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PSYCH, f

LIBRARY

FOREWORD

i HAVE BEEN INSIDE THE MEDIUM'S CABI-

net. It is a place unhaunted. It serves only as a covering
for trickery and fraud.

Such practices have been linked with false theories

of survival. They cloud an issue that is vital to man

kind. Therefore the frauds within the medium's cabi

net are to be condemned and exposed.

Inside the medium's cabinet, I have discovered the

trickery that lies there. I have challenged the mediums

to produce the marvels that only ghosts can bring.

224
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—(vi)— FOREWORD

When they have finished with their efforts, I have en

tered the same cabinet. By natural, scientific methods,

I have duplicated and surpassed the phenomena which

they say belong only to the unknown.

There are natural laws that still remain for science

to discover. There is the soul of life, itself, to which

religion alone can supply the needs of man.

But neither science nor religion belongs within the

medium's cabinet. Sham is the only dweller behind

those tight-closed curtains. It masks as pseudo-science;

it voices false religion. The wise are not deceived.

To shamsters who will dispute my statement, I have

one single answer. My challenge remains open. That

is the answer which words can not defy.

Let them bring their prodigies to the proving

ground. Within the medium's cabinet, I shall repro

duce or explain whatever they can offer.
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CHAPTER I

INTRODUCTION

TJL HE PRANKS OF MIDNIGHT VISITORS

from the great beyond have been recorded time and

again. The question continually arises, "Do the spirits

of the departed return?"

This is a material world we live in; and the oft-

repeated tales of uncanny powers, supernatural, if you

please, of various mediums, seem to come either from

an organized group of spirit press agents, or from the

distorted minds of those who have attended seances,

and believe they have seen everything from a spook

-<0-
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—(2)— INSIDE THE MEDIUM'S CABINET

midget to an organized army of ectoplastic visitors,

such as are reported to have walked the streets of

Rome during the reign of the great Caesar.

The World War, which cannot be recorded as a

thing of the past for centuries to come, is to my mind

directly responsible for the sensational boom which

has given to spiritualism millions of believers; and

has incidentally been the foundation upon which

thousands of present day charlatans, disguised in the

robes of ghost producers, are harvesting sums of

money and in many instances small fortunes. Even

the skeptical minded individual who heretofore looked

upon spiritualism as mere child's play, or food for the

weaker minded, frequents a seance parlor with the

actual hope of receiving a communication from some

departed loved one.

To the gullible minded, and unfortunately these are

numerous, spiritualists seem a god-send; to the scien

tific minded, and to the investigator, this class of self-

styled mystic is nothing more than a mountebank.

The writer does not wish to question anyone's re

ligious beliefs, but does wish to take a definite stand

against all unscientific demonstrations and all spirit

ualistic hokus-pocus, which, as a rule, are designed

only to prey upon trusting and believing people, either
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INTRODUCTION —(3)—

to extract money from them directly or indirectly,

or otherwise to obtain publicity for ulterior purposes.

Of course, not everything is fraud. Much is self

deception which may be termed self hypnosis. If you

sit in a darkened room and are sufficiently keyed up,

your senses will play all sorts of tricks provided the

nervous system is receptive.

The psyche investigator understands this phase

thoroughly, and also knows how self hypnosis works
under these circumstances, particularly when the sub

ject is anxious to believe the most incredible things

that are going to be enacted in front of him. The sub

conscious mind is a wonderful machine, as anyone

who has read Coue can testify.

If you are in a receptive state of mind, you can

make yourself imagine almost anything. It may be

noted here that nearly all of the distinguished con

verts to spiritualism are older men, men in their fifties

and sixties. What is the explanation? The fact that

their senses are not as sharp as those of younger men

would not seem the real one.

It is my conviction that we all have a secret long

ing for the future, with an anticipation of what lies

before us; and the man who has reached the autumn

of life, unconsciously craves assurance of a tangible

hereafter. If a man of years sees what is apparently
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—(4)— INSIDE THE MEDIUM'S CABINET

evidence of a very definite existence beyond the pale,

he will readily accept it under the subtle persuasion

of a convincing medium.

In this class we find the late Sir Arthur Conan

Doyle, who published the statement that his last years

on earth were being spent in preparation for the life

to come. Mentally, by his own admission, Conan Doyle
retired from the world, and shut out thoughts of ma

terial things, in the belief that he was making ready

for another phase of existence.

To a man who has willingly placed himself in this

state of mind, nothing is incredible. Sir Arthur en

dorsed a number of mediums residing both here and

abroad, who he claimed were genuine, and upon

whose demonstrations he based his sincere belief.

Let it be clearly understood that I place no stigma

upon those who have chosen Spiritualism purely as a

religion. As a belief, they are entitled to hold it as

their own, without interference from others.

But I do attack those who have masked themselves

as believers in order to prey upon the sincere. These

masqueraders are the fradulent mediums; and in their

craftiness, they have interwoven themselves with the

Spiritualistic faith, that they may cry out in holy hor

ror every time that they—as individuals —are justifiably

called to task.
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INTRODUCTION —(5)—

To reiterate this point would be both burdensome

and unnecessary; a sop to the masqueraders them

selves. Hence, I am making it plain that whenever I
speak adversely of certain Spiritualistic practices, my

criticism is directed solely against the class of pre

tenders that I have mentioned. They have so identified

themselves with Spiritualism, as the public recognizes

it
,

that I am forced to adopt their own nomenclature

when I refer to them.

In the course of my career as a mystifier, I have lec

tured upon the frauds of Spiritualism and have pub

licly demonstrated the methods b
y which supposed

mediums accomplish their spooky manifestations.

Under the management of Frances Rockefeller

King, of the Private Entertainment Department of the

National Broadcasting Company, I have made appear

ances for the past seventeen years; and I have fre

quently been approached b
y

persons who have wit
nessed my entertainments, asking me to explain

specific cases which have puzzled them.

Mr. A. Frank Jones, my friend and personal repre

sentative, who has accompanied me on all my tours,

has been reluctant for me to enter into discussions

after my performances. The nature of my work has

been too exacting, both in large theaters and at private
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-(6)- INSIDE THE MEDIUM'S CABINET

engagements, for me to receive visitors at the conclu

sion of my entertainments.

Yet, whenever Mr. Jones has been approached by a

person who has been burdened by the worry that

only false mediums can cause, he has invariably

broken his rule and encouraged an interview between

that person and myself. It has been our mutual desire

to prove helpful to those persons who have suffered

through the unscrupulous efforts of charlatans.
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CHAPTER n

MAGICIANS VERSUS MEDIUMS

EM-JVER SINCE MEDIUMSHIP BECAME A PRO-

fcssion, its practitioners have met with opposition

from magicians. This is not surprising. The duel is a

natural one.

The same fundamental desire stimulates both the

medium and the magician. Both feel the urge to

mystify the public. Both have held to the same theory:

"Mundus vult decipi; decipiatur," and they enjoy the

privilege of belonging to the chosen few who can

deceive the world.

-i7)~
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-(8)- INSIDE THE MEDIUM'S CABINET

So much so, that mediums and magicians alike have

fought against the exposure of their methods. In the

case of the cruder mediums and magicians —the major

ity in both groups—this opposition to exposure had

become fanaticism. Possessed of a few tawdry "se

crets," they quiver with alarm when even the most in

significant methods appear in print. For they know

that they are dependent upon the poor devices that

they have kept from the public; not upon their own

ability.

Capable mediums, as well as capable magicians, are

not troubled by exposes. They have ingenuity of their

own. They improve their methods to suit every need.

They know that the wiser a layman believes himself

to be, the easier is he deceived. Clever mediums and

able magicians are actually helped through exposes,

which lessen the inflated importance of the tyros who

have tried to imitate the great.

I have said that mediums and magicians are in

spired by the same urge. This is an important fact to

remember. It explains a riddle which has long baffled

the public, including skeptical persons. We frequently

hear talk of mediums who ask no price for their work.

They give seances without gain; and claim their prac

tice is a proof that they must be genuine.

Such "proof" is not acceptable.
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MAGICIANS VERSUS MEDIUMS —(9)—

Study the amateur magician and you will see why.

He performs for no profit. He spends money lavishly

for new appliances. He wastes business hours practic

ing his tricks. He delights in bewildering his friends.

Most of all, he rants if any one belittles his perform

ances or expresses inside knowledge of his methods.

He has the same primary urge as the medium. One

that is irresistible; that carries its devotee in willy-nilly

fashion along the path to personal grandeur which

is his conception of fame. Neither amateur medium

nor amateur magician will ever relinquish an iota of

importance that he once has claimed.

In the professional class, mediums and magicians

alike devote themselves to another urge, the acquisi

tion of wealth. They have a mutual advantage, for

they are experienced in lines which impress great por

tions of the public. The world still wishes to be de

ceived; and the proposition is simply to make the

world pay.

Between mediums and magicians, however, lies a

barrier; a real one, for it is as definite as the bars which

cover a prison cell. Those within are the mediums:

they are the crooked; and therefore, often the

shrewder. Those outside are the magicians, whose

efforts are honest.

What the medium seeks to gain by fraud, the magi

G
e
n
e
ra

te
d
 f

o
r 

Jo
h
n
 P

a
tr

ic
k 

D
e
v
e
n
e
y
 (

U
n
iv

e
rs

it
y
 o

f 
C

h
ic

a
g

o
) 

o
n
 2

0
1

5
-0

6
-0

7
 1

5
:1

7
 G

M
T
  
/ 

 h
tt

p
:/

/h
d
l.
h
a
n
d
le

.n
e
t/

2
0

2
7

/u
c1

.b
4

0
2

9
7

1
4

P
u
b
lic

 D
o
m

a
in

, 
G

o
o
g

le
-d

ig
it

iz
e
d

  
/ 

 h
tt

p
:/

/w
w

w
.h

a
th

it
ru

st
.o

rg
/a

cc
e
ss

_u
se

#
p
d
-g

o
o
g
le



—(io)— INSIDE THE MEDIUM'S CABINET

cian tries to obtain legitimately: namely, a public fol
lowing that will be impressed by some one who

possesses skill at mystification. The matter of showing

profit through such efforts is purely dependent upon

the business ability of the individual.

Many magicians have seen their own creations

copied and used for fraud by so-called mediums. Quite
naturally, this annoys them. Nevertheless; it is com

mon sense, not jealousy, that causes professional magi

cians to denounce all producers of psychic phenomena

and to class them as fakers.

The real leaders in the magical profession agree

unanimously that from ninety to ninety-five percent

of all spirit mediums are apparent frauds ; and that the

remainder may be proven the same. They have learned

this fact from both observation and experience.

Mediums, with their claims to the miraculous, have

a hold upon the public that magicians can seldom

acquire. At the same time, magicians have always been

a threat to the mediums. The greater the popular in

terest in psychic manifestations becomes, the more op

portunity there is for the exposers of such phenomena.

Thus magicians, who fight to preserve their own

secrets, hold no qualms about exposing those of medi

ums. This is not paradoxical. It might be likened to
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MAGICIANS VERSUS MEDIUMS -(h)-
a motor-cycle policeman exceeding the speed limit in

order to overtake a speeding motorist.

Magicians feel that they are rendering a public serv

ice when they denounce fraudulent mediums. Actually

they are so doing. The fact that they acquire profit
and publicity through their activities does not alter the

circumstance.

Mediums have stolen magicians' methods. Similarly,

magicians have invaded the preserves of mediums.

During the nineteenth century, the Davenport Broth

ers were the most famous of practicing mediums.

Two celebrated magicians: Maskelyne, in England;

Kellar, in America, discovered methods of the Daven

ports and copied them to advantage.

Other magicians have given "spook shows," attract

ing patrons to the theaters by promises of spirit cabi

net seances and other apparent manifestations. True

to form, they have either stated these presentations to

be trickery, or have exposed the methods used. Hou-

dini, in his war on fake psychics, was simply carrying

to an extreme, demonstrations that many others had

attempted before him.

If magicians, generally, were capable, the psychic

racket would have been ended long ago. The sad side

of the story is that capable magicians are few. Those

who are properly qualified to expose spirit mediums
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-(12)- INSIDE THE MEDIUM'S CABINET

are frequently too busy traveling to concentrate upon

damaging the reputations of mediums, particularly

because the latter prefer permanent abodes and can

easily slide to temporary cover when an attack

threatens them.

This leaves the battle to the "local" magicians; and

in ninety-nine cases out of a hundred, a magician,

if capable, would no longer remain "local." Thus the

much vaunted campaigns that magicians have insti

tuted against mediums have invariably dissipated,

without the accomplishment of permanent results.

There is a ludicrous side to the "battles" between

magicians and mediums. Though a magician may be

completely ignorant of a certain medium's actual

methods, he does at least know that the medium is de

pendent upon trickery. The magician, therefore, be

gins by exposing the methods which he things the

medium is using.

Some people accept the explanations; and the medi

um's business suffers. If it holds up too well, the magi

cian continues his "exposures" and makes the medium

feel the pinch more tightly. In the great majority of

cases, the magician is lucky if he scores one hit out of

ten. Nevertheless, if he actually succeeds in putting a

medium out of business, he takes great credit unto

himself.
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MAGICIANS VERSUS MEDIUMS -(i3)-
Actually, the accomplishment is due to the medi

um's own qualms. The medium is practicing trickery;

and the attention brought to that fact makes it harder

for him to handle his clients. He finds himself in the

unenviable position where the only way to show that

the magician is wrong is to explain how he actually

handles his seance spooks. No one relishes a dilemma;

spirit mediums particularly dislike such a pass.

With all this, the main fact still persists. Appren

tices are unable to do a craftsman's job. Magicians,

unqualified in methods of psychic research, frequently

hodge-podge their efforts. Worst of all, they lay their

own measures open to ridicule.

A few years ago, a group of magicians began an

anti-spiritualistic campaign that centered chiefly in

New York. Their war consisted in attacking quasi-

psychics who were on the radio, or performing in

theaters. They also denounced fortune-tellers, tea-cup

readers, and other small-fry.

The only portion of the campaign that concerned

deep-dyed fakery was the expose—in print—of meth

ods used by mediums. Old tricks were brought from

camphor; imaginary exposes were manufactured; sup

ported by a few usable mediumistic methods, these

manifestoes of anti-fraud were deluged upon the public.

All that this campaign actually accomplished was
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-(i4)~ INSIDE THE MEDIUM'S CABINET

to push astrologers and numerologists off the radio

programs, from which they were already due to van

ish; for they had overburdened the air. It also gave

the magicians a chance to clean house. For the very

society that began the campaign found that it was

harboring among its members a variety of the very

fakers which it was out to ruin.

Real mediums scarcely blinked. Instead, they en

joyed a smile when the campaign reached its finish.

As an aftermath, the magicians presented a seance of

their own; and in it
,

proved the toothlessness that

went along with their fierce bark.

Although they claimed to know all the real meth

ods of mediums, including materializations, these

magicians were unable to produce a single manifesta

tion that according to press accounts was better than

a hanky-panky trick. Though they had the benefit of

a stage —as opposed to a medium's more difficult circle

of sitters—they blotched their ghost show.

The climax, in pitch darkness, was to have been

the materialization of a "spook." Though they ad

mitted that mediums could produce fake "ghosts" of

wraithlike, luminous appearance, the "spirit" that the

magicians conjured was not visible even to persons in

the front rows of the audience.

When magicians seek to expose spirit frauds, they
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Spirit Hands Made from Melted Wax Are Commonly Used as Evidence
of Supernatural Phenomena at Seances.

A Container of Water and One of Melted Paraffin Placed in Front of the
Cabinet Are Customary. After an Interval in the Darkened Cabinet, the

Hands Are Discovered.
The Author Illustrates How Various Types of Hands Are Made by
Alternately Dipping the Hand First in the Water and Then in the Wax.
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Dun»i»«r .
Il.us.ate, , a Mechanica. Appa.atu^wMc^ Med^s^Use

The InL< w^«r^«^^™ Mediums
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MAGICIANS VERSUS MEDIUMS -(i5)-
should remember that they possess but an iota of the

necessary qualification. Knowledge of trickery is in
sufficient. A real investigator must have the ability to

study mediums as personalities. He must have some

understanding of the psychological factors which domi

nate a medium. He must have a real acquaintance with

the subject of spiritualism, its origin and its claims.

The cry of "Fake" means nothing if it can not be

proven. That is something that most magicians for

get. Also, they totally ignore another side of spiritual

ism; its intellectual appeal. Spiritualism had drawn

exponents who pose as preachers, as prophets, some

times as messiahs. Such claimants can not be eradi

cated through shouts of trickery raised by amateur

magicians.

Read this quotation from an article by the Reverend

Arthur Ford. It is a sample of the "inspiration" that

believers receive with joy:

And the great spirits who have redeemed humanity from
much that is ugly and limiting; these through whom God has

shone like the sun through an eastern window, to man's

spiritual enlightenment, become to him not merely historic per

sonages, but actual friends and companions along the way.
He does not read about them; he holds high and holy con

verse with them. He becomes great in spirit because he lives

in closest communion with those who are no longer in bond

age to earthly conventions; he develops a great compassion

for those who limit themselves to a physical world alone.
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—(i6)— INSIDE THE MEDIUM'S CABINET

That is the type of stuff that makes doubtful be

lievers "see the light"; that produces longing for con

tact with those on the "astral plane." Whether or not

its author feels kindly toward the fifty cent mediums

who hold hymn-shrieking parlor seances, it is obvious

that such writings can encourage new customers to

such psychic circles.

Can the magicians match such statements?

Seldom. Their usual line of speech is "canned pat

ter" rehearsed beforehand, or ad lib remarks that ac

company the serious procedures of jamming a silk

handkerchief into a hollow celluloid egg, or extracting

a collapsible fake head of cabbage from a gentleman's

derby hat.

Arthur Ford recognized the limitations of the aver

age conjurer when he wrote the article in which the

previous excerpt appeared. He had previously "de

bated" with Howard Thurston the magician; and he

referred to that "triumph" by following with this

ridicule:

My recent debate with Thurston the magician has resulted

in several interesting things. Among the most amusing have

been the flood of challenges from all sorts of second-rate ma

gicians and vaudeville performers who seem to need a bit of

publicity. Nearly all of these letters are in the form of letters

couched in most ungrammatical terms. Nearly all of them

have caught a few stock phrases from the late Houdini who
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MAGICIANS VERSUS MEDIUMS -(17)-
was only a degree less ignorant than themselves, and these

phrases they repeat with the monotonous repetition of a poll
parrot discoursing on crackers. I regret that I can not help these

fellows. The greatest of them all, having retracted his state

ments and openly admitted that Spiritualism is a case which
can not be upset by a simple trick, I have neither time nor
inclination to further the publicity stunts of unknown aspirants
to first page honors. . . .

Through this statement, we observe the very point

that I have mentioned. The Rev. Arthur Ford exhibited

one advantage that he possessed over most magicians;

namely, the ability to use good grammar. He admitted,

however, that there are such persons as "more intelli

gent magicians" and he cited one who had written

him. I quote from the next paragraph in the article

by Arthur Ford:

A letter from Will Goldston, of London, informs me that

a number of magicians there have formed a circle under the

guidance of Hannen Swaffer and are seriously studying Spir
itualism.

This brings us to Will Goldston, the one notable

exception to my own statement that the "real leaders

in the magical profession are agreed upon the pre

dominance of fraud in spirit manifestations."

Will Goldston was once a performer of a special

type of magic known as the "black art act." He be

came a dealer in magical equipment; and wrote many
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books on magic. So many, in fact, that he is recognized

as the most prolific of all authors on technical magic.

Mr. Goldston concedes the possibility of genuine

spirit manifestations. He declares that he has witnessed

such phenomena. He, himself, considers it rather un

usual that he does so. In fact, Mr. Goldston has stated:

As a magician by profession and a spiritualist by belief, I
am regarded by many persons as being just a trifle eccentric.

I am one of the "many persons" to whom Mr. Gold

ston refers, but when a man emphasizes that he may

plausibly be regarded as eccentric, I admire his frank

ness. I admire it so much, indeed, that I need proof

that he is eccentric. Inasmuch as I have never met Mr.
Goldston, I chose to examine his writings to learn

just how real an authority he was on magic; or how

qualified he might be as an investigator of psychic

phenomena.

Will Goldston once expressed himself upon the sub

ject of the so-called Houdini message, which Mrs.

Houdini was said to have received through the medi-

umship of Doctor Arthur Ford. Goldston stated:

The news (of the Houdini message) created a great sensa

tion in the United States. A few of the smaller magicians who

were unable to offer a reasonable explanation of the affair

immediately decided that the whole thing was a fake. A cer

tain section of the American press boosted the views of these
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magical nobodies, and in a short while, Mrs. Houdini and the

Rev. Ford were openly accused of fraud.

In his statement, Goldston omitted the names of the

"Magical nobodies" and he was wise in doing so. Had
he mentioned any names, his statement would have

disproved itself.

As I will show, Mr. Goldston's belief in his infalli

bility as an authority is without basis. Unfortunately,

he did not bother to collect facts before launching out

on a sea of rhetorical opinions.

There were not a "few smaller magicians" con

nected with the case. There was only one professional

performer versed in magic who thoroughly denounced

the Houdini message as fraudulent. That one was my

self. This was his first inaccuracy. In this connection

he takes a little stab in the dark —perhaps his seance

experiences trained the man in this kind of research.

He slides in the little phrase "magical nobodies." Poor

Will! The word of such an authority as he has proved

himself to be need never be taken seriously even by a

most sensitive person, which I am not.

However, for the sake of the facts which were at

his disposal let me quote excerpts from a published

biography:

Dunninger, while still in his early twenties played the long
est New York consecutive engagement that was ever played by
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any magician —sixty-five weeks. . . . His reputation grew with
his age until now as a society entertainer he has climbed to

the uppermost rung of the ladder . . . not alone has Dun-

ninger entertained the exclusive four hundred many times over

but likewise has entertained five Presidents of the United
States, Thomas A. Edison, who expressed both a personal
and scientific interest in his work, and the Prince of Wales

at the time of His Royal Highness' visit at the Rodman
Wanamaker estate on Long Island. The English Press com

mented on the incident.

Also:

In the season 1926 and 1927 Dunninger headlined the Keith
Albee Orpheum theatres from coast to coast. He received the

largest salary ever paid any mystery working individual in
the history of vaudeville.

The distinction of having headlined the two-a-day

circuits has only been claimed by four master enter

tainers in the entire history of American vaudeville,

namely, Houdini, Horace Goldin, Mercedes and my

self.

There was plenty more where that came from, avail

able in more than one form, such as the American

Press. However, Mr. Goldston's rather breezy way of

dismissing as of small scope such a "section of the

American Press" as included every New York City

newspaper, with nation-wide despatches by the United

Press and the International News Service indicates his

ignorance of that subject. The clippings accumulated
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on the Houdini case easily filled about thirty-five

pages of an extremely large-sized scrap-book.

My curiosity whetted, I determined to find out just

how much Will Goldston knew about American magi

cians. I delved through one of his volumes entitled

"Great Magicians' Tricks." Therein, he eulogized a

youthful visitor to London, who—Goldston says—"re

minds me of a huge over-grown schoolboy." Of this

performer, who to my knowledge had never appeared

in vaudeville, on road show tour, or Chautauqua cir

cuit, Goldston declares:

He is reckoned as the fourth best magician that America

has ever produced. The three who take pride of place are

Harry Kellar, Houdini and Howard Thurston.

In so attesting, Goldston deliberately ignores more

than one dozen prominent magicians of America,

some of international repute, who had built established

careers over a period of many years; and who include

such famous performers as T. Nelson Downs and Nate

Leipsig, two of the most competent sleight-of-hand

performers in the world. In the same category I might

mention such outstanding magical personalities as

S. S. Henry, Eugene Laurant, Karl Germaine, Harry

Blackstone, William Robinson (Ching Ling Soo),

Nicola, Dante, Charles Carter and Lafayette.
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An astounding utterance, that one, even from Will
Goldston. So extravagant, indeed, that he contradicts

it himself, in the very same boo\. Forgetting his friend

the "fourth best," he turns to another magician, Horace

Goldin, whom he eulogizes:

Horace Goldin is the greatest personality in magic today.

He towers like a colossus above his confreres. ... I quite

seriously suggest that he is as great an artist as any one. . . .

As an illusionist, he is certainly better than . . . Houdini.
... As a showman, he ranks . . . second only to Houdini.

Horace Goldin is a great magician; he is also an

American. Will Goldston ranks him as the best in the

business. What has happened to Goldston's "fourth

best" American magician who rated next to Kellar,

Houdini and Thurston?

Not only in the realm of comment and criticism is

Will Goldston less than sure of himself. Many of his

books contain magical impossibilities. Stage tricks that

to my mind never could work in the manner explained.

I cite one example: a "floating lady" or "levitation"

illusion described in his book "Tricks and Illusions."

Therein, a girl is supposed to rest in a cradle that is

situated in front of a sheet of upright glass that comes

vertically through the stage. The cradle is connected

to the top of the glass sheet by a rod. That sheet of
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glass is expected to support the strain of the girl's

weight, which bears downward. Such details as the

fitting of the rod to the top edge of the glass and how

the side edges of the glass will remain invisible to

the audience, are not mentioned. The leverage of the

girl's weight renders the levitation impossible; yet

Goldston says:

This startling experiment has created a sensation in various

parts of the world. The illustrations correctly explain the

method of this seemingly impossible wonder.

During the year 1920, Will Goldston, in his Maga

zine of Magic, advertised a new book published by

Will Goldston, Limited, entitled "Magical Rope Ties

and Escapes," by Houdini. In the advertisement, he

stated, in capital letters:

NEVER HAS SUCH A VALUABLE COLLECTION
OF ESCAPE SECRETS BEEN OFFERED TO MAGI
CIANS.

A large part of the Houdini book consisted of

"secrets" which had appeared in Burling Hull's

"Thirty-three Rope Ties and Chain Releases," pub

lished five years before. Practically every magician

had read it; possibly not Will Goldston. His collection

of magical books, advertised for sale at about the
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same time, was extensive; but did not list a copy of

Hull's book.

Will Goldston's first magnum opus—he had several

—was called "Exclusive Magical Secrets." The book

was fitted with lock and key that the uninitiated might
not pry into the sacred archives of the owner. Every

applicant was required to sign a pledge that he would

not divulge the contents of the volume. "Exclusive

Magical Secrets" was followed by two other locked

books, selling as high as ten and twenty dollars each.

A few years after Houdini's death, a book was pub

lished in London entitled "The Secrets of Houdini"

by J. C. Cannell. Its final chapters are filled with

verbatim explanations of stage illusions, taken from

Goldston's "Exclusive Magical Secrets" and the other

two "protected" volumes.

Did Will Goldston protest this? Apparently not.

One of the most recent books which Goldston has

written contains a friendly foreword from J. C. Can

nell, whom Mr. Goldston regards most highly. I pre

sume that the pledges of secrecy were signed only by

purchasers of "Exclusive Magical Secrets."

Will Goldston would seem by no means possessed

of a perfect memory. In his Magazine of Magic for

January, 1915, he quotes statements made by Horace

Goldin. In the February issue, he apologizes:
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Horace Goldin was the subject of our December's* "Talks

With Celebrities." We wrote the article without reference to

our notes of a recent interview with him, and our memory

proved defective in an important particular. The article at

tributed to Mr. Goldin certain observations as to the War
which were in fact ours and not his. He has called our at

tention to this, and we take the earliest opportunity of ex

plaining the matter to our readers and of offering him our
sincerest regret. . . .

I have quoted these excerpts from Will Goldston's

writings because to me they indicate that he is neither

a reliable authority on magic, nor a qualified investi

gator of spiritualism. I hold the latter opinion because

of his misquotations in the interview with Horace

Goldin. A spiritualistic investigator must be able to

recall exactly who made every statement on an impor

tant occasion; otherwise his reports of what occurred

in a seance room are valueless.

I consider a man versed in magic to be unwise if
he makes public statements championing spiritualism.

I hold that opinion because such a man must know

that the majority of mediums are frauds, even though

he may concede that a few are genuine. Knowing that,

he must also know that all will benefit through his

statements.

The harm that his endorsement can cause will cer-
* Another Goldston inaccuracy. The interview was published in the

January issue. •
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tainly outweigh any benefit that his testimony will
produce. Therefore, a magician with an "open mind"

will do best if he avoids too much discussion. That, I
again affirm, is my opinion.

Will Goldston has told vividly of a seance in which

he met the earth-bound "spirit" of Houdini. He pro

claims:

Is Houdini earth-bound? I think he is. . . .

Houdini is lost in his new sphere. He was almost a diffi
cult man to convince, and I think it more than likely that he

does not realise he is dead, dead, I mean, in an earthly sense.

He has lost his perspective, and, as a spiritual being, cannot

realise his true position in regard to the friends he has left on

earth.

He things he is still one of us. . . .

How many attempts he has made to communicate with me

since his tragic death he alone knows. This particular seance

had been held because an entity who called himself Houdini
had said, "Send for Will." So I went along. . . .

The "ghost" at this seance was somewhat coherent.

Goldston states:

His wrists were held together as though fastened by unseen

handcuffs. He was struggling violently, evidently endeavoring

to free himself. "I'm Houdini," he whispered in a hoarse,

almost unrecognisable voice. "Don't you know me?" He ap

peared to want to tell us something, but lacked the power.

At last he pulled his wrists apart as though he had escaped

from the manacles. A few seconds later he was gone.
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Before I can credit that story, I would like to see a

girl float in air, supported by an invisible sheet of

glass. I would like to know whether Houdini's "ghost"

was really handcuffed, or whether it was restrained by

one of the rope ties described in two different books.

Perhaps the ghost came to question just who was

the fourth best magician in America. Or it may have

wished to correct some quotations attributed to Hou-

dini while in life. Will Goldston published quite a

few of his interviews with Houdini. Ones that had

occurred while Houdini was on this mortal sphere.

But they were not printed until after he had gone to

the astral plane.

I shall have to wait until Mr. Goldston has held

more interviews with Houdini's wraith. While I wait,

I shall remain a doubter. Even to the fact that the

ghost appeared at all.

Should my doubts fade, I can restore them by read

ing more of Will Goldston's books.
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CHAPTER III

THE MILLIONAIRE MEDIUM

■

j
ohn Slater was known as the "mil-

lionaire medium." The term was an apt one. He ac

quired great wealth through his claim of mediumship;

and his career extended over a fifty year period. At
the time of his death, only a few years ago, Slater was

more than seventy years of age.

Slater was a "missionary" of the National Spiritualis

tic Association. He resided in California; but his tours

carried him from coast to coast. Mediums in every

city relied upon John Slater to "show the light" to

-(28)-
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THE MILLIONAIRE MEDIUM —(29)—

doubters; and statistics—if such were obtainable—

would show that thousands of deluded converts to

spiritualism were brought into the ranks through

Slater's efforts.

Message reading was Slater's specialty; both in pub

lic lectures and in private demonstrations. He relied

entirely upon that one type of mediumship; for he

found it profitable. He was seen wherever spiritualists

congregated; at their conventions, at colonies such as

Lily Dale. He was always welcome.

For John Slater was an affable personality; and one

of the few among practicing mediums who might

have been described as "distinguished." One news

paper writer termed him "a small, bird-like, white-

haired man"; and the phrase fitted.

Message readers composed an old school of medium-

ship that flourished in the nineties. They travelled

everywhere, hob-nobbed with local mediums and thus

gained valuable information regarding the "faithful"

in the towns that they visited.

Some moved independently, forming their own cir

cles. These men constituted a clique, who used their

private "blue book" to pass data among themselves.

When they crashed a barren town, they sent spies

ahead to accumulate the facts they needed. They

swelled their blue book through such methods.
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Various factors damaged the game of message read

ing; and made it obsolete. One was mistrust on the

part of local mediums. If they teemed with too many

"readers," they lost their hold on their own "clients."

Another cause was dispute among the readers them

selves. They battled over "territory" like sales agents

of a business concern.

Then the act was popularized in vaudeville; by such

demonstrators as Anna Eva Fay. So prevalent was mes

sage reading that all exposers of fraudulent medium-

ship picked it as the best game to batter. Scores of mes

sage reading methods were laid bare to the public.

Message reading faded. It was due for a revival. John
Slater adopted it; and built his gift into a monopoly.

He was friendly with the local mediums. They were

ready to welcome a "reader" who would strengthen

their own petty status. John Slater was received every

where.

Every "reader," relies upon two faculties. One,

methods of learning the contents of sealed envelopes;

the other an aptitude for giving "answers" to the ques

tions themselves. Learning the contents of the enve

lopes is
,

of course, the primary objective.

Slater knew the methods of his predecessors. He

knew that they had been exposed in print. Therefore,
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he boldly proved that he was not employing any of

three well-known systems, all suited to platform work.

One such method was known as the "one ahead,"

still used by glib local mediums. The message reader

collects a batch of questions sealed in envelopes. He
holds an envelope to his head; pretends to read its

question and gives an answer. A member of the audi

ence admits having written the question; and declares

the answer to be correct.

That person is a "plant," employed by the medium.

The envelope that he sealed is marked; and it is not

the one which the medium holds to his head. The
medium has picked out another envelope; when he

opens it to read the plant's question verbatim, he glibly

recites the question that his confederate wrote.

At the same time, he reads the bona fide question

and places it on the table. He picks up another enve

lope; calls out the question that he has just read.

Naturally, it is recognized. He answers it
,

opens the

envelope and verifies the question b
y

pretending to

read it aloud. Instead, he reads the one that he has

placed on the table.

He is ready to proceed with another question; and

does so, envelope after envelope until he has exhausted

the supply. He leaves his confederate's envelope —the

marked one—for the finish.
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John Slater proved that he did not use this method.

As proof, he returned question and envelope to the

writer direcdy after he gave a reading.

The second method often employed was the "alco

hol system." Through this trick, a question could be

read without opening the envelope. The medium car

ried a sponge soaked in alcohol. He drew it across the

face of the envelope. This made the envelope trans

parent; the message could be read and answered; then

returned to its writer intact.

John Slater did not use the alcohol method. He
foreswore all the clever devices for concealing the use

ful sponge, such as keeping it in a batch of dummy

envelopes. He emphasized that he used no alcohol, by

coming to the footlights, pulling up his sleeves and

showing his hands empty before he read a question.

In fact, he told his audience all about this method,

to prove he was no faker. All the while, he was cover

ing another proof that he might have mentioned; but

was wise enough to avoid. He was not using an alcohol

sponge because he tore open the majority of his enve

lopes before returning them. If he had been using the

"alcohol system," such a procedure would have been

unnecessary.

We are touching my first clue. Slater tore open enve

lopes before returning them and their contents.
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The third old method was the "switch." In it
,

sealed

envelopes are gathered, substituted for another batch,

and carried of! stage. There they are opened, the mes

sages learned. The medium either burns the dummy

envelopes or pretends that they are the originals.

John Slater did not employ the "switch." He proved

that definitely b
y

returning the original envelopes and

their questions. But he never talked about imitators

who carried originals off stage. Why not? Because

Slater's envelopes went behind the scene, prior to his

demonstration.

This gives us the second clue. Slater's collected enve

lopes were carried off stage.

Through the points which I have mentioned in

italics; and through direct observation of John Slater's

demonstration, I learned the procedure that he could

have easily used. I intended to expose it in detail while

he was still a practicing medium but certain circum

stances caused me to postpone it.

One was that although John Slater carried no alco

hol up his sleeve, I felt it quite certain that he had a

few reserve methods parked there. I wanted to witness

more of his demonstrations before I made my

analysis.

He knew that I was investigating him. He might
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have had another method ready; and I wanted to view

him incognito in case he might be testing it. This was

difficult because Slater traveled all about the country

and I was forced to await my opportunity. While I was

holding matters in abeyance the second circumstance

intervened.

John Slater died. Did he carry his method to the

astral plane ? I shall herewith describe how his demon-

tration could have been performed.

When persons came to the hall where John Slater

"lectured," their first procedure was to pay a fee, fre

quently as high as two dollars. They were then pro

vided with paper and envelopes.

They wrote questions and sealed them in the en

velopes. They were required to write their identifying

initials or a number upon a corner of the envelope so

they could identify it later. Their own paper and en

velopes could be used if they desired.

The sealed envelopes were placed in baskets that re

mained in the lobby. At intervals, batches of envelopes

were carried back stage. Slater's seance was always

ready to begin; but there were usually attendant delays

due to late comers. Slater did not want to be disturbed

by persons walking in and out of the hall after his "lec

ture" had begun. He spent too much time in prelim
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inary "concentration" to have his chances of

"communication" with the spirits destroyed.

This suggested a solution. My explanation fol

lows:

The envelopes that went back stage were opened;

and no time was lost in this action. They were slit

along the end away from any corner that bore initials.

The messages were removed, their contents noted and

inscribed in brief near the slit end of the envelope.

Then the messages were replaced. When the envelopes

were carried on the stage and placed on the medium's

table they showed no signs of tampering. A well slit

envelope cannot be detected even when casually han

dled. But the reader allowed no handling of the

envelopes. His notes would have been observed.

When Slater picked up an envelope he held it to

his head with the writing side toward his eyes. Hav

ing noted the identifying initials or numbers he called

upon that person to announce himself. When the ques

tioner arose in the audience, Slater repeated the mes

sage and gave an answer.

Close by the footlights he tore open the end of the

envelope and in that action ripped away the entire

half inch upon which the tiny notations had been

made.

Sometimes Slater kindly displayed the envelope to
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a person close at hand so that they could see the

number while the envelope remained "unopened".

This was not marvelous. An envelope has two sides.

The initials were on one; Slater's notations on the

other.

Slater could also have used a few tricks that were

suited to the type of audience that he faced. It must be

remembered that Slater drew many more believers than

skeptics. The great majority —some skeptics included
—used the envelopes that he supplied. Some envelopes

could easily have been treated with paraffin on the

back. An envelope sealed against paraffin can be

opened readily and sealed again.

Slater was always able to return a small percentage

of the envelopes still sealed. I have described the type

of reserve method that was at his disposal.

There is another method of returning an envelope

intact. That is to know the question beforehand; and

this was particularly easy in Slater's performances.

Believers could be told by their own mediums to place

certain combinations of numbers and letters as identi

fying marks upon their envelopes.

The reason given would be that the sincere believers

could gain precedence over the curiosity seekers when

Slater looked among the envelopes and picked one

from the batch. The mediums would naturally ap
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prove this idea because they invariably had pet dis

ciples present who would gain greater comprehen

sion of the spirit world if shown "more light" through

Slater's demonstrations.

Thus Slater could know beforehand just who had

written certain questions through information from

the local mediums regarding the special numbers.

Those envelopes would be sure-fire; they would not

need to be opened at all.

Slater made a great show when he came to certain

envelopes. It was lucky that he had no alcohol sponge

up his sleeve for he would have shaken it loose with

the Saint Vitus action that he performed in showing

his hands empty and exhibiting the sealed envelope to

those close by the footlights. Believers always came

early and got the front seats.

We have covered methods of learning the contents

of sealed envelopes. The other side of the case relates

to the answering of questions. Slater was one who

"knew the answers"; in many cases literally.

For years and years hundreds of self-styled psychics

have shown their aptitude toward guessing answers.

The longer their experience the better they become.

Time and again I have met such persons in challenge

and have proven that I who claim no supernatural

power can answer questions that they cannot.
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According to the newspapers John Slater amazed the

spiritualists by one marvelous prediction. He prophe
sied that Hoover would be elected President in 1928.

At about the same time I predicted the election of

Mayor Walker and gave the figures of his coming ma

jority. My prediction was correct. Therefore the state

ment that I have just made regarding my ability to

surpass the guesses was proven specifically in the case

of Slater.

Slater was simply a man of average ability but with

long experience in "reading." His exaggerated claims

gained their only substantiation through the very phase

that I have mentioned. His audiences were flooded

with believers whose inside affairs were known to their

own mediums; the same persons with whom Slater co

operated.

Many mediums relied upon Slater to convince the

skeptics whom they themselves feared. Often they ac

quired information regarding skeptics but were afraid

to use it for fear those persons would demand new

revelations which they could not make.

Slater's performance was a one-shot affair. He left

the skeptics stunned; departed and was no longer

available for other tests.

My own criticism of Slater's work lay not only in

the fact that he was useful to fraudulent mediums; I
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also took exception to certain statements that he made

upon the platform. Had he been able genuinely to di
vulge the contents of sealed envelopes I still would have

held objection.

Slater did not base his work upon a supportable

hypothesis.

He upheld the preposterous. He declared, without

qualification, that he was aided by the presence of

spirits. He stated that those invisible beings read the

questions and inspired him with the answers. I was pre

pared to dispute such claims.

When Slater came to New York in June, 1929, 1 was

prepared to challenge him. He appeared at the annual

convention of the New York General Assembly of

Spiritualists. He faced a huge audience at the Hotel

Pennsylvania.

I arrived accompanied by Dr. Joseph H. Kraus, edi

tor of Science and Invention, and other friends, bring

ing two sealed envelopes —each containing a message. I
also had a check for $21,000 on the Central Hanover

Bank and Trust Company, made out to John Slater,

signed by the treasurer of the Experimenter Publishing

Company.

Each of the sealed envelopes contained a written

word. We had taken the precaution to place each mes

sage between thin sheets of metal, also contained in
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the envelope. The envelopes were so sealed that any

tampering could be detected afterward.

I offered Slater the check for $21,000 if he could learn

the contents of either envelope. The envelopes were

to be given to him on the platform and returned to us

intact without leaving our sight. Slater marched up

and down the platform in agitation and emphatically

refused to undertake the test.

My offer aroused huge antagonism throughout the

audience. Knowing that many of those present were

spirit mediums who claimed powers that resembled

Slater's pretensions, I challenged anyone present to take

up the test which Slater had refused. Not one accepted.

Instead it awoke a chorus of: "Thow him out!"

The word in one envelope was the name Palladino.

Since Palladino was known as the most famous of all

mediums who had departed to the spirit plane it seems

surprising that not one of the assemblage of supposedly

genuine mediums could even guess the name.

I and my companions were forcibly ejected, al

though we created no disturbance. All the commotion

began with the spiritualists and ended with them.

After I left some of my representatives unknown to

those present remained. Probably Slater and his fellow

mediums were too disturbed to receive psychic impres

sions of their presence. It was then that Slater issued
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THE MILLIONAIRE MEDIUM —(41)—

a statement to the effect that I had done something

quite unorthodox; that I would not have dared to do

it in any church of any other creed. To this I take

logical exceptions.

Slater's performance was not being given in a church.

It was advertised as a convention. If Slater and others

chose to regard it as a church service they were the

ones who were behaving in an unorthodox fashion,

for an admittance fee was charged for the affair.

My test was not the first that Slater had avoided. It
represented the conclusive case in which Slater direcdy

refused to apply his professed powers to the answering

of a question that could not be handled by trickery.

Slater used apt phrases. When he picked up an en

velope he said that he would "psychomotrize" it
;
that

the spirit of a departed person would whisper the

answer into his ear. Claiming to be en rapport with

the spirit world he failed to receive the slightest ink

ling from the spirit of Palladino. Yet Palladino's

"spirit" is one that bobs up at seance after seance so

readily that it seems unnecessary to invoke it.

John Slater was in the business for profit. His life

was devoted to mediumship and money. He found no

difficulty reading messages when the price was two

dollars. But he could not take a chance for twenty-

one thousand. It was inconsistent; but that is hardly
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surprising. Inconsistency is the back bone of spiritual

ism.

Methods and tip-offs are a boon to every "reader."

John Slater could give good readings often because

he had plenty of information. He monopolized the

field for himself. The secret of any reader's success is

his ability to exaggerate and to create readings that

seem sensible to the average person who is anxious

to be convinced.

Such was John Slater, a veritable Billy Sunday of

spiritualism, whose local contacts welcomed him be

cause he converted their skeptical cohorts and gave

new life to vacant seance rooms wherever he had been.
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CHAPTER IV

THE HOUDINI MESSAGE

A^^HEN HOUDINI DIED, IN I926, HIS

demise was hailed with great rejoicing throughout all

spiritdom. Earthly disciples of the astral sphere had

cause to rejoice. They were freed from the menace of

an antagonist who had been ceaseless and untiring in
his efforts to expose the frauds of mediumship.

So great was the relief that few mediums attempted

to capitalize upon Houdini's death. They were afraid

to seek the limelight where Houdini's name was con

cerned. They knew that documentary evidence might

-(43)-
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—(44)— INSIDE THE MEDIUM'S CABINET

prove a boomerang. It was poor policy for any promi
nent medium to run the risk of stirring up facts that

might bring forth details of his own sweet past.

Houdini's files remained a threat. They contained a

blacklist of fakers. Many foes of fraudulent medium-

ship claimed access to those records. Mediums dreaded

new thrusts from somewhere; and they found them

selves in their favorite element —the dark. Somehow,

the voices of their own spirit guides were absent.

Sometimes, publicity seekers produce beneficial re

sults. This was so in the matter of Houdini's records.

There were many magicians who had known Houdini,

shaken hands with him, or purchased a second-hand

copy of a book that he had autographed for some one

else. These fleshly survivors of Houdini were as numer

ous as the spirit guides of mediums; and many of

them possessed professional names quite as grotesque

as those of the spirit controls.

The public was promised forthcoming duels between

these factions; and the crux of it all lay in the fact

that many individuals in the legion of magicians

claimed to be the chosen party who had been named

as recipient of Houdini's files.

This pleased me immensely; for amid the hubbub,

I had quietly acquired the greater portion of Houdini's

most important records for my own collection. In order
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THE HOUDINI MESSAGE —(45)—

to keep the mediums guessing —a good practice, for

they usually guess badly—I deliberately rejected a

quantity of duplicate records and useless notes. The

magical claimants kept up their scramble; actually ob

tained some of the extra documents and increased their

boasts.

The real truth about the bestowal of Houdini's

records arrived as a bombshell in 1928, when I pro

duced a book of Houdini's Spirit Exposes, in connec

tion with some of my own Psychical Explanations.

That publication ended all attempts at controversy.

Mediums, meanwhile, had been itchy about the

Houdini matter. They made two false starts; both of

which brought them trouble.

Their first insinuation was that Houdini's sudden

death had been the result of a concentrated attack by

spirits themselves; that he, as the foe of spiritualism,

had been singled out for punishment because he had

denounced the faith.

This was a bad move; one that carried all the in

consistencies of spiritualistic claims. Certainly, if Hou

dini had been slain by spirits, only the malignant type

of astral being would have joined in the assassination.

Yet mediums claimed to have dealings only with good

spirits. Whenever they bungled seances, they blamed it

upon the evil forces. Why should malignant spirits,
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who delight in ruining the reputations of mediums,

have taken away the one man who was doing the same

work by human efforts?

The only answer was that good spirits, not bad, had

done Houdini to death. That not only damaged the

reputation of the good spirits; but it brought the argu

ment closer home. Since the mediums were earthly

agents of good spirits; and did the bidding of those

controls, the summary implied that the mediums them

selves might have been instrumental in Houdini's

death.

Realizing this, mediums generally became vague

about the story of spirits who meted punishment. They

switched to their second move: the claim that Hou

dini's death had been foretold. They actually named

mediums who had "prophesied" that Houdini would

die within a given period after the date of prediction.

This attempt went into the discard when alert skep

tics pointed out that those specific mediums had made

the same predictions, regularly and methodically, over

periods of months and years. Predictions that are re

newed each time they run out are certain to be cor

rect some day, when they concern the death of a person.

So the spirit mediums tried to forget Houdini. Per

haps they would have done so, if it had not been for

the publicity that his name still gained. Magicians,
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THE HOUDINI MESSAGE —(47)—

unable to crash into print through their own ability,

were continually using Houdini's name as a spear

head to pierce the resistant hides of newspaper editors.

The horizon teemed with Houdini's "assistants"; his

"pupils"; his "successors." They buzzed like gnats

about the heads of mediums. Though stingless, they

proved annoying. Some medium had to get the flit.

The first to splurge on a big scale was Nino Pe-

coraro, whose checkered history occupies another chap

ter in this volume. Nino gained undue publicity late

in April, 1928. The poison needed an antidote. I sup

plied it a few weeks later.

Early in May, 1928, 1 presented a seance of my own,

in which I produced Houdini's "ghost" along with

other manifestations of an astounding nature. Not only

did I disprove the claims of Nino Pecoraro; I estab

lished a high-water mark that I knew no pretended

medium could reach. I stated definitely that my re

sults were gained through sheer trickery; that I pos

sessed no mediumistic power. In so doing, I issued a

direct challenge to all fraudulent spook-producers. It
was "hands-off" so far as future Houdini seances were

concerned. I knew, without question, that mediums

would avoid hurting their doubtful reputations by at

tempting to produce, in their puny fashion, new mani
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testations that would prove ridiculous when compared
to mine.

I quote from an Associated Press despatch of May
fourth:

Pecoraro's seance was given . . . several days ago and the

best he could do after five hours was to produce a voice pur
porting to be Houdini's which seemed to have nothing of im
portance to say.

Dunninger . . . before the same audience of thirty news

paper men and women and under identical conditions, pro
duced a luminous figure resembling Houdini, a message in
Houdini's handwriting, snatches of oral conversation and a

parafin cast of an ectoplasmic hand which is to be examined

for Houdini's finger-prints.
Mrs. Houdini declared the handwriting was "Harry's to the

life" and the luminous portrait the best she has seen, although
she has attended many seances in the hope of receiving the

code message her husband had given her and which he said

he would try to transmit after death.

Dunninger was bound hands and feet, the knots sealed with
wax and after being searched was placed behind a curtain.

Within twenty minutes, writing appeared on cards and slates

that had been left in view of the audience, a tambourine went

sailing through the air and fingerprints appeared on modeling

wax.

There are factors in this account that demand em

phasis. The seance, as stated, was before a group of

persons who had previously attended an almost blank

seance by a pretended medium, under the identical
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THE HOUDINI MESSAGE -(49)-
conditions. It is a known fact that many skeptical sit

ters become sharper and more perceptive when they

attend their second seance. The first law of deception

is to show the spectator a marvel which he does not

expect to witness.

My audience was whetted to the limit. Persons pres

ent had aided in balking Nino Pecoraro. I was at a

disadvantage far greater than the medium; yet I ac

complished all that he did not—and a great deal that

he could not have tried to do.

Quoting from the same despatch, I present an in

teresting side-light of the seance:

Charles E. Davenport, Pecoraro's manager, after viewing the

performance with astonishment, said Dunninger had medium-

istic powers, even if he did not know it.

My reply was:

"That accusation is not true. I give you my word

everything you have seen here is a put up job, accom

plished without a particle of aid from any superhuman

source."

The United Press despatch was similar to the A. P.

story that I have quoted. However, it emphasized one

feature that I quote verbatim, because of its later im

portance. The U. P. said:

Before he died, Houdini made a pact with his wife and

friends that the first one to die should do everything in his
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power to send messages from the other world. An elaborate

system of signals was devised as a check on spiritualism. Since

Houdini's death, his wife has been attending an endless round
of seances watching for the sign. So far it has failed to appear.

Last night she became excited when her husband's hand

writing appeared and said it was "Harry's to the life."

There is one primary rule in the fakery of spirit

mediumship. That is to concentrate upon persons who

have suffered a bereavement. Through the strict appli

cation of that ghoulish practice, fakers have managed

to gain their strongest converts. Find me an ardent be

liever who has succumbed to the guile of a fraudulent

medium; and in a large percentage of the cases we will
learn that the dupe was trapped soon after he or she

had suffered the loss of a close friend or relative; par

ticularly one whose death was sudden or unfortunate.

Spirit mediums recognize that this practice has

brought them their strongest followers. It was through

such application on the part of so-called psychics that

Sir Oliver Lodge and Sir Arthur Conan Doyle joined

the fold.

All the while that spirit mediums had been cautious,

following Houdini's death, they had also been trying

their old game. They knew that Beatrice Houdini had

suffered through her husband's death. They saw also

that she was in a strained, emotional condition.

There, in that United Press account, was an indica

G
e
n
e
ra

te
d
 f

o
r 

Jo
h
n
 P

a
tr

ic
k 

D
e
v
e
n
e
y
 (

U
n
iv

e
rs

it
y
 o

f 
C

h
ic

a
g

o
) 

o
n
 2

0
1

5
-0

6
-0

7
 1

5
:1

7
 G

M
T
  
/ 

 h
tt

p
:/

/h
d
l.
h
a
n
d
le

.n
e
t/

2
0

2
7

/u
c1

.b
4

0
2

9
7

1
4

P
u
b
lic

 D
o
m

a
in

, 
G

o
o
g

le
-d

ig
it

iz
e
d

  
/ 

 h
tt

p
:/

/w
w

w
.h

a
th

it
ru

st
.o

rg
/a

cc
e
ss

_u
se

#
p
d
-g

o
o
g
le



THE H0VDIN1 MESSAGE —(51)—

tion far more accurate than any that fraudulent

mediums have ever given. It told of Beatrice Houdini's

growing interest in seances.

I failed to heed the warning. I knew that Mrs. Hou-

dini had been attending the "endless round of

seances"; also that she was in an excitable condition.

But it must be remembered that she and I had al

ready conferred regarding the publication of Houdini's

records. Mrs. Houdini had seen the game of quackery

from the inside. She seemed immune to the crooked

tactics of the mediums.

Constant pressure, however, invariably lessens resist

ance. It seems an obvious fact that in May, 1928,

Beatrice Houdini was more ready to believe in psychic

manifestations than she had previously been.

There was opportunity to score a spiritualistic

triumph by producing a message from Houdini. There

was a channel through which it could be accom

plished; namely, by revealing the coded message that

Mrs. Houdini knew. This meant that Mrs. Houdini,

herself, must be chosen as the recipient of the mes

sage.

There was a man who saw the possibilities.

I refer to the Reverend Arthur Ford.

According to a newspaper account of his career,
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Arthur Ford was a native of Florida, who attended

Transylvania College, in Lexington, Kentucky, where

he received his master's degree. He was ordained a

minister, becoming pastor of the Christian Church, of

the Disciples of Christ, at Barbourville, Kentucky.

He attributed his interest in spiritualism to his col

lege days, when a friend of his styled "Fletcher,"

promised some day to communicate with him from

the spirit world. Fletcher died; Ford received mes

sages; and the spirit of Fletcher became his control.

Chautauqua circuits were at their height. Arthur

Ford entered that field and delivered lectures on

psychic phenomena. He met magicians; for they were

numerous in Chautauqua; and it is likely that so keen

a psychologist as Mr. Ford observed their work.

Magicians, particularly in Chautauqua, had a fond

ness for anti-spiritualistic tricks; for those items in their

repertoire were best received by audiences. One very

competent performer in that field made a specialty of

producing "spirit paintings," which he never claimed

as genuine; but which certainly were better and more

convincing than the usual brand developed by fake

mediums.

Some time later, Arthur Ford arrived in New York.

Fletcher was becoming more prolific with his mes

sages; in New York, Ford became the head of the
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THE HOUDINI MESSAGE -(53)-
First Spirit Church in America, and demonstrated his

occult powers in public performances and private

circles.

I find no record of Arthur Ford seeking combat with

Houdini; although Ford, familiar with the ways of

magicians and presumably a sincere spiritualist, would

have been a logical man to dispute Houdini's argument

that all mediums were frauds. Instead, he took excep

tion to an article that quoted Howard Thurston, the

famous magician, as saying that he—Thurston—could

duplicate anything which a medium was able to "ma

terialize"; and that all mediums, and spiritualism in

general, were only the means of working upon the sus

ceptibilities of the public.

Professing indignation, Ford challenged Thurston

to meet him at a public debate. Thurston accepted;

and wired me to come to the meeting. I was in the

lecture hall when the discussion took place.

Two factors were apparent. First, that Ford was a

man who had spent his life in lecturing on psychic

subjects; second, that Thurston was not a challenger

of Spiritualism in a sense that resembled Houdini's.

It was my natural assumption that so well informed

a man as Ford would know Thurston's actual views

toward Spiritualism. Thurston had been misquoted in
the article. His actual claim was that he could dupli
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—(54)— INSIDE THE MEDIUM'S CABINET

cate the performance of any bogus spiritualist. He was

in sympathy with the aims of spiritualism and had not

denied the possibility of an existence after death. He

was merely concerned lest frauds be perpetrated.

Instead of actually debating, Thurston clarified his

statements. Ford made an address, in which he dis

regarded important work done by Houdini and ex

pressed belief in the work of Margery, the Boston

medium. He referred to me several times, depreciating

articles that I had written for a scientific magazine,

disputing the claims of mediums.

Ford's desire for debate on Spiritualism showed

cleverness. It gave the subject a supposed status that

it did not deserve. The only way to approach Spiritual

ism is to consider it a fraud; for statistics prove that

the overwhelming majority of supposed phenomena

have been faked.

To take Spiritualism as an open question gives it a

fifty percent claim. In short, the best way to aid a non-

debatable cause is to debate it. Moreover, in any de

bate, it is not the merit of the particular side that

impresses the listener; it is the argumentative skill of

the debater. Arthur Ford had found a way to combat

magicians. Forensics were his oyster; there were no

magicians skilled in debate.

One would have expected the Reverend Arthur Ford
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THE H0UDIN1 MESSAGE —(55)—

to stay within his chosen field. Brilliant, established,

disdainful of magicians who cherished wisps of Hou-

dini's mantle, he held an excellent advantage. He could

have maintained it. Instead, he took a step which

proved damaging to his position. He decided to reveal

the Houdini code.

The stage was set for a drama that was to stir the

world of Spiritualism. A drama packed with startling

denouements, with unexpected actors cast in singular

roles.
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CHAPTER V

THE MESSAGE THAT MISSED

AJLMS preface to the events which
concerned the so-called Houdini message, I shall ask

the reader to carefully consider the statements as pre

sented. It will be noted that they consist chiefly of facts

that were placed on public record.

The Reverend Arthur Ford played a large part in

those events. He produced a message; he attributed the

exploit to the wraith of Fletcher. In this he claimed

sincerity; and his claim is justifiable. There is a good

reason to allow that Ford believed that he heard words

through Fletcher.

-(56)-
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THE MESSAGE THAT MISSED —(57)—

I have already credited Arthur Ford with high in

telligence. His own keenness should have informed
him that the message, as he delivered it

,

was not the

sort that would have come from Houdini. Many per

sons have heard "voices" and in that experience have

not weighed their own utterances when they have re

peated the statements.

Word b
y word, so Ford claimed, the Houdini code

was gained b
y Fletcher from Houdini's spirit. An

oddity in itself, for if Fletcher had communicated with

Houdini on the spirit plane, he would have received

the words all at once; or not at all.

I never knew Fletcher; but I had known Houdini.

I speak from personal recollection of Houdini's ways.

The big smash struck on Tuesday, January 8
,
1929.

It clanked from the pink front page of the New York
Evening Graphic, that lamented tabloid that once

thrilled the public with manufactured news and

pieced-together photographs.

I quote the Graphic:

From the depths of the great unknown, the voice of Harry
Houdini came back to-day to allay the feverish suffering of his

widow, Beatrice, as she tossed restlessly on a sick bed in her

home at 6
7 Payson Avenue.

Although near death herself, Mrs. Houdini has not the

slightest doubt that the voice from the grave was that of her

beloved husband, for it spoke in a code known only to the

great magician and his faithful helpmeet on earth.
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—(58)— INSIDE THE MEDIUM'S CABINET

Slowly, the words, nine in all, fell from the lips of the

medium, who, with a party of spectators, were grouped about

the sick bed.

"Rosabelle —answer —tell—pray, answer —look—tell—answer,

answer —tell
"

And, according to the code devised by Houdini some four

years ago, the mystic utterance translated signifies the single
word:

"BELIEVE."
Two years before his death, Houdini had fashioned the

code, known only to himself and Mrs. Houdini. They used

it on the stage in mind-reading demonstrations and the only
copy of it in existence is locked in the vaults of the Manu
facturer's Trust Company.

"If it is possible for the spirit to return to this mundane

sphere, I shall come back to you," the magician told his wife
at the time. "You will know it is I, not the imaginings of fake

mediums, because I shall converse in this code."

Since Houdini's death the widow had been literally swamped
with letters from persons in all parts of the world, seeking to

collect the $ 10,000 reward she offered for proof of spiritualism.

The Graphic continued with the statement that

Mrs. Houdini had learned that the Reverend Arthur
Ford had received a ten word message, with instruc

tions to deliver it to her. Consequently, the seance was

arranged; and the story resumed:

Doctor Ford went into his trance shortly after noon. He
communicated with a spirit he referred to as Fletcher, and to

those within hearing of his voice it seemed that Fletcher was

the only one from whom he could glean Houdini's message.
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THE MESSAGE THAT MISSED -(59)-
"Hello, Fletcher," Doctor Ford began.
Then he turned to the auditors and said:

"The man is coming through —the same man as the other

night."
The medium quoted what Fletcher told him Houdini was

saying: "I want to speak to my sweetheart and repeat my
message."

Then came the mystic words which meant nothing to those

grouped about, but which seemed to startle and obsess the

sick woman on the bed. She cried out for their meaning. . . .

"The message is a single word from Houdini," said the

medium. "The word is 'believe'."

The account concluded with a final statement from

Doctor Ford. One which purported to be the voice of

Fletcher, speaking for Houdini. Words which Ford,

himself, could guess would be hurled into print. They

are worth reading; for they so closely resemble the

usual patter that a medium glibly gives to a group of
sitters. That is

,

words which a medium would give,

if possessed of diction as excellent as that of Doctor

Ford's:

Spare no time or money to undo my attitude of doubt while
on earth. Now that I have found my way back, I can come

often, sweetheart. Give yourself to placing the truth before

all those who have lost the faith and want to take hold again.

Believe me, life is continuous. Tell the world there is no

death. I will be close to you. I expect to use this instrument

many times in the future. Tell the world, sweetheart, that

Harry Houdini lives and will prove it a thousand times.
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Personally, I have attended many seances and have

heard the "spirits" of once intelligent persons con

verse, all using the same grammatical errors that are

peculiar to the medium. This statement from the

"spirit" of Houdini was merely a reversal of the usual.

In speech, Houdini was direct, blunt, and unemotional

when delivering an important statement. Perhaps,

transmitting through Fletcher and Ford, he found

those "instruments" to be dramatic amplifiers. It is

rather difficult to picture Houdini himself adopting

the language of a juvenile lead.

The news of the mid-day seance was exclusively a

Graphic story. It was written by a young woman

named Rea Jaure; and it appeared promptly that same

afternoon, a fact that was to hold significance later.

But before I discuss the sensational sequel, I shall pre

sent some previous facts that introduced themselves into

this case.

A reference to the account of the seance in May, 1928,

will show that Mrs. Houdini had placed a reward of

$10,000 for any one who could deliver her husband's

message. That offer was part of a $31,000 total, backed

by Science and Invention Magazine. Mrs. Houdini's

share formed a portion of the fund, during 1928.

Then, some weeks before Ford's seance, Mrs. Hou
dini withdrew her $10,000 from the fund.
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THE MESSAGE THAT MISSED — (61)—

That, in itself, denoted apprehension of a definite

sort. Mrs. Houdini had impressed every one with her

sincerity regarding the cash award. We believed quite

firmly that she would gladly have paid the money in

the case of a genuine message. But it is quite as cer

tain that she would not have wanted the cash paid for

a doubtful message.

Mrs. Houdini's withdrawal of the award was possi

bly, therefore, an indication of anticipated doubt. On

January 9th the day after the seance, she made a state

ment which through its wording fits directly with this

opinion. The statement was as follows:

Regardless of any statements made to the contrary, I wish
to declare that the message in its entirety, and in the agreed

upon sequence, given to me by Arthur Ford, is the correct

message prearranged between Mr. Houdini and myself.

Beatrice Houdini

It is interesting to observe that the statement merely

says that the message was correct. It does not state that

Mrs. Houdini believed it was obtained by psychic

means. As a matter of fact there were several very easy

ways in which the message could have been obtained.

When these became known the seance episode burst

like a bubble.

On a night previous to the seance I met Miss Daisy

White, formerly a magician's assistant, who not only
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-(62)- INSIDE THE MEDIUM'S CABINET

knew Houdini and Mrs. Houdini; but claimed ac

quaintance with Arthur Ford. Miss White told me that

a big story was due to break. Hence I was not sur

prised when the account appeared in the Graphic.

On the next day, January ioth, I gave a demonstra

tion for newspaper men in which I correctly read ten

words which were written and concealed from me.

I did this partly to offset any coming claim for the

remainder of the award; it was my purpose to prove

that words unseen and unknown at the outset, could

be learned so long as they were in the mind of a liv

ing person.

Inasmuch as Mrs. Houdini knew the words which

Ford uttered, they were words known to a living per

son. His demonstration gave no proof whatsoever that

the message had come through Houdini's spirit.

Before I had an opportunity to proceed further with

this matter, another story broke in the New Yor\
Graphic. It appeared simultaneously with other news

papers that carried accounts of my test.

This story was as sensational as the first. Its head

lines were twice as large. It declared that the Houdini

message was a hoax. I quote from its paragraphs:

The Graphic today is in a position to expose one of the most

monumental "psychic" hoaxes ever perpetrated on the Ameri

can public — the purported communication from the spirit world
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THE MESSAGE THAT MISSED -(63)-
of Harry Houdini to his widow, Beatrice. Evidence gathered

by this newspaper shows that the sensational message was

carefully rehearsed prior to its quotation's premier.
The truth of the affair is that Rea Jaure, a Graphic reporter,

prepared her story 24 hours before the seance was held. Miss

Jaure held up her information pending an opportunity to

get all of the facts in connection with the hoax rather than

publish a premature and inconclusive story.

The account stated that Miss Jaure had made an ap

pointment with Arthur Ford on the evening following
the seance; that Ford made his appearance at the

Jaure apartment twenty minutes after eleven. Hidden

in the breakfast room of the apartment were two rep

resentatives from the Graphic.

In the course of the conversation Miss Jaure voiced

her inside knowledge of the story, mentioning that

she had possessed a copy of the code one day before

the seance. This produced apprehensions on the part

of the Rev. Mr. Ford. The Graphic quoted him as

saying:

"But you must play ball. Really I'd be glad to make

financial compensation."

Rejecting this offer Miss Jaure brought the discus

sion to the matter of the code itself. Regarding this

code she asked Mr. Ford directly:

"You didn't get it spiritualistically, did you?"

Ford's reply, as printed in the Graphic, was:
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"You know, Rca, I couldn't have done that."

It is unnecessary to discuss in detail any reasons that

the Graphic may have had for printing a reversal of

its original story. Inasmuch as the Graphic subsisted

upon coined news, the opportunity of making two

stories out of one could have been sufficiently attrac

tive to that tabloid journal.

The vital point is this: The seance story was given

to the Graphic exclusively. Whatever reliance we may

place upon the original story must also be given to

the second. If Mr. Ford denies his admission to Rea

Jaure he is also denying the accuracy of the only news

paper reporter who reported the seance itself.

My investigations were concentrated upon the code,

and possible ways in which it was obtained. I was

quite willing to believe that Arthur Ford delivered the

correct code and message to Beatrice Houdini. Her

signed statement to that effect is plain enough.

The code was simply one which was originally used

for a pretended telepathy act. Each word stood for a

figure. There were ten words in all as follows:

Pray I Please 6

Answer 2 Speak 7

Say 3 Quickly 8

Now 4 Look 9

Tell 5 Be Quick 10
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THE MESSAGE THAT MISSED —(65)—

Through these words separately or in combination

it is possible to signal any number. The words also

stood for letters of the alphabet in rotation.

Thus we translate the code: Answer (B); Tell (E);
Pray, answer (L); Look (I); Tell (E); Answer,

answer (V); Tell (E).
Facts were misstated regarding this code through

which Arthur Ford produced the word "Believe." It
was not specially prepared by Houdini only two years

before his death. The code was more than a century

old and had been used by the Houdinis in an act of

their own for thirty years. It was an antiquated type

of code that could have been passed to any number

of mind reading teams; and is probably being used

verbatim by side show performers today.

This code did not have to be told to Arthur Ford,

or any spirit control such as Fletcher. The code was

already in print. It had appeared on page 105 of Hou-

dini's biography, which appeared soon after the ma

gician's death. All that any one needed to know in

order to reveal a message was that Mrs. Houdini ex

pected to receive it in that code.

Moreover, it was also publicly known that any mes

sage for Mrs. Houdini was to come in some form of

code. That fact was printed by the newspapers at the
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time of my investigation of Nino Pecoraro, as quoted

in the previous chapter.

With her secret dependent upon such slim threads,

it is small wonder that Mrs. Houdini decided to with

draw her prize offer of ten thousand dollars. Con

sidered impartially, that action in itself would prove

to an astute observer that some clue was available.

Any one hoping to bring a message from Houdini
should logically have read his biography as the best

source to learn about Houdini. The code would have

impressed itself upon any searcher for information.

Coupled with the facts that Mrs. Houdini expected a

message in code and had withdrawn her prize offer,

there was every chance to form conclusions.

Arthur Ford did not trust the "Fletcher" message

to a chance seance. Instead, he first had a letter de

livered to Mrs. Houdini, stating that he had received a

message in coded words, which he quoted. It was after

he had learned of the remarkable effect of this letter

that he went through with the seance.

These facts do not alter my willingness to believe in

Arthur Ford's sincerity. What I disclaim is that the

message ever came from Houdini. The facts show that

happenings on this earthly plane could have accom

plished results more effectively than any meeting be

tween the shades of Houdini and Fletcher.

G
e
n
e
ra

te
d
 f

o
r 

Jo
h
n
 P

a
tr

ic
k 

D
e
v
e
n
e
y
 (

U
n
iv

e
rs

it
y
 o

f 
C

h
ic

a
g

o
) 

o
n
 2

0
1

5
-0

6
-0

7
 1

5
:1

7
 G

M
T
  
/ 

 h
tt

p
:/

/h
d
l.
h
a
n
d
le

.n
e
t/

2
0

2
7

/u
c1

.b
4

0
2

9
7

1
4

P
u
b
lic

 D
o
m

a
in

, 
G

o
o
g

le
-d

ig
it

iz
e
d

  
/ 

 h
tt

p
:/

/w
w

w
.h

a
th

it
ru

st
.o

rg
/a

cc
e
ss

_u
se

#
p
d
-g

o
o
g
le






























































































































































































































































































































































