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INTRODUCTION

"Neither let there be found among you anyone that con-

sulteth soothsayers • . . nor let there be anyone that con-

sulteth pythonic spirits, or fortune tellers, or that seeketh the

truth from the dead. . . . For the Lord abhorreth all these

things and for these abominations He will destroy them at

their coming." Deuteronomy, Chap. 18, vs. IO-I2 (Douay).

This book is about swindlers. Fascinating swindlers:
men and women who practice the most contemptible
form of deception. They take advantage of the mis

fortune of others. They are not like the cheerful

grafters of the circus tent, who short-change the pleasure-

seeking rustics; these fellows snatch up people who are

perhaps in desperation, and then think nothing of taking
their life's savings by means of a little adroit thimble

rigging- Card-sharpers and second-story men are up

right citizens compared to the folk who exorcise their
way through this volume.

These people are known as "Spook Crooks." That
is the title of abuse conjurers and sincere spiritualists
have bestowed on persons who sell predictions and advice

from "supernatural" sources— fraudulent astrologers,
crooked spirit mediums, fortune-tellers, numerologists.

They catch about 30,000,000 people a year, and take

$125,000,000 away from them; in return for this com

fortable livelihood they ruin many of their victims, cause

the suicide of others, even drive some of them insane.

[ 9 ]
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Spook Crooks!
In the chapters which follow, one finds described a little

of the havoc which individual swindlers have left in

their wake.

The Spook Crooks may be contemptible, but they are

clever, colorful, and convincing. Their chief stock-in-

trade is superstition, which in company with mysticism

in one form or another has held the human race in bond

age from the beginning of time. In every age the super

stitious and credulous have been easy victims of the craft

of the alleged prophets of that period. Yet, never in

the history of mankind has there been such a wave of
superstition and belief in the supernatural as now exists.

The bearded cone-hatted diviners of the Middle Ages
were bungling amateurs compared to the modern seers,

the men and women you will find in this book.

The World War brought its aftermath of an increased

belief in Spiritualism through mothers desiring "mes

sages" from their sons who were killed in action. The
widespread use of the radio made millions familiar with

the involved pseudo-astronomical phraseology of the

astrologer and the fantastic mathematical palaver of
the numerologist.

Unemployment drove thousands to fortune tellers.
The seers fattened on the last dollars of the unfortu
nates who asked only two questions, "Where can I find

work"? and "When shall I be employed again?"

Just as the witch-doctor of the African tribes is be

lieved to find the best hunting grounds through his weird
and uncanny incantations, so are the 1932 fortune tellers
supposed to "find" positions for the unemployed.

Superstitions of the jungle inhabitant are not much dif
ferent from those of the city dweller.

Everyone is a little superstitious down in his heart.

[10]
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Spook Crooks!
How about you? Will you light three cigarettes with

one match? Do you expect bad luck on Friday, the thir
teenth? Or do you think it is unlucky to have supersti

tions? Even if you are not superstitious, perhaps you

think it reasonable that the stars should have an influ

ence on human affairs. And although you can plead "not

guilty" on all these counts, remember how many tall
buildings skip lightly from the twelfth to the fourteenth

floor. The Spook Crooks' stock is an article of first qual

ity, you see, and does not spoil with age.

The second asset of these swindlers is showmanship.
You go to see them, because you think there may be

something in it after all. Step by step, they build up to
an emotional and nervous climax, where your reason

loses all control; then they stop short, and tell you to

come again to-morrow —the spirits can tell you no more

to-day. You come to-morrow, and to-morrow, and to

morrow; until your money is gone. So is the fortune
teller. According to your temperament and the amount

of your losses, you keep sheepishly still, or you go to

the police, or something gives way.

In 1 93 1, there came to the attention of the authorities

many suicides which were directly traceable to fortune
tellers; how many people were sent to jails, asylums, or
the poorhouse I cannot tell. Warden Lewis E. Lawes
of Sing Sing prison wrote me he kept no records of
how many of his charges were started on a criminal life
by the vicious predictions of fortune tellers.

"But," you may say, "how do you know that it is all

swindling? How do you know that the course of the

stars or planets does not affect human affairs? How do

you know that the dead cannot communicate with the

living?" My answer is ready and simple. I do not know.
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Spook Crooks!
I merely believe —but back my beliefs with undisputed

facts.

The Smithsonian Institution issued an official pronun-
ciamento (June 31, 1931 ) to the effect that the future of
individuals is not predictable by astrologers, spirit
mediums or fortune tellers; statements such as "Astrol
ogy is the bunk," "Numerology is nothing but plati
tudinous piffle, and not an esoteric science," "The falla
ciousness of astrology ceased to be debatable more than

three hundred years ago," have come in droves from

leading scientists; but I do not know if they know; but

I believe they do.

/ do know however that all the predictions of the

future, whether by astrologers, spirit mediums, fortune
tellers, or mind-readers, of which I have ever heard were

false —and conscious chicanery. And the majority of
these predictions were for the vilest of purposes, that of
falsely obtaining money from the credulous.

In this book I have written down the stories of some

typical victims, have told how the false prophets cheated

them, what happened to them; and then I have explained

the thimble-rigging mountebank tricks by which the for
tune-teller contrived to perform miracles.

You will see how a simple piece of palming which any
amateur conjurer can do, made a mother of two children
kill herself; how an old side-show chemical trick made

an eminent anthropologist lose his mind; how stock

brokers pay comfortable retaining fees for the privilege
of being tipped off to worthless bucket-shop stocks. It
is a long and sordid story, but it deserves to be told.

The characters in this book are real people, the

swindlers (alas!) real swindlers; the means they use to

get "messages from the dead," or to consult the stars,

[12]
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Spook Crooks!
are the same tricks that charlatans have used for gen

erations. Many of these tricks were the inventions of
stage magicians, who used them for honest entertain

ment. The fortune tellers have stolen these tricks, and

the public is sometimes prone to confuse the honest de

ceivers, the now-you-see-it-and-now-you-don't men, who

give you an evening's genuine enjoyment, —with the low

characters who use the same tricks to ruin their unfor
tunate visitors.

Largely for this reason, the Parent Assembly of the

Society of American Magicians, an organization of
legitimate entertainers, professional and amateur, re

cently started and won many notable victories in a cam

paign against fortune tellers, fake spirit mediums, and

others claiming supernatural powers.

Through the work of the magicians' Press Bureau, of
which I am chairman, I am able to write down the his

tory of the unfortunate cases which follow. Our com

mittee delved into the records of all the false seers on

which it could lay its hands; experiences derived from
the work of the former national president of the Society
of American Magicians, the late Harry Houdini, world's
most famous "ghost-breaker," were capitalized; and our

efforts have culminated in the disbarment of all fortune
tellers or other predicters of the future from the radio.
For example, in March, 1931, there were 147 astrolo

gers on the air; in March, 1932, there were four, at

insignificant stations. Police Commissioner Edward P.
Mulrooney of New York has been making grateful use

of assistance from the magicians in clearing that

metropolis of clairvoyants. All authorities have co-oper

ated to enforce such laws against fortune tellers as

exist, and the days of false prophets seem limited.

[13]
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Spook Crooks!
The cases detailed in this book come from the records

of many police courts, and from the files of the Press

Bureau. The names and the cities in which the episodes
occurred have been changed and disguised to spare the

feelings of the victims, or in the cases of the suicides,

to save the families from unhappiness. But the facts

remain untarnished and correct.

I am particularly indebted to the President of Parent
Assembly No. i, Society of American Magicians, Mr.
Bernard M. L. Ernst, Houdini's attorney and close
friend, for his counsel and advice, as well as for access

to Houdini's private records; to Mr. John Mulholland,
one of the leading professional magicians, for an in

credibly vast store of technical knowledge ; to Mr. J. B.
Mussey, author of many books on magic; to Mr. Howard
Cushman of the New York Evening Post; to Messrs.
Ernest Davids and M. Robert Herman, my fellow-mem

bers of the committee responsible for directing the drive

against charlatans, for their time, assistance and advice;

and to the members of the Society of American Magi
cians throughout the world for their co-operation and

unselfish aid during the strenuous times when the cam

paign was under way.

The Author.
New York
March, 1932.

^^^^^^^^^^^^^
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SPOOK CROOKS!

CHAPTER I

THE GREAT BUDDHA

Stark melodrama rides out of the night into the here

tofore placid lives of thousands for the Spook Crooks are

abroad! Mounted on steeds of superstition they are

sweeping ruthlessly across the horizon of men, women

and adolescent youth leaving in their paths death, dis

honor, poverty and disgrace.

These are not allegorical expressions. These are not
sentences constructed in an attempt at fine writing. They
are but the truth.

Unbelievable tales of fortune tellers' cupidity, diaboli
cal cleverness and deceit have been assembled. There
is no time or space for careful phrasing, for these stories

of the Spook Crooks must pour forth to educate and

alarm the citizenry.
Today, tomorrow, next week or next month, you and

your families may come in contact with one of the more

than 60,000 fortune tellers in America. You must be

prepared to laugh at them, to expose them and to drive
them out of town.

The case histories you read in this, the first complete

expose of fortune tellers, include the most startling effects

of fake spirit mediums, astrologers, crooked mind read

ers and vicious fortune tellers ever written. Fiction

stories? Hardly! Not one of them. For example, come

with me to the "boom town" of Bigwells, Oklahoma.

We arrive in town just in time to see two women

[15]
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Spook Crooks!
descend from a cheap and dilapidated automobile. They
are dressed in that traditional Romany costume gypsies

have worn for generations. As they get down we note

a huge trailer attached to their car with a gigantic pic

ture of Buddha painted on the sides. The driver is a

swarthy type with fierce moustachios, in keeping with the

picture.
Selecting a nearby policeman the taller of the two

women addresses him. Let us move closer and hear what
is said.

"Pardon, M'sieur. I look for location for my fortune
telling office. Perhaps you help me and I read your palm
and tell your fortune free."

The tall Irish officer grinned.
"Sure 'n' it's all the same to me what the fortune may

be, but I'll help yiz anyway."
Introduced to a renting agent, the women quickly

made a deal. Four hundred dollars a month for a shack.

Money means nothing in an oil boom town—or to a

successful fortune teller.
The following day saw a gaudy banner across the

front of the house.

"MADAM ROSIKOFF. FORTUNE TELLER TO THE
CZAR OF RUSSIA. LOVE PROBLEMS SOLVED. THE
TRUTH ABOUT YOURSELF. PALMS READ. HAVE
THE MYSTIC BUDDHA TELL YOUR FUTURE!"

Madam Rosikoff did a land office business. Not the

cleverest woman in America but a smart one. The friend
who came with her had told her there was no law in a

boom town. She thought the fortune telling business

must be good where there was no law, not that small
fines of careless judges bothered her much anyway.

[16]
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Spook Crooks!
For furnishing the money for the trip and as well

as giving the tip about the possible profits, the friend
wanted half the proceeds. Never was a fortune teller
more unsuspecting. For the "friend" who made the trip
with her was a "spotter" for a large oil company.

Time went on. The underlings of the oil fields were

daily and nightly visitors. Some wanted their palms read.
Others wanted to write messages to the mystic Buddha
which was advertised to answer all questions privately.

This Buddha was the weirdest, most mysterious device

that any one ever saw. According to Madam Rosikoff,

the Czar himself had given her this statue of solid
bronze.

One merely dropped questions in the metal bowl in

the Buddha's lap and they were answered most mys

teriously in any language. And as there were more than

four dialects and languages spoken in the boom town,

and no one man in town knew them all, the Buddha cer

tainly was a Gift of the Gods, because no matter what

language in which the questions were written, the Buddha
answered them all.

There came a day when a "capper," one who is most

essential in an oil operation, a man of unquestioned

loyalty to his employers, visited the seeress.

A great future was assured him by the gypsy who
read his palm, but besides that he wanted to ask the

Buddha a private question, he said. He gladly paid the

five dollar fee, and with the fortune teller entered the

room in which the statue stood.

He wrote a message on an ordinary piece of paper.
He handed it to Madam Rosikoff who dropped it in the

bowl. She stepped back, took a long black stick, and

stirred the papers in the bowl.

[17]
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Spook Crooks!
Bowing low before the huge statue she began a weird

chant. Suddenly she broke off, picked up a piece of in

cense and ignited it. As she did so, from the mouth of
the solid bronze statue, in a stentorian voice came the

words :

"It would not be disloyal to your employers if you

bought stock in the X Oil Company."
The "shooter" left the room elated, as well as amazed,

for the question he had written was:
"We shot the No. 4 well this afternoon and it came

in at twenty thousand barrels, but we capped it before
the news got out. Would it be wrong for me to buy

stock in the X Company?"
Madam Rosikoff showed her "silent partner" the

question after the "capper" left the house, and laughed.

The partner left and hurried to the telegraph station.

Wiring her Oklahoma City employers she considered

her "work" done. She had found out what she wanted.

All the floating supply of the X company stock was

bought up privately before the stock exchange opened on

the following day. Then the market was depressed for
a few days. Poor people who should have been "in" on

the profits were frozen out, having sold their stock for
a song. Then the news of the gusher came out. Millions
were made in a skyrocketing market by the manipulators.

All because of a fortune teller.
Not very exciting, you say, except to point out the

gullibility of an oil man who gave away an employer's
secret ?

All right, let's follow Buddha to another town.

You want to know how Buddha works? Why, by the

supernatural powers of Madam Rosikoff!
* * * *

[18]
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Spook Crooks!
Here we are in Oilville. The madam's banners are

flying. Crowds are flocking to the fortune teller. A golden

shower of oil money is flowing into her coffers. Suckers?

Harmless amusement?

Geraldine Summers was frantic. She had come to Oil
ville eight months ago with her little daughter Barbara

and her husband Eddie. Geraldine was not quite twenty-

two, Eddie twenty-four. Just a pair of kids themselves.

Eddie had a "swell job." He handled the nitro. A real

"shooter," that lad. He knew just when to "blow" the

well. Got big money, too. $125.00 a week. Shooters

really get paid. He and "Gerry" were certainly happy.

But shooters don't live long if they get a bad break.

Eddie did. They took what was left of him to the com

bination undertaker and furniture man and went to tell

Gerry that Eddie was a "game guy." But that did not

help the girl-mother. Barbara had to eat. She didn't care

so much about herself as she did about Babs.

The thousand-odd Eddie had left, and the twenty-five

hundred the company gave, wouldn't last forever. As
a matter of fact it was fast disappearing for money

doesn't last long in a boom town.

Then along came Madam Rosikoff and the mystic

Buddha who "knows all—tells all." What a break for

Gerry. Also for the fortune teller.

Gerry was ushered into the presence of the gigantic

bronze deity. As the fortune teller burned a joss stick,

the girl-widow wrote a message to Eddie.

"Tell me, dear, what shall I do with the money you

left and that which the company gave me?"

The answer came quickly from the Buddha, loud and

clear :

[19]
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Spook Crooks!
"Nothing yet, dear. Come back and consult me again

tomorrow."
Gerry went home to Babs somewhat comforted and

startled that Eddie could talk to her through the Buddha.

On the morrow Gerry returned. Taken before the

statue she knelt and prayed as Madam Rosikoff had told

her.

Her reveries were interrupted with a voice that seemed

to come from the very mouth of the Buddha itself.
"I am the reincarnated spirit of your husband. I

will watch over you and keep you from harm. As you

prayed I heard you. For Babs' sake and mine, entrust

your money to Madam Rosikoff. Come often to pray
in this room and I will return and talk with you. Good-

by, dear!"
With a sob Gerry fell over in a dead faint. Revived,

she explained what had happened.
"It really was Eddie's voice," she said.

Half running, half walking, Gerry hastened home.

Here she grabbed Babs, kissed her, murmured that sort
of love talk only a young mother knows, and waltzed to

her bedroom. Here she lifted the mattress, extracted

the two worn stockings in which she kept her money and

went back to Madam Rosikoff as fast as she could go.

Delivering the $3,600.00 to the fortune teller she

went back home.

Yes, you've guessed it. In the morning Gerry dis
covered that Madam Rosikoff had moved.

When she recovered from a swoon, she found her
self in the hospital. While there physicians told her what
she had long suspected, that some day Babs would have
a brother or sister.

She smiled, went home and told Babs, who, being but

[20]
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Spook Crooks!
two years old, couldn't understand much through the

tear choked voice.

Interesting story? Yes? You haven't heard the end.

For in the morning when police came to get Gerry to

sign a formal complaint against Madam Rosikoff, what

do you think they found ?

You're right. Seated in a little arm chair, with Babs

at her breast, was Gerry. Her golden curls would never

again play a part in "Goldilocks." Her blue eyes would

never smile again. For she was still and stark in death.

Police opened the doors and windows so the gas would
be blown out.

Not a note was left. Not a single scrap of paper the

courts would call evidence against the fortune teller.
Madam Rosikoff—you are not interested in her any

longer? She should be in jail for murder? Surely. No
doubt of that. But try and prove her guilt !

What? Certainly. That's what this book should do.

Expose the "racket" and protect the innocent, credulous

and superstitious. Fortune tellers may beat the law—but

they can't beat the bright light of publicity that shows

up their dastardly tricks.
Here is how the Buddha works. The "solid Buddha"

isn't—it's just a shell. But it is so constructed that certain
places, when hit with a hammer or other heavy object,

give off the sound of solidity.
When the messages are dropped in the bowl, they

fall through into a basket held by an assistant! All he
has to do is to open them and read them by the illumi
nation given by an "Eveready Wall-Lite." This light
is self-contained and needs no outside wiring connec

tions. Batteries supply the light.
A "public address" system of wireless is used to make

[21]
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Spook Crooks!

LOUD
** SPEAKER

MICROPHONE

THE "GREAT BUDDHA" EXPOSED !

A hidden public address system gives the effect of the great Buddha
speaking. The questions dropped in the bowl (B) fall through into the
basket. The "Spook Crook" reads them and broadcasts them through

the public address system (A).

the Buddha "speak." The assistant talks into the micro

phone and his voice, amplified and changed, comes out

of the mouth. As the Buddha is almost twice the size

of a man, to the ignorant, superstitious and credulous,

its very massiveness is impressive.

[22]
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Spook Crooks!
This is not a stage trick and is never used by magi

cians. It has been used in small imitation spiritualistic
halls with great effect. Questions are answered on pay
ments of any sum from 50c to $50.00 for a "life read

ing," this latter being the reciting of a boiler plate horo

scope.

The Madam Rosikoff of the story has been working
the "Buddha racket" for some time. That of course is

not her name. Madam Rosikoff's husband, speaking prac

tically all continental European languages, was at the

microphone when the two incidents mentioned took place.

r 23 1
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CHAPTER II

JUST EPISODES

Herein are related seven episodes of fortune tellers'
wiles. They are tales of unbelievable credulity, tales

of loss of life, money and honor. Ghosts, "cures" and

feats, sleight of hand, which read ridiculously simple
when explained, but incredibly clever in operation, are

explained in detail.
* * * *

Nicholas Dempolis was so happy at the thought of

going back to his home in Greece that he forgot momen

tarily the throbbing pain of his rheumatism. He would
be homeward bound in just a few more days.

Twenty-two years of savings had brought him sixteen

thousand dollars, which he had sent back to Athens
little by little, and he had more than two thousand dol
lars cash in the house with which to buy his steamship

ticket and presents for his relatives. He was in a benign
mood.

Tomorrow he'd go to the steamship ticket agent and

then to New York for a few days' visit with his cousin

Popolocatus, who had a fine fruit stand near the Grand
Central Station. Truly America was a great land.

But now that pain again. He'd have to do something

about it
,

but what ? He'd tried various things, but a few
doses of medicine couldn't take out the aches that had

[24]
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Spook Crooks!
come from years of standing on cold piers in the early

morning waiting for banana boats from South America.

Why, even Dr. Anchovius, the famous physician, hadn't

helped him much.

Ah, well, a few days in sunny Greece would cure him.

Mentally he was picturing the grapevines on his Athe
nian plateau, his family about him.

The doorbell rang. Painfully Nicholas got up, pressed

the buzzer that opened the downstairs door of his

apartment house, and wonderingly waited his visitor.

It was Nick Haskolopious, his former partner, who

had bought out his interest in the fruit store.

"Hello Nick."
"Hello, Nick, yourself."

"Greetings to you. What brings you here, my partner
of other days?"

"I passed a place on Vine Street that had a sign in
its window that said any kind of troubles or sickness

could be cured. It's a gypsy medicine maker. I thought
of your troubles and came to you."

"Thank you my friend. Where was it? I would try
anything." Haskolopious told him. So Nick set out for
the gypsy medicine maker's.

The dim light on the street corner threw in relief a

gaudily painted sign reading:

STERGO SEER
ARE YOU IN TROUBLE OR BAD HEALTH?
ADVICE ON LOVE, BUSINESS OR SICKNESS

READINGS $1.00 UP

Nick was admitted to a dingy parlor by a young
woman dressed in the Roumanian costume affected by

[ 25 ]
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Spook Crooks!
all fortune telling gypsy women. He seated himself pain

fully and awaited Stergo.
A woman came in. Her face was heavily lined with

age, her beaklike nose jutted out from thin, high cheek

bones.

"Man, you want to see me?" she said in hesitating
tones.

"Yes, lady," Nick told her. "I gotta pain and I want

help."
"You have come to right place. Come to this little

table and I will read your palm."

Seated at the table, the old crone took Nick's hand

and muttered a lot of indistinct gibberish. She stopped.

The silence was intense for a moment, then the fortune

teller broke the stillness with her cracked, rasping voice.

"I see you are a man from 'nother country. You not

be American, but be here some time. You want to go

home soon, yes."

"How did you know that?" Nick broke in. "You must

be
"

"You came here to see what is matter with your
health. Not so?"

Nick was deeply impressed. He'd forgotten that he

had told her he had a pain when he came in the room.
Of such things are fortune tellers' successes made !

"Cure my pain," Nick pleaded.
"All right, you give me five dollars and I cure you."
Nick paid. The old crone told him to wait and hob

bled out of the room.
She returned in a few minutes with a bottle of green

ish-looking liquid and told Nick to rub it where the pain
was most severe, and to return the following day.

Nick went home, rubbed the aching spots, and felt

[26]
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Spook Crooks!
better almost immediately. He retired and slept through
the night and awoke without his customary pains. The
gypsy must be good, he thought.

He returned to her the following day for more medi

cine, and while there met a fellow Greek in the reception

room. To him, in his native tongue, he confided the facts

of his return home and was amazed to hear that his

countryman had been treated by the fortune teller and

was completely cured. The stranger said:
"Yes, and Mrs. Stergo also got me a magic charm

when she cured me. What she did was to have me put
a lot of money in a handkerchief and I put the whole

thing in a box and after three days, when I opened the

box, the money was there and with it the magic charm.

Since that day I never have had a bit of trouble."

Conversation broke off here, for the seeress came into
the room. She asked Nick how he felt. Then she invited
him into another room. She told Nick that if he would

bring her a thousand dollars or more she would make

the money work as the cure for his troubles, and the

more money he brought the quicker the cure would be

wrought.
Nick said he only had two thousand dollars and

needed that for a trip to the old country. Mrs. Stergo

explained that made no difference, as her cure didn't

take the money away. So Nick decided to try this new

type of "magic cure."

When he left he carried with him another bottle of
green fluid. When he reached home he rubbed some more

on the rheumatic aches, and the relief this brought con

vinced him that he was taking no chances with his funds.

Therefore he went to the bank and withdrew his bal

ance. As he had already told the bank officials that he

[27]
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Spook Crooks!
was leaving the country for good, the withdrawal made

no impression, other than to bring him many good wishes

and farewells.
He returned to the fortune teller's home and was

greeted at the door by the soothsayer herself. She con

ducted him into a room. There was a table and two

chairs, and no other furnishings being visible, for the

old lady stated, "If we have other chairs maybe bad

spirits occupy them and knock good spirits away. This
way, two chairs, you and me have them, no one else be

here for they have nowhere to sit down."

This childlike logic impressed Nick. They sat down
and the crone brought out a metal box about four inches

high, three inches long and six inches across. Attached

to this was a heavy key that hung on a piece of rawhide.
"This be magic box," Mrs. Stergo announced. "You

bring out your money, put it in your handkerchief, put
in box, and take the whole box with money into bed with

you. You be cured in two days. Three days it takes when

only one thousand dollars be used, or two days when

two thousand dollars."

Nick took out his two thousand dollars and tied it in

the end of his handkerchief, as shown by the fortune
teller, who moved the box to the center of the table.

Taking the key, which was on a rawhide thong, she

opened the box and turned it with the opened cover to

ward her. She then told Nick to place his money-stuffed

handkerchief in the box. As he started to do so, she took

it from him and visibly placed it in the box herself with
one hand, the other hand being under the table.

As the handkerchief was almost entirely out of sight
she swung the box about and told Nick to lock the box

himself. Nick pushed the bundle, craftily feeling to

[28]
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Spook Crooks!
see if his money was still in it. He felt a bulge and was

sure everything was well. He closed the cover, locked
the box, and hung the key around his wrist.

"You pay me now," the fortune teller said, "the price
of the box—ten dollars—and also five dollars for the

medicine you had earlier today. Then on the second day
from now come back here and pay me one hundred dol
lars for the cure."

Nick was glad to agree to this and paid the fifteen dol
lars demanded. With the box under his arm in a deathlike

grip, the happy Greek left the house.

The two days passed slowly. Nick's rheumatism both

ered him, but he supposed it would be all cured as soon

as the time was up. Finally the two days had passed.

He could hardly wait to open the box. He inserted the

key and threw open the cover. Pulling out the handker

chief he was shocked to find only some newspapers cut

to the size of money fl
y into the air. He looked for his

money, but not a trace of a greenback could be found.

Rushing to the gypsy's house he found the sign gone

and the house unoccupied. Realizing what had happened,

he dashed to the nearest police station and related his

story.
"Handkerchief switch," the detectives said laconically

as they conducted Nick to the warrant officer where he

swore out a warrant.

But the gypsy had vanished and the warrant still re

poses unserved in police headquarters at Philadelphia,

in the shadow of Independence Hall. And Nick had to

postpone his trip home.

Without the metal box it would have appeared to

have been the customary "Handkerchief switch" theft
as described in detail in Chapter VI.

[29]
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Spook Crooks!
But the metal box was a new racket, so the author

investigated the story of Nick.
In the first place, the Greek Nick met at the fortune

teller's was an accomplice. The police showed the table

YOUR PALM

HOW NICK WAS CAUGHTI
Metal "fake bottom" box rests over a hidden trap in table. Gypsy places
handkerchief "A" containing valuables into box but it falls down into
the trap, through opening in the box caused when panel "D" is opened.
Gypsy forces up a substitute handkerchief "B," and closes panel with
a movement of her body. The cover of box "C," is kept up to hide

substitution of handkerchief.

that the gypsy had used. It was a marvel of mechanical

perfection.
Probably she figured the two thousand dollars she

got from Nick was sufficient pay for her to leave it be

hind, otherwise she would have taken it with her.

[3o]
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Spook Crooks!
The metal box, which rests on the table, has a sliding

bottom. While the fortune teller kept the visitor's atten

tion on her right hand, her left hand had pulled out the

slide of the metal box and also released the trapdoor in
the table top. Note the diagram on page 30.

As she dropped the handkerchief with the money pre
sumably into the box, but actually through the trap into

a compartment, her left hand was pushing the handker
chief of cut newspapers up into the box.

After the exchange was made and the trap quickly
and silently closed, all she had to do was to hand the

dupe the box and let him lock it himself.
The green mixture that had made Nick feel better,

after analysis proved to be a liniment, sold by the mil
lions of bottles, for rheumatism. It simply brought tem

porary relief. But, of course, it prepared Nick to be an

easy victim.

II
Helene Marsden lived with her husband, a con

tractor in a small town outside of Los Angeles. The
Marsdens had a comfortable house; Helene had a maid
to help her, and had two sons and a daughter.

Early in January of this year Helene met an old
friend, Sarah Bellow, from her home in Ohio, who said

that she had come to California looking for a wonderful
clairvoyant. This man, denying he was a true believer
in spiritualism, Sarah said, brought spirit music out of
the air. The seer had vanished, according to her story,
but Sarah had traced him to the city where Helene lived.

The name of the medium —no other name is known
in the light of further events—was Hart Andos. The
story Sarah related was to the effect that Andos had been

[31]
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Spook Crooks!
a great musician, but had lost his arms in a railroad
accident. While he was recovering in an Ohio hospital
his room was suddenly filled with music, from violins,

guitars, banjos, and other instruments. No explanation
was found until a Cleveland spirit medium visited the

hospital and heard the music. He pronounced it the work
of spirits, she explained.

Sarah further said Andos had brought her many mes

sages from her dead husband, but had moved to Cali
fornia.

That was why she was in town, for she wanted Andos
to get a new message from her husband. She wanted to

know how to proceed in certain personal matters for,
she said, previous advice from her dead husband, that
Andos had received in her behalf, had turned a certain
real estate deal to her great advantage.

Helene offered Sarah the hospitality of her house

while she remained in town, and Joe Marsden, although
stating privately to Helene that he took no stock in the

story of the miracles, agreed to let her chum of school

days remain.
A few days sped by, when Sarah announced that she

wanted Helene to visit him. So together they went to

see him.
Sarah explained that she wished an immediate seance.

Andos was willing, so both girls and the medium retired
to a large, heavily curtained room.

The medium sat down at a huge old dining room table,

and the women took seats on either side of him.
"I want to point out that most of the music which you

will hear will be well known Christian hymns," he ex

plained. "It will be music played by mysterious instru
ments, the like of which you have never heard."

[32]
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Spook Crooks!
"I will not completely darken the room, but will have

illumination from the floor lamps throw some light on

the table. I am now ready to proceed. Place your hands

on the table, press heavily and be silent while I commune

with the dead. Shortly you will hear the clear tinkle of
these unearthly musical instruments playing favorite
selections. As the first hymn ends, ask me what you will."

Silence reigned. The women's hands were white and

bloodless as they pressed hard on the table. Andos had

both armless sleeves in full view.

Suddenly there came the strains of "Silent Night,
Holy Night." The slow, reverent music came from the

very center of the table; from under their hands! It
was unbelievable!

The music ceased.

"Ask your questions now," the seer commanded.

Sarah did.
"Shall I buy any of the ten stocks that my broker

advises ?"

The room was again filled with the sweetest music.

"Onward Christian Soldiers" was being played softly,
yet with great volume. Helene was filled with the dread
of the unknown. Sarah seemed intent on the medium's

answer.

"Buy no stocks now," he said, "for there are trouble
some times ahead in Europe. Stocks will fall, nations

will tremble, and later on you will be able to buy securi

ties at much lower prices."
"May I ask something?" Helene whispered to Sarah.
"Certainly."
"I want to . . ."

As Helene started to speak the music changed into
a rollicking march.

[ 33 ]
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Spook Crooks!
"Please tell me if my brother is alive," Helene gasped.

The strains of Sousa's "Stars and Stripes Forever"
almost drowned out the medium's answer.

"Your brother lies with the honored dead in France,

but his spirit bids me tell you all is well with him."
Helene's smothered scream seemed to wake the

medium from his trance. Helene really had lost a brother

in service. He had been reported "Missing in Action."

The music stopped. The room was deathly still.

With labored breathing, speaking jerkily, Andos di

rected Sarah to pull up the blinds. As the light filled the

room from the afternoon sun, Helene stared about to

see if there was a radio or phonograph in the room.

Reading her thoughts, the medium said, "Please examine

the room for radio wires, concealed speaking trumpets,

phonographs, or anything that will explain the psychic

phenomena you have seen."

The girls looked the room over, Helene in a half
frightened, half skeptical manner. She even knocked on

the walls to see if they were hollow. Convinced that they
were all solid, and that nothing was concealed that could

have produced the music, she was more awed than ever.

She paid the medium a fee of ten dollars and left
with Sarah.

That evening, when Joe came home from his office, she

related her experiences and begged him to go with her
to another session.

Joe reluctantly consented to accompany the woman
to a session the following night. He met Andos. As a con

tractor, he did more than tap the walls to see if they

were solid. He thumped them. He peered out of the

windows to see if there were loud speaker connections.

After he was satisfied, the medium took his seat.

[34]
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Spook Crooks!
"Tonight we will have to use flash lights," he said.

"There is no gas or electricity in the room. If there were

light sockets, chandeliers, or connections of any kind,

you might suspect the music that was heard was earthly
radio and not spiritual."

And then the same performance, with the same inex

plicable music, took place, and Helene's brother in spirit

gave many family details to confirm his authenticity.

Joe was half convinced and promised to come again.

The fame of Andos and his spirit music spread through
the town. Soon every one was flocking to his seances.

* * * *

Early in September of this year a newspaper headline
stated :

KILLS SELF BECAUSE OF SEER'S CURSE

Helene Marsden, 38-Year-Old Mother of
Three, Takes Poison to Escape

Wrath of Fortune Teller

To the writer, in his capacity of Chairman of the

Press Bureau, Parent Assembly No. i, Society of Ameri
can Magicians, came clippings telling the bitter story.

Queries to a reporter in the city wherein the suicide

took place brought forth a story of cunning and vicious-
ness.

It seemed that Helene had developed a small cyst
on her breast which doctors thought might be an ulcer

or boil. But Helene, by then under Andos's spell, showed

the sore to the man, and asked his advice. He pronounced
it cancer (while in a trance), saying the spirits had told
him so.

He further ordered her to come to him for treatment

[35]
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Spook Crooks!
regularly —"spirit healing" he called it. Helene did,

without telling her husband. From March until Sep

tember she went four times a month, paying ten dollars

a visit. Helene told her husband she was spending the

money for doctor's treatments for the cyst.

Early in September Joe decided to take Helene to

another doctor, for the cyst showed no signs of abating.

Helene went reluctantly. After the examination, the

doctor said emphatically that the sore was nothing
serious and there was no need to go to any one for fur
ther treatment. He gave her a salve and said that would

stop the trouble.
The following day, Helene, in fear and trembling,

went to the seer. She explained she was going to stop

coming, as the doctor said there was nothing seriously
wrong with her.

The fortune teller rose in terrible indignation and put
the "curse of Arradaba" on her and her whole family.
Helene, terrified, sobbing, ran home.

Rushing to the bathroom she took a bottle of car
bolic acid and drained its contents. Her piteous cries

for help brought the police and a city ambulance.

On her death bed, with her head in her husband's

arms, she told the story of what had led to her unhappy
act.

Let the authorities' official report tell the story:

"To the Commanding Officer, Detective Bureau:

"Following up Mrs. Marsden's deathbed statement we went

to the house where Andos lived. We found him and arrested him

on a charge of prescribing medicine without a license, fortune

telling, and obtaining money under false pretenses.

"We attempted to book him as an accessory to a homicide, but

the district attorney said this charge would not hold.

[36]
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Spook Cro o<ks !

"Careful search of the house disclosed the source of the secret

music that caused Mrs. Marsden and others to fall victims to this

faker's fraud.

"Under the table on which the sitters place their hands, was an

old style Swiss music box. From that came this spirit music. There
are four separate disks held under the table in alignment with a

metal arrangement which lets the operator change them almost

without a motion by using his knee.

"The fact that Andos hadn't any arms (a fact verified by the

police surgeon when we booked him) kept suspicions from him.

"On the way to the station house the music box fell from the

police wagon and was somewhat damaged. I think that this music

box was the same one used by Florence Rose, that fortune teller

we pinched last year. She recovered the box after she was fined.

This box will never do anyone any good again.

"Respectfully submitted,

"Harris, Lt. Com. Det. Bureau"

"Music from the air" is one of the most common of
all methods of impressing victims. The music box

method, the radio phonograph method and the concealed

musician are the three methods most commonly used.

No sincere and genuine medium has ever produced
"spirit music" for a body of psychic phenomena investi

gators.

Ill
Here is an interesting letter:

"Thank God for the good work the magicians and you
are doing in exposing these terrible fortune teller fakers.

I was a body welder at the Detroit Plant, next in

line for promotion to foreman, when I met a Mrs. ■

who was introduced to me as a great medium.

[37]
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Spook Crooks!
"To make a long story short she did many things that

got me half batty with messages coming to me from the

spirits on paper which I wrote my name on. This abso

lutely blank paper with nothing on but by own signature,
this medium would wave about in the air over a stove in
her kitchen, or maybe over a candle, and real messages
came.

"Well, I got so I went to her house almost every night
on the way home and every Tuesday payday, I always
went and gave her half or more of my pay. I know you'll
think I am crazy, or was crazy because I don't go any
more, but it got so that my wife wouldn't talk to me and

finally went home to her mother.
"After she left me I began to drink pretty bad, we are

near the Canada border, so I lost my job because Mr.
won't have drinkers about. Well, I got the bugs

from the liquor and went to the Hospital as a police

case because I slugged a cop when I was drunk. When I
got well, the judge pardoned me, when I told my story,
with a suspended sentence, and the cops went after the

medium but she had moved.

"Now I am out of a job doing only what work I can

get, have not got my wife or little girl back, and all be

cause of this faker. I hope you truly get after them all.
"Yours truly,

"Edward C ."
"P. S. I know those spirit messages were fakes, but

how were they done ?"

The author checked the statements in the above letter
with police and hospital authorities and it was the con

firmation, from the judge who suspended sentence, which

just came which proved its authenticity. The facts in

[38]
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Spook Crooks!
the letter are substantially true and are passed on here

for the reader's consideration.

Back of this letter is a story that needs no words, a

story of disaster, wrecked home, poverty, loss of position,
trouble, and calamity.

There are two reasons for reproducing the letter
First, to show the damage done a hard working man of
good reputation, and, second, because the question. "How
were the fake messages done?" brings to mind the fact
that thousands of fortune" tellers are working with in

visible inks to bring "messages from the spirits."
To start with, it is obvious, even to an untrained ob

server, that any messages which appear on blank paper

come there because of some material method. Spirits
don't write messages. Hence there is only one solution of
the mystery: some kind of chemical is used.

Herewith are ten chemical compounds used for in
visible writing together with the methods of applying
them.

Method I.—One of the best methods of making writ-\
ing invisible is to write with a concentrated solution of J
caustic potash. Use a new pen and write as finely or / ^p/i?'T
broadly as you wish. Let the paper dry and writing is V

absolutely invisible until strong heat is applied. Inci- f (
.

dentally, many spies during the world war wrote mes- I

sages underneath ordinary correspondence with caustic I

potash, for it is easy to obtain at any drug store. J
Method II.—Procure some rose-colored paper. Write

on it with a solution of cobalt chloride. The writing fades

on drying, becomes visible in deep blue when heated, and

disappears again when cool.

Method III.—Buttermilk or ordinary milk makes ex

cellent invisible ink, although the former is better. Write

[39]
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Spook Crooks!
what you please on unglazed paper with the buttermilk,

let dry, and it can be developed out later with a hot flat

iron.
Method IV.—A little known fact is that the juice of

lemons, onions, leek, cabbage or artichokes make excel

lent invisible inks. Simply dip the pen in the juice of any

ione. When the writing is dry, the characters become

strongly visible when the paper is waved over a hot lamp

or stove. This method has been used by convicts to

smuggle out messages from jails.
Method V.—Another war time invisible ink is made of

ammonium hydrochlorate in the proportion of fifteen

parts of one hundred. Any druggist will make this up for
you. The writing of this solution becomes visible when

held over a stove, or (as women spies did in the war),
when passed through a heated hair curler.

Method VI.'—A slightly alcoholic solution of copper
bromide makes a good invisible ink, as the writing be

comes visible without need of too much heat, and also

fades away quickly as the paper cools. Many a chemical

student has used this method to write his best girl when

her father objected to his young devotions.

Method VII.—A pretty invisible ink is made of nickel

chloride and nickel nitrate in weak solutions. The writing
from these chemicals becomes green by heating.

Method VIII.—A weak solution of mercury nitrate
becomes black on the paper when heated. This method is

used where the invisible messages must stay for quite a

period. It makes the characters appear in a heavy black
color.

Method IX.—This is probably the most popular war
time method and was used by the spies because the paper
destroys itself, after the message is read. Take some

[4o]
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