1
30

Spirits, Flim-Flam, and Exposé: A Tumultuous Relationship of Spiritualism and Harry Houdini


Following the First World War, a particular religious movement and scientific way of thought began to grow in popularity among the rich and poor of Europe and America. This movement is known as Spiritualism, a belief centered on the article of faith that the living can contact the dead. This movement, whatever its religious views, held weight among the most literate, gifted, and hopeful minds of that age. However, this belief system was often frequented by some that used fraud to promote their own ends. Many stepped forward to expose this fraud, but none had the energy and effect that Harry Houdini, the greatest magician of that age, had upon displaying the gross deceptions often associated with the movement and swaying public opinion. The purpose of this study will be to illustrate the relationship Houdini had with Spiritualism, and his effect upon this religious movement.

Origin and Nature of Spiritualism


Spiritualism is a belief system derived from ideas as old as man. The hope for an afterlife as an understanding for this existence is a basis for most religions, as is an attempt for understanding what happen to those individuals who pass from life. To seek contact with the departed is a part of most cultural history – the mythical heroes of classical Greece and Rome traveled to the Underworld to seek answers for the future. The Chinese worshiped the spirits of family ancestors, hoping for guidance and protection. Even Christian orthodoxy has a place for such things as mystic revelation from the departed, 

and miraculous intervention from saints. It would seem that the idea of dead possessing some power in the material world is a common belief among many cultures.


What marks Spiritualism as unique from these other forms is the agency of the human person in contacting the dead. In Spiritualism, the departed spirits move directly in the material world by avenues of living persons, which are necessary as a channel to direct and guide the dead. It is the power of this human channel, or medium, to reveal the presence of the dead amongst the living. This element, that departed spirits act through the power of the living, is the central belief of the Spiritualist movement.


This peculiar spin to an age-old belief revealed itself in a truly odd manner. Northern New York since colonial times had been known as “The Burned-Over” District, where religious fervor and intensity on occasion would consume the local populace, causing evangelical fire to sweep through an area. It would be in this religiously fertile area where was a childish prank would turn into an event that would inspire millions to a new type of faith. On March 31st, 1848, in an area near Rochester, New York, two sisters, discovering a strange talent, began cracking the joints of their toes to make loud, odd noises. These noises woke the parents, and their mother confronted them, asking the origin of the strange sounds. 

The two girls feigned ignorance, and the superstitious mother attributed the noises to malevolent spirits. Soon, the mother told the father, the father sought consultation from doctors and clergy, all believing the noises did not originate from the children. The children, in their mischievousness, continued the farce and added extra effects, like spelling out in code answers to various questions put to the spirits. The sisters, Katherine and Margaretta Fox, soon became local sensations, and if the sisters had any thoughts of revealing the truth, they dematerialized as lavish attention was paid them.

The Fox sisters, after a tumultuous career spanning several decades eventually confessed to conjuring spirits not from supernatural powers, but from their toes. But by the time of their admission, a burning fire of “spirit manifestation” spread across the region, and soon beyond. “By the time of the twentieth anniversary of the Rochester Rappings came around, it was estimated that there were eleven million believers in America alone.”
 Or, in the words of a contemporary critic against Spiritualism, Augustus de Morgan, “It came upon them like a small-pox, and the land was spotted with mediums before the wise an prudent had time to lodge the first half-dozen in a madhouse.”

Soon, the idea of contacting the dead had spread all beyond America’s shores to Europe. Individuals claiming mediumistic powers were credited with extraordinary feats – levitation, mind-reading, manipulation of physical objects by unseen forces, even visual manifestations of spirits. The best scientific minds of Europe and America gathered in response to study these mediums, some with intent to expose what they believed to be trickery, some to understand what they believed to be a revelation of a new scientific frontier. 

This scientific inquiry had powerful effects in validating this new movement to many believers and doubters. The reputations and empirical ability of these various scientists attracted to this research were generally very well-known – they included co-creator of the Theory of Evolution, Alfred Russel Wallace, Marrie and Pierre Currie, the discoverers of radium, Sir William Crookes, president of the Royal Society, and other less-known, but respected scientists of that day. Although frauds were quite often discovered, when empirical methods failed to detect trickery or determined there might be authentic phenomena, the prominence of the scientists investigating lent considerable credibility to the movement. In speaking about the various investigations, Ruth Brandon speaks that one of the common positive features of them all was “that they all gained credibility and were given serious attention because of the caliber of the scientists conducting them.”

Beyond the aura of believability given by reputable scientists, the idea of something radically new in scientific thinking was thought reasonable. Numerous scientific developments had conditioned many to accept radical new possibilities – new theories and ideas that could lead to the possibility that new insights regarding supernatural phenomena could be explained. “Discoveries in electricity, radioactivity, and relativity theory suggested the possibility of not-yet-understood laws and forces that lent respectability to beliefs in physic intelligences.”

Further, modern life had created in many a welcome attitude regarding contact with the dead. Such scientific developments as the Theory of Evolution dislodged the role of religion in many minds as a viable explanation of how the world worked, while Spiritualism, with the hope of eternal life and contact with the living, seemed to re-enforce and re-validate old beliefs that seemed under attack. Even if Spiritualism endorsed familiar Christian beliefs in a wholly unorthodox manner, this new belief did not for the most part attack religious philosophy, and if fact often supported it. 

Of all the various factors promoting the rise of Spiritualism, World War I was the most influential. It seems that all who spoke about Spiritualism following the Great War, critic and supporter alike, credit this turning point in modern history as being a major element in Spiritualism’s popularity. By the end of the war, so many had died in Europe, particularly in Britain and France where Spiritualism was already circulating. So many fathers, sons, husbands, and brothers were lost to in the conflict, and many families simply could not bear the loss. Spiritualism, with its claims that the living could not only communicate but also interact with the dead, had huge appeal to the bereaved mind. To those who sought solace, Spiritualism’s “…twin promises that the universe made moral sense and the self survived death appealed to many whose faith had been threatened by the bloody murdering of the trenches."
.

Despite the religious hopes inspired by Spiritualism, frequent fraud and abuse was commonly subjected to believers. With closure from the natural grieving process 

impossible, the wounds of grief tended to fester. Further, outrageous and sometimes dangerous claims were made in the séance room. In one of Houdini’s exposes, a medium’s spirit guide, “Dr. Sten”, advised a customer not to undergo a surgery advised by other doctors. Additionally, one wealthy widow was advised to continue construction one her San Jose mansion – her life would continue as long as the construction did. 100 rooms, 10,000 windows, $5 million dollars, and 36 years later she was dead. 

Despite frequent abuse, in a world where traditional values seemed under attack, and where senseless death seemed prevalent, Spiritualism found fertile soil to thrive and grow. By the end of World War I, new supporters and believers sprung up ready to preach a message of eternal life, and the ability to bridge the gulf of the eternal and material worlds by human agency. The chief supporter of the New Revelation was Sir Arthur Conan Doyle, the famed writer and creator of the “Sherlock Holmes” stories. Doyle, a father who lost a son and a brother in World War I, found great consolation in the communications he received in the séance room. This participation grew quickly, and soon Doyle became an ardent believer in the everyday power of spirits and the supernatural. This fervent conversion led Doyle to a vulnerability common among those seeking solace by means of Spiritualism; Doyle would often fall prey to many frauds and swindlers, so much so he soon gained a reputation for immense credulity. H.L. Mencken, always one handy with a caustic remark, described Doyle as “An almost fabulous ass”
 for his endless believability in the face of all sorts of apparent deception. Houdini would later agree in a less acrimonious statement: “Never having been taught the artifices of 

conjuring, it was the simplest thing in the world to gain his confidence to hookwink him”
 

Nevertheless, Doyle was very influential in promoting the popularity of Spiritualism. His interests in the subject of Spiritualism in particular, and the supernatural in general, were voracious and insatiable. It would be Doyle’s interests in these subjects which would help forge a most surprising friendship, one with the self-proclaimed acclimation, “The World’s Greatest Mystifier”, Harry Houdini. 

Houdini and his Motivations to Investigate Spiritualism


The life of Harry Houdini is a rich one, perhaps one of the most fascinating and colorful of Twentieth century. Born Erich Weiss, on 24 March, 1874, in Budapest, Hungary, Weiss (whose later stage-name would be Houdini) was the son of a impoverished rabbi seeking a congregation in America. Weiss’ father, Mayer Samuel Weiss, moved the family of seven children and wife to rural Appleton, Wisconsin in 1876, searching for a congregation. Young Erich, who leaned more towards modern American life than towards the Eastern European Jewish tradition, became fascinated with the stage and performance. Practicing the trapeze and opening his own child circus, Weiss soon became unhappy with his traditional upbringing, and ran away several times 

to join the circus. However, he returned to his destitute family, and the Weiss family moved again to New York City in 1887.  Mayer Samuel died in 1892, as poor as he when he entered the United States, leaving the family in financial difficulties. This childhood poverty, and deathbed promise to his father to always provide well for his mother, would play a powerful role in Weiss’ later life. “Such hardships and hunger became our lot,” Houdini would later comment, “that the less said on the subject the better.”


Even before his father’s death, Erich Weiss and a partner began a small-time magic act around the New York area in 1891, as the Brothers Houdini, with Erich becoming the anglicized Harry. The first shows of the then obscure Houdini are somewhat unknown, but the origin of the stage name “Houdini” is known. The name Houdini is based from the famous French magician Eugene Robert-Houdin (1805-1871) who thrilled Europe with his conjurations. The next seven years would be ones of hardship for the budding magician – his early partner was replaced by his budding bride, Bess Rahner, and the duo performed for dozens of lower end circuses, beer halls, freak shows, and burlesque performances. The happy, but poor, couple toured rural vaudeville stages across the country, sending what meager income they could spare to Houdini’s mother in New York City.


It would be during this period of sparse earnings that Houdini and his wife would perfect the stage acts that would later make them world-famous. Harry and his wife Bess perfected a cabinet trick called “Metamorphosis”, where Houdini tied in rope and placed in a sealed bag within a cabinet, would exchange places with his wife, similarly roped 

and sealed within the same bag, sometimes as quickly as “THREE SECONDS” as the playbill advertised. Regardless, the trick was quite a spectacle, and received popular reviews. A further talent developed by then twenty-one year old Houdini was his ability to escape from all manner of confinement, particularly handcuffs. Houdini’s handcuff escape act would later become the biggest draw of his international tour, although in his struggling early days is was simply an amusing act to draw in audiences and annoy local police stations (which Houdini frequently challenged to drum up publicity).


In the spring of 1899 however, the initial failures of Houdini’s early career were transformed into a meteoric rise to stardom. Houdini, while performing in a St. Paul, Minnesota beer hall and considering giving up the magic business entirely, was discovered by Martin Beck, virtual king of vaudeville of that day. The contract gave Houdini the highest salary he had ever received, sixty dollars a week, which soon grew to four hundred dollars a week as his popularity grew. Further, Houdini now had to chance to perform before large audiences in the cities, which allowed his unique talents to shine as they never had before. Within a year, Houdini astounded audiences not only with the “Metamorphosis” and the handcuff escape, but public escapes from all manner of straight-jackets, police station jail cells, and other ingenious entrapments. By the spring of the following year, Houdini was signed by Beck for a series of engagements in Britain and in continental Europe. It would be in these tours that he would gain international renown.


In Europe, Houdini would amaze the crowds of London, flabbergast the Imperial German police through escape (and beat them in a libel lawsuit over the nature of Houdini’s promotions), and anger the Czar’s police by escape from prison wagons bent for Siberia. Houdini returned from his tours in 1904 to acclaim and to greater accomplishments in American vaudeville.  Houdini would develop sensational magic tricks that firmly cemented a legendary legacy of performance which included the Milk Can Escape, Bridge Jumps, and perhaps his best known escape routine, the Upside-Down Water Torture Cell, otherwise known as the Chinese Water Torture Chamber. Houdini soon became a highly recognizable figure, and soon he attempted to branch out into other interests. 

Houdini, marginally educated in his youth, sought to better himself by endless reading on the subject of magic, and soon built one of the largest personal libraries devoted to the subject. Houdini also wrote on the history of magic, creating The Unmasking of Robert Houdin and A Magician Amongst the Spirits,. Also, Houdini sought an extension of his fame through the new media of film, by starting his own film company, the Houdini Picture Corporation. Further, Houdini was an avid follower of aviation, and was the first man ever to fly a plane in Australia. A man of many talents and abilities, none of the above accomplishments equaled the success of his stage acts. His writing was often criticized as needlessly derogatory, egotistical, and often inaccurate. Houdini’s film company, while making a several noteworthy films (with the star performer himself, Harry Houdini), ultimately was unprofitable and eventually folded. Houdini’s love of flying was simply a hobby which occasionally eclipsed magic, but soon receded.  

It terms of Spiritualism and other supernatural claims, Houdini was quite familiar with how fraudulent means were used to create sensational effects. Being involved with magic since an early age, Houdini was an avid observer of the power of misdirection and slight of hand, arts whose mastery is essential for any successful magician. Also, Houdini’s years in the small-time vaudeville tours allowed him to observe and communicate with a wide variety of performers, including those who performed circus seances for pennies and would predict the future for a small fee. Houdini knew many of the standard tricks, and even used them himself in his short-lived Spiritualism routine.

This act was typical of other routines used by other circuses, and Houdini noticed immediately the power these supernatural claims had on the general public. Houdini also realized how easy it was to take advantage of the mindset of the believer: “When I noted the deep earnestness with which my utterances were received…I felt that the game had gone far enough, for I most certainly did not relish the idea of treading on the sacred feelings of my admirers.“
 

Despite Houdini’s knowledge of how the inner workings of most basic elements of Spiritualism worked, he wondered about perhaps there was some possibility of contact with the dead. This curiosity became intense hope when Houdini’s beloved mother, Cecilia Weiss, died at the age of seventy-two, on July 16, 1913. The loss 

of Houdini’s mother was earthshaking, and to be the greatest trauma of his life. Houdini was overseas performing when the fateful message arrived, and dropped unconscious upon hearing the news; upon waking, uncontrollable sobbing took him, and would continue intermittently over a period of many months. Houdini had an intense relationship with his mother, one that dominated his life, and was widely observed by many who knew him. Conan Doyle stated in his book Edge of the Unknown that Houdini love for his mother, “seemed to be the ruling passion of his life, which he expressed on all sorts of public occasions….”.

In Spiritualism, Houdini, like so many others, saw the opportunity to cheat death and allow himself to still maintain a relationship with his mother. Houdini’s interest in the subject peaked, but he could ill afford to attempt to try any comprehensive investigation due to his busy schedule of constant shows. Nonetheless, Houdini, when presented with an opportunity, would look into various claims of Spiritualism, hoping for a spiritual revelation – however, what he usually found was fraud. It would be this fraud which would be the start of his antagonism towards Spiritualism, and as Ruth Brandon remarks,

What must be remembered about Houdini was that he wanted to believe. Only in 

this way can the violence of later fury against the tricksters be understood. They 

were making a mockery of something he wanted, more than anything in the 

world, to be true.
       


Even later in life, as an avowed enemy of Spiritualism, Houdini stated he would still hold hope for a chance of contact with his mother - “There is no sacrifice I would not make to be able to get in communication with my mother.” “After years of research I still hope that there is a way of communicating with her from this life….”
 The role Houdini’s mother played in the motivations to understand the nature of Spiritualism cannot be overstated. Like so many who became fascinated with the subject, it was the loss of a loved one that would draw Houdini towards Spiritualism. 


Houdini’s interest as a critical, yet hopeful observer coincided with that of a firm believer in Spiritualism, Sir Arthur Conan Doyle. As described earlier, Doyle was the chief proponent of Spiritualism, and an admirer of Houdini’s performances. Houdini and Doyle met while Houdini was touring in England, but when are where they met in not known. The correspondence between the two seems to have started when Houdini sent Doyle a book he wrote on the history of magic and Spiritualism. In this book, Houdini cites that the Davenport Brothers, acclaimed Spiritualists, were admitted magicians and not mediums at all (which proved to be correct). Doyle in a friendly letter engaged Houdini in debate on this manner, and other subjects dealing with Spiritualism. 


These letters mark a lively and interesting correspondence that reveals much about both men. Houdini’s combination of a critical sense of hopeful, yet growing skepticism and politeness kept him from openly mocking or attacking some of Doyle’s more dubious assertions or experiences. Doyle, with insatiable zeal details his many experiences with such eagerness one can appreciate the level of his faith, if not marvel at his ability to believe almost anything. 


In their communications, each party tried to convince the other of what they believed to be the truth regarding Spiritualist events. Doyle would exclaim to Houdini his firm belief in the reality of supernatural contact with the beyond – “…for me there is not, nor has there been for a long time, any question. I know it is true, but we can’t communicate that certainty to others.” Houdini, with genuine interest in the subject and a fond desire to make Doyle happy, obliged Doyle’s requests to visit various mediums and attend seances. Houdini found quite a few of these visits very interesting, but not convincing of supernatural activity. In a letter to Doyle, Houdini describes his experience at a séance the night before: “Well, we has success at the séance last night, as far as productions were concerned, but I am not prepared to say they were supernormal.”

However, in private diaries, Houdini was far more critical of these seances, determined that he and another skeptical investigator will “not to let ourselves be hookwinked”
 and condemning some of the seances as, “All this is ridiculous stuff.”

Even if one could not convince the other of their particular viewpoints, the two men remained friends. Their letters remained warm, and when Doyle came to America to tour and promote his books dealing with Spiritualism, Houdini and his wife would always meet with Doyle and his family, with vacation outings and very pleasant afternoons out. The descriptions by Houdini about Doyle and his family are very complimentary, as are Doyle’s letters to Houdini and Bess. It would be in such warm circumstances that a pivotal event would occur to cause a rift in the relationship, and start Houdini down the 

path towards a crusade against Spiritualism.


While on tour in America in 1920 to spread the gospel of Spiritualism, Conan Doyle and his family spent the weekend with the Houdini’s in Atlantic City. There,  everyone involved was having a typical, pleasant summer diversion. On June 17th, the Doyles and the Houdini’s took part in a séance within their hotel room – who proposed for this activity to take place is a point of contention, Houdini claiming Doyle invited them, Doyle claiming it was at Houdini’s urging. Regardless, a séance did take place, in which two remarkable events took place. Lady Jean Doyle, wife of Sir Arthur, was also a believer in Spiritualism and claimed to have mediumistic talents as well. During the séance, Lady Doyle began to be “seized by the spirits” so to say, and began a technique called Spirit Writing, in which the conscious disembodied will of the spirit controls what the medium writes. A series of excited, furious writings ensued, spanning several pages. The identity of the spirit was soon revealed, to be none other than Houdini’s mother, Cecilia Weiss. This revelation was quite startling to Houdini, natural in any setting, but 

because it was July 17th, the date held special significance – this was the birthday of his mother. 

The spirit writings spelled out affectionate love for Houdini, and how she watched over him in Paradise. However, the writings themselves were quite vague, and could be applied generically to any mother’s love. No mention was made of Cecilia’s Weiss birthday in the writings. After the writings ceased, Houdini was invited by Doyle to give the spirit writing a hand himself. The result was quite controversial. Houdini wrote the name “Powell”, a name which had significance too both Conan Doyle and Houdini, but for entirely different reasons. Powell to Doyle was Dr. Ellis Powell, a fellow advocate of Spiritualism who had recently died. To Doyle, the “Powell” reference was undoubtedly his spirit speaking through Houdini.

 To Houdini, this was not at all the “Powell” he wrote about. “Powell” was F.E. Powell, a magician currently in difficulties regarding his financial status and who was considering replacing his wife as an assistant because of her health problems (Houdini’s wife, Bess, an assistant herself, didn’t approve). Houdini had this magician on his mind, and believed it was F.E. Powell, not Doyle’s Dr. Ellis Powell the remark referred to.

Regardless, this very odd coincidence, in conjunction with the séance occurring by chance on Cecilia Weiss’ birthday, seemingly would shake the skepticism of any hardened critic. But not for Houdini, who had observed several inconsistencies in the written messages. First, the messages written through Lady Doyle’s hand, while very affectionate, gave no definite information clearly indicating Cecilia Weiss’ presence. 

Secondly, no mention of Weiss’s birthday was made. Third, Weiss was not born in the United States, and even after a long residence in the nation, she could not write English at all, and had a difficult time speaking it, yet the message by written by Lady Doyle through the “spiritual agency” of Cecilia Weiss was in English. Fourth, at the beginning of the séance, Lady Doyle, apparently under the “influence” of Weiss, drew three crosses at the top of the document, to indicate she was a “positive presence” as opposed to a “lower influence”. As a Hungarian Jew, religiously faithful all her life, it would be unlikely Cecilia Weiss would begin a supernatural message to her son with three signs of the cross.    

Despite these problems, Houdini’s reaction was noted by Doyle in later accounts, and stated, “There is no question at all in my mind that Houdini was greatly shaken at the time and for some days afterwards.”
 Houdini agreed, stating “I was willing to believe, even wanted to believe….with a beating heart I waited, hoping that I would feel once more the presence of my beloved mother…”
 This shocked reaction, deep as it was, didn’t result in a belief in the supernatural, but in fact hardened Houdini’s skepticism. 

Doyle did his best to explain away these objections, but Houdini remained unconvinced, and privately angered. To play with such raw emotion, even with the best of intentions, can cause a serious rupture within a friendship, which was exactly what occured. Houdini never believed that Doyle and his wife meant any harm, and he believed that the Doyles really thought that they had contacted Houdini’s mother – he 

called it “religious mania”. Nonetheless, he was offended by the Doyle’s assertions of certainty, and the Doyles’ were offended by Houdini’s doubts and seeming lack of gratitude for performing the séance in the first place.

Soon the press got word of this, and it became a matter of public spectacle. Although Houdini and Doyle attempted to continue their correspondence, the letters sent were less friendly and more confrontational, on both sides. Soon, Houdini, in part because of his Atlantic City experience, would become Spiritualism’s witch hunter. Doyle, already the movement’s knight in shining armor, felt compelled to defend the religion. From this time on, a friendship based on mutual fascination with Spiritualism  became a relationship based on public debate regarding the authenticity of a religious movement.

Houdini’s Early Efforts in Exposing Fraudulent Mediums

Following the Atlantic City séance, Houdini spoke out publicly regarding Spiritualism and his experiences dealing with the movement.  In a number of newspaper articles, Houdini spoke out against tricks mediums used against their clients, such as “Ghosts that Talk – by Radio”, which revealed a medium’s tea kettle outfitted with a radio receiver to produce spirit voices. Houdini also began a lecture tour which featured his staple magic tricks, but focused primarily on his knowledge of Spiritualism and wide-spread fraud within the movement. Although these articles and tours touched many, 

Houdini’s most notable work in exposing Spiritualistic fraud came through unmasking of various mediums himself.

The first of these came against a Spanish psychic, Argamassila, a medium who claimed to have X-Ray vision, capable of penetrating metal containers. The first demonstration of his powers in the United States, which Houdini attended, revealed his capacity, while blindfolded, to read business cards and tell the time of winded pocket-watches within a silver box (provided by Argamassila). Those who observed this marveled at this interesting ability. So did Houdini, but for entirely different reasons; Houdini realized the method of Argamassila’s tricks, which involved slight-of-hand in opening the box and examining the contents.

Houdini later challenged Argamassila twice, the 1st confrontation engaging Argamassila to read from a box Houdini had constructed (Argamassila refused), and the 2nd confrontation which Houdini would allow him to use the silver box, but allow Houdini to chose the contents to be read. Argamassila agreed, but failed to read from the box. Why? Houdini chose to place within the box a real estate advertisement with tiny writing, too small for even the “spirits” to read. As a result, Argamassila was no longer taken seriously as a legitimate phenomenon of Spiritualism at work. 

Houdini, in his increasing efforts against Spiritualism, wrote a text he hoped to be his lasting legacy on the matter of Spiritualism. The book, Magician Amongst the Spirits, published in 1924, has been mentioned above. Although a work of serious scholarly effort, the flaws overwhelm the work. The text is poorly organized, partly ghostwritten, 

and not infrequently incorrect in terms of information. Magician Amongst the Spirits was criticized by both Spiritualist supporters and detractors for the work’s various problems. This text remains a reminder that Houdini was at his best a performer and “mystifier”, not a writer

Houdini’s efforts in exposing fraud had gained him a reputation as a trust-worthy advocate for the public, and was taken note of by newspapers across the country (free publicity always being good for ticket sales). Houdini “was, in the opinion of many <newspaper> editors, the only man in America qualified to expose psychic fraud.”

One magazine in the particular, the Scientific American, sought Houdini out to complete a committee designed to investigate psychic phenomena. This committee, upon recognizing genuine phenomena, would reward “the sum of $5000…for conclusive psychic manifestations.”
 Houdini’s partners on this committee included professors from Harvard, MIT, and Columbia universities, as well as other noted psychic investigators (who were more favorable to Spiritualism than Houdini). 


Houdini agreed to join the committee, and agreed that he, a magician, was most able to detect fraud than scientists using empirical means. “It takes a flimflammer to catch a flimflammer”
 was Houdini’s belief. Houdini’s belief in himself, and doubts about the ability of scientists, is well documented. “As a rule, I have found that the 

greater brain a man has, and the better he is educated, the easier it has been to mystify him.”
 A former stage assistant of Houdini gives a similar report:

He has a great contempt for professors, and all the educated scientists. The reason for this was that after he demonstrated a trick in front of such an audience, they would retire to their laboratories and make up charts, pages long, trying to figure it all out scientifically. Then they would show him all the figures and he used to call them damn fools, because it was so easy and they couldn’t figure it out.

It is safe to say then that when it came to evaluating the ability of individuals to determine trickery in the séance room, Houdini trusted himself only. This attitude of distrust on the part of Houdini, which was shared by the scientists on this unschooled magician, would result a committee with an uncertain future.


The first challenger for the Scientific American prize was one George Valentine, from Wilkes-Barre, Pennsylvania. A medium with traditional tricks, many considered an investigation of him pointless. Nonetheless, the Committee for the magazine invited Valentine to the New York City headquarters for a séance. The room in which Valentine gave his séance was filled with many imposing items of scientific detection; however, the true measuring device was located beneath the chair of Valentine, hidden. This device was an uncompleted electric circuit, which indicated if Valentine was sitting in his chair or out of it. In an adjoining room was a light bulb, connected to the circuit, and two stenographers. One stenographer recorded the time when the bulb became lit (indicating Valentine had left his seat), and a stenographer recording when spiritual phenomena occurred in the room.


Valentine, ignorant of these measures, gave quite a séance. Spirit voices materialized, lights mysteriously appeared, and trumpets floated throughout the room, one striking Houdini on the head (Kokum, Valentine’s spirit guide, called him “an awful clout”
). However, when the séance had ended, the stenographers’ records damned Valentine as a fraud. Valentine was detected leaving his chair 15 times; further, the times Valentine left his seat at the exact moment the phenomena occurred.. 


The Committee’s work garnered much publicity, but also internal conflict.  Houdini was quick to go to the press with the exploits of the Committee, explicitly against Committee rules. The result of this was to distance members of the Committee from Houdini, and their attempt to keep him out of the testing process. Houdini, for his part, felt insulted by these acts, and caused the chasm to further widen.


The second investigation of the Committee involved an Italian psychic named Nino Pecoraro, who like Argamassila, had come to the United States for possible fame. Ignorant of English, and accompanied by a sponsor who spoke for him, Pecoraro had made a name for himself in Europe using the famed Italian medium Eusapia Palladino as a spirit guide. This earned the endorsement of a French Nobel nominee, and a reputable background. Pecoraro’s phenomena often manifested themselves through “Cabinet Mediumship”, where he would be locked inside a cabinet, be thoroughly tied and bound, and produce spirit voices conversing in English, ringing bells and blaring trumpets. 


Houdini arrived to examine Pecoraro after two tests where Pecoraro successfully demonstrated mediumship while being tied with 75 feet of rope. Houdini, upon hearing this became quite agitated, as he very well knew the ease of escape often increased with the length of the rope. Houdini saw in Pecoraro a skilled escape artist like himself, and as the master escape artist, knew how to devise difficult restraints. Thus, upon the third test, Houdini spent an hour and a half tying Pecoraro up, sewing tight mittens on Pecoraro hands to his underwear, jacket, and chair. Further, Houdini tied Pecoraro with various small lengths of ropes and knots. Pecoraro, after 81 minutes of struggle, did not manifest his usual fare, but only a complaint from the spirit guide Palladino, some toe rappings, and the accented and pitiable claim, “Spooks-a no come.”

Investigation Run Amok: The “Margery” Case

Following the investigation of Nino Pecoraro, the Committee remained unchallenged for its $5000 prize for quite some time. However, a challenge was eventually brought forward by a most unusual medium. This case would spell the end of the relationship of Harry Houdini and the other Committee members, and result in considerable controversy. 


The issue of the Scientific American of July, 1924, announced the new challenge to the public light, one which had been investigated privately by with Committee (thirty seances had been performed, all without Houdini’s presence or knowledge). The medium who came forward, Mina Crandon, was the wife of a respected surgeon who taught at Harvard Medical School, L. R. G. Crandon. Mina Crandon was unusual in her behavior in contrast to other psychics; highly regarding her privacy, during the investigation was she given the pseudonym “Margery”. Further, she gave no public séances, received no remuneration for her abilities, and was linked to the highest stratum of proper Boston society. 

If “Margery’s” background was unconventional, so too were her physic phenomena. Mina Crandon demonstrated apparent ability to summon spirits, levitate objects, produce ectoplasm from various parts of her body, and communciate with her dead brother and spirit guide, Walter.   It was these traits, and her truly uncanny abilities, which lead to J. Malcom Bird, the Secretary and leading voice of the Committee, to state: “Her mediumship is of such enormous range, of such extreme import and importance if genuine…” and the seances have “been distinctly favorable so far as it has gone.”


Houdini, during the numerous with the Crandons, had never been informed of a new challenger, and found out about this new medium from reading the Scientific American article after it had been published. Houdini contacted Bird, and demanded to know if he considered the medium genuine. Bird commented that he did, and that he would recommend her to win the $5000 prize. Houdini was flabbergasted, for a number of reasons. First, Houdini hadn’t been invited to participate, and feared his reputation at a psychic investigator would be ruined. Secondly, the other Committee members had become far too intimate with the Crandon family:

Most of the committee members had avalied themselves of the Crandons’generous hospiltailty during the procedings- staying in their homes, eating their food, and enjoying their company…it would later evolve that accepting room and board had been the least of the transgressions. One investigator had actually borrowed money from Dr. Crandon…another hoped to win <Dr. Crandon’s> backing for a research foundation…at least one committee member drew comfort in his old age in the recollection of amorous encounters with <Margery>…

Houdini had good reason to suspect his fellow Committee members, and demanded a meeting for himself. This was arranged, and the first of Houdini’s seances with Mina Crandon took place on July 23rd, 1924.


This séance took place within the Crandon home in Boston, and was attended by Houdini, J. Malcolm Bird, O.D. Mudd (publisher of the Scientific American), and the Crandons. The séance wasn’t considered an official Committee meeting, as several of the scientists couldn’t appear. The tests the Committee had devised to demonstrate spiritual activity was the activation of an electric bell (which activated when a lever was pressed), although other phenomena would be provisionally accepted. During this séance, Margery was able to summon Walter to activate the bell while Margery was verified in “control” (to have hands and feet held to control any activity), and to levitate a megaphone and drop it in front of Houdini on command.


These were impressive feats, regardless of spiritual activity. However, Houdini believed firmly that Margery had done this by natural means, not supernatural. “I’ve got her. All fraud.”
 Houdini, in preparation, had induced a painful swelling of his right leg by wearing a tight rubber bandage, which enabled him to feel the slightest movement. During the séance, Houdini had “control” of Margery’s left leg, which he felt almost imperceptibly, reach toward the bell. As for the megaphone, at one brief moment during the séance Margery was left with one hand open. During this moment, Houdini believed, Margery had seized the megaphone and placed it atop her head, wearing it duncecap style. Thus, when Houdini asked to have the megaphone drop, Margery need only tilt her head forward. Houdini marveled in admiration – “This is the slickest ruse I have ever encountered, and it has converted all skeptics.”


The time for definitive expose was not yet at hand however, and further meetings were necessary. The second of these meetings took place in the hotel room of a Committee member, with Margery submitting to a strip search. As the séance progressed, the electric bell failed to ring as it had done so before. Margery asked Houdini if he was wearing garters; he indicated he was, and Margery requested for Houdini to unbuckle the garter, as it was causing her some discomfort. Houdini did so, and the bell began to ring. Houdini’s obvious conclusion was that Margery’s silk stocking had caught on the garter buckle, not allowing enough movement to depress the bell lever. Another strike was now against Margery. As the séance continued, the table began to shakily levitate. Houdini dropped his hand from Mudd, and explored under the table; underneath, he found the levitating force to be none other that Margery’s head. “I do not think she was more surprised than I” Houdini later remarked.


As still an unofficial séance, more meetings still had to be held. A third séance was conducted, August 25, 1924, with all Committee members present. Houdini and his assistants had a special plan to limit possible trickery on Margery’s part – they had constructed a special cabinet that would limit Margery’s range of motion, thus indicating whether she or a spirit activated the electric bell, which would be placed directly in front of the cabinet. Margery and her husband examined the cabinet, and agreed to submit to the Committee instructions.


The séance began, and Houdini immediately realized a fatal defect within his cabinet. The top latches, to secure Margery’s head, were not particularly strong, and could forced upon with some force, and blamed upon the power of “Walter”. Houdini feared Margery would attempt this, and ring the bell with her head. His fears were confirmed when rattling noises erupted from the cabinet; in response, Houdini announced his suspicions, with angry response from the Crandons. A heated exchange followed, and finally a 15-minute recess was called.


Additional controversy followed. Following the recess, the séance continued, with “Walter”, Margery’s spirit guide, requesting that the electric bell be examined. Once examined, the electric bell was observed to have had been tampered with, a rubber eraser placed strategically in order to make depressing the lever quite difficult. Immediate suspicion fell on Houdini, although no accusations were made. Could Houdini had placed it there himself? Perhaps, in order to prove what he already believed to be true (Houdini, in his accounts of the séance, makes no mention of the eraser). This event placed a shadow of doubt over the whole séance, and the meeting for that night was adjourned for the next evening.


August 26 marked the final séance. Houdini reinforced the cabinet to prevent Margery (or “Walter”) from breaking the latches. During this séance, Houdini demanded constant vigilance in holding Margery’s exposed hands during the séance. He did so, as he announced during the séance, because he believed Margery had smuggled an object with her into the box. Margery (or Walter, who claimed to be speaking) replied very slyly, “Houdini, you are very clever indeed but it won’t work. I suppose it was an accident those things were left in the cabinet?”
 The séance was stopped, and the cabinet searched: within, there was a two-foot collapsible carpenter’s ruler. Again, the cloud of controversy arose; Margery might have smuggled the ruler with her, as it certainly could be used to activate the bell. However, Houdini (or his assistant, as Margery claimed) could have placed the ruler within the box to implicate her in fraud. The truth wasn’t evidently cleared, and much doubt hung in the air.


The Committee was quite torn in its final decision, reached six months later. The possibility of planted objects by Houdini and trickery by Margery both seemed possible. The Committee failed critically to examine both the eraser and ruler for evidence of fingerprints. In any case, the truth over the matter is impossible to ascertain given the current evidence. The results of the investigation within the public eye were quite obvious; it was a media circus from start to finish. The newspapers played up each séance (private as they were supposed to be – there is quite some evidence Houdini leaked information) and the tension within the Committee grew. Houdini, as well as the other Committee members, were committed to public silence. Once this period was over, Houdini made quick effort to capitalize on public sensation and turn it in to a stage show.


The official results of the Committee were revealed in the November issue of the Scientific American. The Committee was split, 2-2, and thus under the rule of the prize, Margery was not eligible for the reward. However, the official report failed to denounce her as a outright fraud, as Houdini wished. In his statement, Houdini does so without question: “…my decision is that everything which took place at the seances I attended was a deliberate and conscious fraud”
. The Committee, which really had failed to work cohesively as a group throughout the investigation, never again worked together to research psychic phenomena. To many the Committee had been flawed from the onset – author Milbourne Christopher sums the situation up very well in saying, “The Scientific American committee was not that scientific.”


If Houdini failed conclusively for all that Margery was a fraud, others did not. Margery was exposed three additional times following Houdini’s attempt, much to the gratification of the Master Magician. One definite result of this investigation was to demonstrate both the public interest in exposing Spiritualists as frauds, and to furnish the motivation to eliminate such frauds. It can be definitively stated that “The ‘Margery’ Case turned Houdini from a part-time investigator of Spiritualism into a full-time crusader against it.”

Houdini takes to the Road: Exposés and work from “Margery” Case to His Death


Houdini now embarked on a new Crusade against what he saw as public menace in Spiritualistic fraud. Further, the old stage acts of traditional escape magic were not drawing crowds as they once did. Thus, Houdini sought to combine his attack on Spiritualism and original, breathtaking tricks into a new show. Following the madness of the Crandon investigations, Houdini started another speaking tour, with his experiences with the Crandons being the centerpiece. Houdini also engaged in speaking before certain organizations, such as the New York Police Department, instructing them on what to search for séance raids. Houdini also gave numerous open $10,000 challenges to anyone who could produce phenomena he couldn’t replicate – not a test really demonstrating fraud, but effective in the public eye nonetheless.


Houdini also widened his attacks on Spiritualism to focus on the religious, as well as the fraudulent, aspects of the movement. Houdini often contradicted what he said and what he did in this matter. “I’m not denouncing Spiritualism. I’m showing up frauds. If there is an honest medium, trot her out.”
 These seemingly fair claims would be followed up by cries against the religion such as this: “To be a real minister you have to spend eight to eighteen years, but to be a spiritualist minister you just have to say I hear voices.”
 This constant barrage against Spiritualism as a religion agitated many followers. While most Spiritualists readily admitted some fraud in their midst, they became enraged when Houdini proceeded to lay siege to the entire movement.


However, the attacks could not be readily ended by the world-famous personality (despite numerous libel suits against Houdini), and Houdini’s new lecture tour sought out enemies to expose. To facilitate the unmasking of fraud, Houdini employed a number of agents to who traveled in advance to visit mediums. By far the most effective of these was Rose Mackenburg, who had a passion against Spiritualism as strong as Houdini. Participating in over 300 investigations personally, Mackenburg went to mediums seeking contact with dead relatives that never existed, such as dead infant children and non-existent brothers. More often than not, the mediums were still able to produce the spirits of these individuals. Additionally, Mackenburg often received ordination for positions in the Spiritualist clergy, the only requirement usually being a paltry sum of money. Of the names she would be ordained was the humorous Frances Raud (F.Raud). As an advance agent of Houdini’s, she often visit the medium Houdini would target in his next stage show.


The attacks on mediums were usually decisive, and always recorded by the press. The revelation of George Renner, a “trumpet medium” from Cleveland, OH, had Houdini (in disguise) plant dark soot around the spirit trumpets, and illuminate a flashlight to present soot stains on Renner’s hands and mouth. Cecil Cook of New York City, a medium who in opinion of Houdini “heads her profession”
, was stealthily revealed by a disguised Houdini, again using a well-timed flashlight to expose Cook with a trumpet in her mouth. Houdini always brought a member of the press and local police with him, and both mediums got free publicity and a trip to jail for taking money under false pretenses.


Houdini’s endless work in this regard earned him an even greater degree of respect from the press. It was commonly seen that Houdini was acting in the public interest, and serving the common good. Edmund Wilson of the New Republic stated:

It may be indeed that Houdini has appeared at a crucial moment in the history of Spiritualism and that he is destined to play an important role…It is difficult to understand how a credulous disposition toward mediums can long survive such public exposures.

In February of 1926 Houdini took his last major action against the influence of Spiritualism. Houdini was invited to speak before the House of Representative’s subcommittee on the Committee on the District of Columbia on the consideration of a bill partly inspired by Houdini. This bill, titled House Bill 8989, was a bill that outlawed fortune telling and similar acts within Washington D.C. Houdini hoped his appearance before Congress would be very influential.

Like other incidents regarding Spiritualism, these hearings attracted both the media’s and public’s attention. Spiritualists from all over the nation came to heckle Houdini during the proceedings; in response, the House committee allowed Houdini to call witnesses to testify. Houdini did so, calling forward his fellow investigators, local mediums, and even his wife. 

The result of Houdini’s examination of witness was to transform the proceedings into somewhat of a circus scene. Accusations were made by mediums that many within Congress, even the White House, frequented the séance room. Statements were made by both Houdini and his Spiritualist targets that exploited racial bigotry and prejudice, especially towards African-Americans and Jews. As a result of this circus, Houdini did not accomplish his goals. House Bill 8989 failed to be recommended for debate, as the language drafted in the language was ambiguous and threatened religious freedoms under the First Amendment. Houdini later remarked, “I think they <the Congressman> were more interested in my manifestation that they were in the mediums. I was sorry to see that as I really am sincere about the law.”

Houdini’s testimony before Congress was to be his last major effort against Spiritualism. Nine months later, on October 31, 1926 Houdini died of appendicitis following a difficult tour of stage performances. This man who had fought so ardently against the possibility of communication beyond death had traveled beyond the veil himself, leaving a significant public legacy.

Houdini’s effect on Spiritualism


Harry Houdini left behind a mixed legacy in terms of his effect on Spiritualism. No longer would the best minds of science and culture readily indulge in the belief system often filled with deception. Further, no serious scientific investigations into the subject have been held since then (with the exception of a Cold War era psychic study, when Americans feared a “psychic gap” from Russia in the same spirit as the “missile gap”), withdrawing the very influential buttress that often legitimized those who were wholly illegitimate. 


Where Houdini’s effect falls short is on Spiritualism amongst the poor and uneducated. While Spiritualism does not have the effect and influence it once had, it still very much exists today in different forms. One only had to look at television ads describing the fortune to be revealed through tarot cards, astrology, and of course the ever trusty spirits guides. However, by most educated people these claims are rightfully seen as sheer superstition.


Houdini also laid a path for future exposers of frauds to walk. Today, magicians and scientists alike work to undo some of the serious social damage inflicted by hopes of supernatural intervention by mediums. This influence has international reach, as government agencies in India seek to go to rural villages and demonstrate the tricks of the shyster religious healer in order to allow those villages to avoid the lure of hollow hopes.


Harry Houdini single-handedly altered the course of a popular religious movement. Houdini also alerted the scientific community that serious consideration of such “phenomena” might destroy their reputations. But most importantly, Houdini educated thousands on the reality of the séance room, and to understand that “flim-flam” was at the heart of most Spiritualist activities. These legacies record that Houdini was more than a simple stage magician, even the world’s best magician – Houdini was also a man with a considerable civic duty, and demonstrated his concern for the public good through his many efforts to educate the public.
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