he pleased.




Chapter Two: Two Physicists and a Psychic

Stanford Research Institute — later independent and renamed SRI International — sat in Menlo Park, California, a serious place doing serious contract work for government and industry. It was exactly the kind of institution whose letterhead could lend respectability to a subject that badly needed some. In the early 1970s, two of its physicists became the unlikely architects of the American psychic program.

Harold Puthoff was a laser physicist with a background that included work relevant to the intelligence world. Russell Targ was a laser researcher with a long, private fascination with extrasensory perception. Neither man fit the caricature of the credulous believer. Both wanted the same thing that had eluded the field for a century: a way to test claimed psychic ability under controlled conditions rigorous enough to convince a skeptic, or to expose a fraud.

The opportunity arrived in the form of Ingo Swann, a New York artist with an unusual conviction: that he could deliberately shift his perception to a distant location and describe what was there. Swann was not a passive medium waiting for spirits. He was assertive, articulate, and impatient with sloppy testing. He wanted to be examined, and he had strong opinions about how it should be done. It was Swann, more than anyone, who pushed the work away from the vague card-guessing experiments of old parapsychology toward something that felt operational — the description of real places.

The Coordinate Experiments

One day in 1973, according to the accounts that later entered the record, Swann grew frustrated with the artificial nature of laboratory targets and proposed something audacious. Give me a set of geographic coordinates, he said, latitude and longitude, and I will tell you what is there. The researchers were skeptical — this sounded less like perception and more like a parlor trick that could be gamed with a good memory for maps. But they tried it.

What reportedly followed was the first crack in the wall of easy dismissal. Given coordinates, Swann began producing descriptions — of terrain, of structures, of features — that were often startlingly consistent with the actual locations, including places obscure enough that memorization seemed an implausible explanation. The procedure came to be called "Scanate," a contraction of "scanning by coordinate." It was crude, it was contested, and its results were never as clean as its champions claimed or as worthless as its critics insisted. But it was enough to attract the attention of the people who mattered.

The Central Intelligence Agency was watching. Through intermediaries, the Agency began funding the SRI work, cautiously, to see whether any of it could be made operationally useful. This is the moment the story leaves the realm of scientific curiosity and enters the realm of statecraft. From here forward, the question was no longer merely "is this real?" It was "can we use it?"

A Ring Around Jupiter

One episode from these early years has become legend precisely because it seemed to push remote viewing past the reach of any ordinary explanation. In 1973, before a NASA probe reached the outer planets, Ingo Swann and Pat Price took part in an experiment that pointed the inner eye not at a building or a coastline but at another world entirely: Jupiter. The task was audacious to the point of absurdity — describe a planet hundreds of millions of miles away, in advance of the spacecraft that would soon photograph it.

Among the impressions Swann reported was something that made the experimenters sit up: he described a ring around Jupiter, a band encircling the planet. At the time this seemed simply wrong. Jupiter was not known to have rings; that distinction belonged to Saturn, and any schoolchild could have told you so. It looked, on its face, like a plain error — until years later, when spacecraft observations confirmed that Jupiter does in fact possess a faint ring system, invisible from Earth and unknown to science when Swann described it.

Believers hold this up as one of the most extraordinary hits in the program’s history. Skeptics counter, reasonably, that the full transcript of that session contained many other statements, some vague and some flatly wrong, and that a single lucky correspondence plucked from a long, rambling description proves little — especially about a target as visually familiar, in broad outline, as a giant planet. The Jupiter session is a perfect miniature of the entire program: a detail startling enough to make dismissal feel arrogant, embedded in a context muddy enough to make belief feel reckless. You will meet that exact shape again and again in the pages ahead.

The Skeptic’s Objection, Anticipated

It would
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