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Introduction

American wit and wisdom began with some mass-mediated mischief. 
In the December 19, 1732 edition of the Pennsylvania Gazette, Benja-
min Franklin penned the following advertisement: “Just published for 
1733: Poor Richard: An Almanack containing the lunations, eclipses, 
planets motions and aspects, weather, .  .  . [and the] prediction of the 
death of his friend Mr. Titan Leeds.” Writing under the name Richard 
Saunders, he not only narrowed down Leeds’s time of death to the date 
and time—October 17, 1733 at 3:29 p.m.—but also the exact moment 
when two worldly bodies aligned: “at the very instant of the conjunc-
tion of the Sun and Mercury.” Franklin was a rationalist product of the 
Enlightenment. He was a cynic who valued science over superstition, 
and heaped scorn on astrologers such as Titan Leeds. More crucially, 
Leeds was a business rival, and the printer’s way up the ladder of wealth 
was often achieved by stepping on his competitors. Franklin claimed 
that the two friends frequently debated when the cosmos had sched-
uled Leeds’s appointment with the grim reaper: “But at length he is 
inclinable to agree with my judgment. Which of us is most exact, a little 
time will now determine.”1
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 When Titan Leeds did not die on that date, phase two of Operation: 
Ridicule Astrologer kicked into gear. In the next Poor Richard’s Alma-
nack, Franklin/Saunders bemoaned the fact that he couldn’t attend to 
his best friend during his final moments on earth. Oh, how he wished 
to give Leeds a farewell embrace, close his eyes, and say good-bye one 
last time! This infuriated the astrologer, who ranted in his not-quite-
posthumous 1734 almanac about this “false Predictor,” “conceited Scrib-
bler,” “Fool,” and—last but not least—“Lyar.” Poor Richard was shocked 
by these rude utterances. With a wearied tone, he wrote, “Having 
received much Abuse from the Ghost of Titan Leeds, who pretends to 
still be living, and to write Almanacks in spight of me and my Predic-
tions, I cannot help saying, that tho’ I take it patiently, I take it very 
unkindly.” He added that there was absolutely no doubt Leeds had died, 
for it was “plain to everyone that reads his last two almanacks, no man 
living would or could write such stuff.” Franklin wasn’t the first to mock 
astrology, which by the early eighteenth century had become a time-
honored tradition. Two centuries before, François Rabelais published at 
least two such lampoons: Almanac for 1532 and Pantagrueline Prognos-
tification (signed “Maistre Alcofribas Nasier,” an anagram of his name). 
The satirist wrote vague forecasts such as “This year the blind will see 
very little, and the deaf will hear poorly” and “In winter wise men will 
not sell their fur coats to buy firewood.”2

 Rabelais’s lighthearted jabs, however, were nothing compared to 
what Leeds endured. Benjamin Franklin owned and operated the print-
ing house that churned out his competitor’s almanac, giving him a 
crucial advantage in this war of words. This inside knowledge allowed 
Franklin to read his attacks and respond to them in Poor Richards’ 
Almanack before Leeds’s publication even went to press. “Mr. Leeds was 
too well bred to use any Man so indecently and scurrilously,” Frank-
lin wrote, further egging him on, “and moreover his Esteem and Affec-
tion for me was extraordinary.” The astrologer’s protests continued to 
pour fuel on the fire, which by now had captivated much of the colo-
nies’ reading public. Franklin kept this up for several years, even after 
the astrologer really did die in 1738. The 1740 edition of Poor Richard’s 
Almanack described a late-night visit from the Ghost of Titan Leeds, 
who entered Richard Saunders’s brain via his left nostril and penned the 
following message: “I did actually die at that moment,” he confessed, 
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“precisely at the hour you mentioned, with a variation of 5 minutes, 53 
sec.” After this belated apology, the spirit issued one more prediction: 
John Jerman, another almanac maker who used Franklin as a printer, 
would convert to Catholicism. This was an outrageous claim to make 
during those antipapist times, and the author was not amused. Because 
of Franklin’s “witty performance,” Jerman huffed, he would be taking 
his business elsewhere.3

Learning from Pranks

Benjamin Franklin’s ruse is one of the first modern examples of what 
I call a prank. In the groundbreaking book Pranks!, Andrea Juno and 
V. Vale suggest that the “best pranks invoke the imagination, poetic 
imagery, the unexpected and a deep level of irony or social criticism.” 
By staging these semiserious, semihumorous spectacles, pranksters 
try to spark important debates and, in some instances, provoke social 
change. Unfortunately, the word prank is more often used to describe 
stunts that make people look foolish and little more. I’m not interested 
in celebrating cruelty—especially the sorts of mean-spirited practical 
jokes, hazing rituals, and reality-television deceits that are all too com-
mon in today’s popular culture. Although “good” pranks sometimes do 
ridicule their targets, they serve a higher purpose by sowing skepticism 
and speaking truth to power (or at least cracking jokes that expose fis-
sures in power’s facade). A prank a day keeps The Man away, I always 
say. Nevertheless, I should stress at the outset that this book is not solely 
about pranking. Many of the characters who populate these pages aren’t 
driven by noble impulses, and even those who are more pure of heart 
can muddy the ethical waters with dubious tactics.4

 With this in mind, Pranksters examines everything from political 
pranks, silly hoaxes, and con games to the sort of self-deception that 
fuels outlandish belief systems. Though these may seem like very differ-
ent examples, they are linked by fact that all varieties of deceit engender 
confusion, uncertainty, and ambiguity. Spectators (whether they have 
been scammed by a swindler or have witnessed a satirical street-the-
ater spectacle) can experience a single event in radically different ways. 
One person’s prank can become the fodder for another’s con or, as we 
will soon see, conspiracy theory. Pranks, hoaxes, cons, and conspiracy 
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theories share another key similarity: people buy into them when they 
resonate with their own deeply entrenched worldviews. Conversely, 
they can also push us to think more critically about how and why we 
come to embrace false beliefs—while at the same time reminding us 
not to repeat past mistakes. As the old proverb goes, “Fool me once, 
shame on you; fool me twice, shame on me.” By viewing modern his-
tory through the lens of trickery, this book offers an offbeat and over-
looked account of political, religious, and social life in the West. Yes, 
Reason and other Enlightenment principles shaped modernity, but so 
did chicanery and irrationality.
 Mischief makers also left their mark on media. Most textbook his-
tories offer a parade of Big Broadcasters, Great Men, New Technolo-
gies, and Noble Ideas. Lost in the cracks are the more peripheral figures 
who worked outside convention but still impacted the norms and uses 
of media. Subversive pranksters, opportunistic hoaxers, greedy con art-
ists, and clever hackers all have played formative roles in the evolution 
of media. In 1903, for instance, a lone troublemaker helped kill off a 
sector of the wireless telegraphy industry before it got off the ground. 
Italian inventor Guglielmo Marconi was attempting to promote his pat-
ented radio system as a way to send confidential messages (even though 
total secrecy is impossible with broadcast media). During the device’s 
unveiling, moments before it was to receive a transmission from Mar-
coni himself, the wireless telegraph mysteriously came to life, tapping 
away. It had been hacked! “Rats. Rats. Rats,” the message announced, 
followed by a series of obnoxious rhymes that began, “There was a 
young fellow of Italy, who diddled the public quite prettily.” It was a PR 
disaster for Marconi, and it doomed his company’s new product. The 
perpetrator was a stage magician named Nevil Maskelyne, who glee-
fully explained to reporters that he was trying to expose the invention’s 
fatal flaw. Maskelyne’s wireless-telegraph hack is a reminder that rule-
breaking has long been a part of media’s DNA.5

 My history of trickery—or trickstory, if you will—starts at the dawn-
ing of the Age of Enlightenment and spans four centuries. Among 
other things, Pranksters chronicles the exploits of Jonathan Swift, Ben-
jamin Franklin, and Mark Twain. It also explores P. T. Barnum’s hum-
bugs and the nineteenth-century culture of cons, the youthful hacking 
adventures of Apple cofounders Steve Jobs and Steve Wozniak, and a 
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number of politicized pranks orchestrated by WITCH (Women’s Inter-
national Terrorist Conspiracy from Hell), ACT UP (AIDS Coalition To 
Unleash Power), and a dynamic duo named the Yes Men. In doing so, 
this book vividly illustrates how pranksters can stimulate constructive 
public conversations and, on some unfortunate occasions, unintended 
consequences—or what I call prank blowback. This occurs when a sat-
ire is taken seriously by its intended target and provokes a reaction-
ary response. For example, the 1960s feminists who founded WITCH 
designed their outrageous protests to appeal to reporters and appall 
conservatives. Little did they know that their stunts (along with similar 
pranks pulled by others) would help jolt the Moral Majority into exis-
tence, reshaping American politics in the process. On a much grander 
scale, one can draw a twisted-but-unbroken line from today’s New 
World Order conspiracy theories to the mind-control paranoia of the 
Cold War era, the post–French Revolution Illuminati scare, and all the 
way back to a satirical prank pulled in the early 1600s, which kicks off 
chapter 1.6

 If reduced to a mathematical formula, the art of pranking can be 
expressed as Performance Art + Satire × Media = Prank. Put simply, 
pranks are playful critiques performed within the public sphere and 
amplified by media. They allow ordinary people to reach large audi-
ences despite constraints (such as a lack of wealth or connections) that 
would normally mute their voices. Storytelling is an important tool that 
makes this possible, especially when a prank produces memorable mor-
als or lessons that cry out to be retold. I had this in mind when I suc-
cessfully trademarked “freedom of expression.” My quiet little joke went 
public after I hired a lawyer who threatened to sue AT&T for using this 
iconic phrase in an ad without permission! In 2003, the New York Times 
broke the story with a wry article that began, “Freedom of expression, 
it turns out, may not be for everyone.” When wire services picked it 
up, more reporters came calling. This gave me a platform to say ridicu-
lous, provocative things such as “I didn’t go through the time, effort, 
and expense of trademarking freedom of expression® just to have peo-
ple use it whenever they want.” I dangled many more tasty hooks, but 
if journalists savored the humor of this serious joke, they also had to 
swallow the critique that came with it. The absurd nature of my fake 
lawsuit certainly got people talking, but all good things must come to 
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an end—including my beloved trademark. I forgot to file a “Section 
8” form a few years into its lifetime, an oversight that terminated my 
ownership of the phrase. But there is an amusing silver lining. A U.S. 
government website now declares that freedom of expression is “dead” 
(in all caps, no less). Dead is just a legal designation for a lapsed trade-
mark, but I prefer to think of it as an unintentionally hilarious example 
of bureaucratic performance art.7

 Pranking is a form of edutainment—an instructive amusement that 
can make perpetrators, victims, and witnesses wiser. And as I said 
earlier, even hoaxes and cons can sharpen our critical-thinking skills. 
After Hurricane Sandy hit New York City in 2012, an obviously Photo-
shopped image of a scuba diver swimming in a fully submerged subway 
station circulated on social media. Rather than taking a few seconds to 
realize that every element of this picture was implausible, I quickly and 
credulously reposted it. I should have known better, especially because 
this happened while I was writing this book! Notorious publicist and 
self-proclaimed media manipulator Ryan Holiday discusses a tried and 
true technique that he calls “trading up the chain.” Holiday writes, “I 
can turn nothing into something by placing a story with a small blog 
that has very low standards, which then becomes the source for a story 
by a larger blog, and that, in turn, for a story by larger media outlets. I 
create, to use the words of one media scholar, a ‘self-reinforcing news 
wave.’” A 2010 survey of working journalists, for example, found that 
89 percent admitted to turning to blogs and social media for story 
research. The speed at which news now travels makes antiquated con-
cepts such as “fact-checking” and “verification” that much more diffi-
cult. If you trace the path of a news story back to its origins, more often 
than not a publicist is at the beginning of the chain (after all, “PR” is the 
first two letters of the word prank).8

 Pranks encourage audiences to pause and reflect, even if it is only 
for a few seconds. Sometimes pranksters craft clear and direct messages 
that persuade, and sometimes they deliberately befuddle. The latter act 
is also useful—especially when an unexpected guerrilla performance 
jolts people out of their daily routines. When the world is temporarily 
turned askew, it can be seen from a new perspective. “Imagination is the 
chief instrument of the good,” philosopher John Dewey argued, empha-
sizing the transformative power of art. Drawing on Dewey, sociologist 
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James Jasper used the term artful protest to describe the same tactics I 
attribute to pranksters. “Much like artists,” he writes, “they are at the 
cutting edge of society’s understandings of itself as it changes.” Jasper 
believes that artful protestors offer us “new ways of seeing and judging 
the world.” One of the reasons why pranking can be so compelling for 
everyone involved is because it’s fun, theatrical, and participatory. By 
dispensing with stage lights and other barriers that separate audiences 
from performers, it lies somewhere between acting, gaming, and free 
play. A prank is like a humorous role-playing adventure in which peo-
ple, ideas, and language all have leading parts. “Jokes are active, social 
things,” media scholar Stephen Duncombe argues. Humor requires 
engagement from spectators, especially when irony is employed (one 
has to figure out what the joke teller doesn’t believe to get it). With 
enough repetition, these cognitive acts can bleed over into the social 
world, moving people to action.9

Silly Social Engineering

Pranks also provide a real-life learning lab for conducting social experi-
ments. Anyone with enough pluck, luck, and imagination can open the 
hood of the culture industry’s engine and watch the gears turn. One 
useful example is the Banana Hoax. In early 1967, a rumor circulated 
that one could get high by smoking banana peels—though, in reality, 
the only way to trip on a banana is to step on one. The instigators were 
most likely “Country” Joe McDonald and Gary “Chicken” Hirsh, from 
the acid-damaged jug band Country Joe and the Fish. In late 1966, they 
started spreading the word among friends that banana peels contained 
psychedelic ingredients. “Even if it didn’t work,” Hirsh said of their 
druggy effects, “it was great fun.” Not only would this fruit be absurdly 
difficult to outlaw, but the thought of puffing on bananas contained 
more than a whiff of slapstick silliness. The story initially traveled via 
word of mouth, and the first printed account appeared in a March 1967 
issue of the Berkeley Barb. Conveniently, Ed Denson served as Country 
Joe’s band manager and also contributed a regular music column to that 
underground paper. “I was fully involved in perpetrating the hoax when 
I wrote that article,” Denson later admitted, though he denied penning 
a letter to the editor about a cop in a local food co-op who was “lurking 
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in the fresh produce section.” The writer predicted that possessing large 
amounts of bananas would soon become a criminal offense.10

 The smokable-banana myth is a bit frivolous, sure, but we can still 
learn a lot from how it took root. Historian John McMillian notes that 
this prank reveals much about the social and media landscapes of the 
time. Underground papers created a virtual community connecting weir-
dos, radicals, and dropouts living in cities, suburbs, and rural areas. This 
alternative communication network ensured that few things remained 
local. Mainstream outlets also propagated the put-on, starting with a 
San Francisco Chronicle article titled “Kicks for Hippies: The Banana 
Turn-On.” Within a month, Time and Newsweek piled on with a wink, 
and soon it was part of popular folklore. “From bananas, it is a short 
but shocking step to other fruits,” said Congressman Frank Thompson, 
who cheekily proposed the Banana Labeling Act of 1967. In a speech on 
the floor of the House of Representatives, he declared, “Today the cry is 
‘Burn, Banana, Burn.’ Tomorrow we may face strawberry smoking, dried 
apricot inhaling or prune puffing.” Thompson claimed a “high official in 
the FDA” urged him to introduce the bill, but the Food and Drug Admin-
istration actually didn’t find the banana-smoking rumor very funny. The 
FDA posted a press release that soberly stated that it failed to find “detect-
able quantities of known hallucinogenics” in bananas. Pop music also 
helped to spread this mischievous meme. Donovan’s recent hit “Mellow 
Yellow” was widely rumored to be about you-know-what—“Electrical 
banana is gonna be the latest craze,” he sang—but the song was actually 
written before the prank was hatched. It was just a kooky cosmic coinci-
dence. The constant repetition of “Mellow Yellow” on radios amplified 
the Banana Hoax as it spread through subterranean tributaries, corporate 
channels, and word of mouth.11
 A famous rumor about the Beatles’ Paul McCartney, known as the 
“Paul Is Dead Hoax,” followed a similar pattern. In 1969, news spread 
that he died in a car accident and was secretly replaced by a look- and 
sound-alike. The story originally appeared in an Iowa college newspa-
per and fanned out through underground papers, freeform FM radio, 
and other counterculture media outlets. Time and Life magazines also 
ran with it, and soon legions of stoned hippies were poring over the 
Fab Four’s albums in search of clues about McCartney’s demise. It was 
all in good fun, but not everyone appreciated this kind of tomfoolery. 
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In the case of the Banana Hoax, some radicals even called it counter-
revolutionary. Students for a Democratic Society president Todd Gitlin 
insisted that it was a politically misguided stunt that ignored the United 
Fruit Company’s unfair labor practices. “These circumstances come to 
mind,” he grumbled, “whenever bananas are flaunted with humor or 
symbolic meaning, as a means of liberation.” Although Gitlin did have 
a legitimate point, he was fighting an uphill battle. The ruptures pro-
duced by the gay and women’s liberation struggles, combined with the 
black power and antiwar movements, created multiple openings for 
irreverent tricksters. Many of them simply could not resist stirring it 
up—including a pair of computer nerds who embraced the countercul-
ture’s worldview.12

 Before Steve Jobs and Steve Wozniak built their first computer, they 
engineered pranks. Jobs started in elementary school, where he coun-
tered his boredom by making “Bring Your Pet to School Day” post-
ers. “It was crazy,” he recalled, “with dogs chasing cats all over, and the 
teachers were beside themselves.” By the late 1960s, Jobs’s pranks were 
mostly technological in design, such as wiring his childhood home with 
hidden speakers and microphones to mess with his parents (they were 
not pleased). Jobs “likes to do pranks like you do,” a mutual friend told 
Wozniak, by way of introduction, “and he’s also into building electron-
ics.” After becoming fast friends, Jobs and Wozniak targeted a gradu-
ation ceremony at Jobs’s Silicon Valley high school. Using ropes and 
pulleys, they planned to drop a bed sheet tie-dyed in the school’s col-
ors—complete with a painting of a middle-finger salute and the words 
“Best Wishes.” (Alas, another student told on them.) Jobs said that it 
was “the banner prank that sealed our friendship.” Their pranking 
adventures continued after Woz created a device that could remotely 
screw up television reception. While in public spaces, like a dorm 
lobby, they would fill the screen with static—only to restore the picture 
once a frustrated viewer touched the television or made an awkward 
move. In doing so, the two Steves got their unwitting lab rats to contort 
themselves into human pretzels. Jobs said, laughing, “Just as they had 
the foot off the ground he would turn it back on, and as they put their 
foot back on the ground he’d screw it up again.” Wozniak recalls that a 
bunch of students watched “the second half hour of Mission: Impossible 
with the guy’s hand over the middle of the TV!”13
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 Jobs and Wozniak transitioned into the world of hacking, a prac-
tice that is not unlike pranking. Hacking is often depicted as elec-
tronic breaking and entering, or cyber-terrorism, but this technique 
has very a different meaning in computing circles. It involves modify-
ing software or hardware in a way that shows style, simplicity, creativ-
ity, and technical virtuosity. More generally, hacking can be defined 
as making a technology do things it wasn’t originally designed to do. 
The term originated in the early 1960s at the Massachusetts Institute 
of Technology, where students messed around with computers and 
telephones (the latter pursuit is known as phone phreaking). Hack-
ing has another important connotation. The Journal of the Institute 
for Hacks, TomFoolery & Pranks at MIT defines a hack as “a clever, 
benign, and ‘ethical’ prank or practical joke, which is both challenging 
for the perpetrators and amusing to the MIT community.” This might 
include covering the school’s giant dome with reflecting foil to make 
it look like R2D2 or placing a police car on top of it. “Hacks provide 
an opportunity to demonstrate creativity and know-how in mastering 
the physical world,” explains MIT alum André DeHon, now a Uni-
versity of Pennsylvania engineering professor. “An important com-
ponent of many hacks is to help people see something in a different 
way, to give it a humorous, satirical, or poignant twist.” Another alum 
adds, “In their ideal form, hacks are a melding of art, inspiration, and 
engineering.”14

 Like pranking, hacking requires ingenuity and creative thinking—
as well as a playful and rebellious attitude, which was certainly the 
case for Jobs and Wozniak. In the fall of 1971, Woz read an Esquire 
article about blue boxes, illicit devices that could hack the AT&T tele-
phone network by using specific sounds. This mainstream magazine, 
with a readership of half a million readers, was the first to shine a 
light on the clandestine world of phone phreaking. Four decades later, 
Wozniak remains awestruck. “Who would ever believe you could put 
tones into a phone and make calls free anywhere in the world? I mean, 
who would believe it?” The duo’s very first business venture involved 
making and selling blue boxes (which Woz once used to make a prank 
call to the Vatican, almost getting the pope on the line). The pair mar-
veled at how their homemade device could manipulate AT&T’s mul-
tibillion-dollar phone network. “I wanted to find out what the limits 
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of the telephone system were,” Woz says. “What were the limits of any 
system? I’ve found that for almost anybody who thinks well in dig-
ital electronics or computer programming, if you go back and look 
at their lives they’ll have these areas of misbehavior.” His comment 
highlights how mischief can remake media and, occasionally, trans-
form an entire industry. “If it hadn’t been for the Blue Boxes, there 
wouldn’t have been an Apple,” Jobs said. “I’m 100% sure of that. Woz 
and I learned how to work together, and we gained the confidence 
that we could solve technical problems and actually put something 
into production.”15

 Though AT&T and the phone phreaks seemed worlds apart, they 
developed a mutually constitutive bond. This massive corporation 
provided a laboratory for hackers, whose illicit experiments pushed 
it to transition to a digital switching system that couldn’t be triggered 
by tones. AT&T rolled out this new technology in 1970, when phone 
phreaking was reaching a critical mass. Although the company claimed 
it would increase efficiency, hamstringing phone phreaks was a major 
motivation. This digital infrastructure eventually made it possible for 
computer modems to talk to each other over the telephone network, 
paving the way for a thing called the Internet. (Again, people don’t just 
make mischief with media; their mischief can also remake media in the 
process.) The spread of phone phreaking hinged on another dynamic: 
the convoluted interconnections that bind mainstream and alterna-
tive media and culture. That Esquire article drew many curious people 
into the phone-phreaking fold, and it also subtly influenced members 
of that subculture. They initially referred to themselves as freaks—with 
an f—but from then on these hackers proudly adopted Esquire’s spell-
ing of phreaks. It was a feedback loop, sort of like how underground 
papers and establishment news media propelled the Banana Hoax into 
the pop-culture stratosphere. Cultural studies scholar Sarah Thornton 
argues that dichotomies such as subculture/mainstream do not do a 
good job of accurately describing the world, because social life is more 
complicated than simple binaries. Similarly, the distinctions between 
amateur and professional media makers tend to be overly exaggerated. 
Like mythological trickster figures, mischief makers in the material 
world constantly blur the borders between insider and outsider, center 
and margin.16
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The Trickster Tradition

Russian literary critic Mikhail Bakhtin believed laughter has played 
an underrecognized role in steering history. When hilarity erupts, it 
can also interrupt the status quo. He claimed that the old feudal order 
wasn’t just brought down with cannonballs and Enlightenment thought 
but also by waves of uninhibited laughter. Medieval carnivals gave peas-
ants the license to turn existing power relations upside down, if only 
for a day, by ridiculing kings and princes. Bakhtin noted that these fes-
tivities were marked by “a continual shifting from top to bottom, from 
front to rear, of numerous parodies and travesties, humiliations, profa-
nations, comic crownings and uncrownings.” They stood in stark con-
trast to the serious tone set by the ruling powers of Europe. “Besides 
carnivals proper, with their long, and complex pageants and proces-
sions,” Bakhtin writes, “there was the ‘feast of fools’ (festa stultorum) 
and the ‘feast of the ass.’” These raucous rituals occurred in all countries 
throughout Europe, creating an alternative space that thrived outside 
the official political and religious spheres.17

 Even Christmas had an early unruly incarnation. Although some 
Christians did piously observe this holiday and shunned the wild cel-
ebrations associated with it, those folks were few and far between. Late-
December festivities took place for centuries, and they coincided with a 
moment of leisure and abundance that came with the end of the harvest. 
During this time of year, the social hierarchy was symbolically turned 
upside down. The lowly became “Masters of Misrule,” men dressed as 
women and vice versa, and children gained the status of their elders—
who were ruthlessly mocked. At Christmastime, bands of boys and 
young men demanded food, drink, and goods from the rich, a tradition 
called Wassailing that continued into the modern era. In seventeenth-
century New England, the holiday troubled religious leaders so much 
that they banned it entirely. Attention Fox News: the Puritans waged 
the first War on Christmas! Historian Stephen Nissenbaum notes, 
“when the Church, more than a millennium earlier, had placed Christ-
mas Day in late December, the decision was part of what amounted to 
a compromise, and a compromise for which the Church paid a high 
price.” Folding a rowdy secular festival into this holy Christian holiday 
created serious headaches for religious authorities.18
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 Despite the liberatory promise of medieval carnivals, they sometimes 
unleashed violent frustrations against Jews and other minority groups. 
These officially sanctioned subversions also functioned as instruments 
of social control (by letting people blow off a little steam before ten-
sions exploded). Nevertheless, they did plant seeds that occasionally 
overturned the ruling order. As Lewis Hyde puts it, “Every so often 
Fat Tuesday does leak over into Lean Wednesday, and into the rest of 
the year as well.” In Germany, the ceremonial debasement of the pope 
helped lay the groundwork for the Reformation: “The ritual container 
broke, the pollution leaked out, and the Church itself was fundamen-
tally altered.” It was the guffaw heard around the world, a reminder of 
media theorist Dick Hebdige’s claim that the “modern age was laughed 
into being.” Invoking Bakhtin, he writes, “The dust and the cobwebs, 
the angels and the devils, the necromancers and the priests, the bar-
baric inquisitions, the inflexible hierarchies, the sober, deadly serious 
ignorance of the medieval powers were blown away not by guns or great 
debates but by great gusts of belly laughter.”19

 Carnivalesque trickster figures—who appear in myths throughout 
the world, from Native American to Australian Aboriginal cultures—
attack the things that society reveres most. The more sacred the belief, 
the more likely it will be profaned. Most trickster tales position a weak 
animal, such as a rabbit or monkey, against a physically powerful 
opponent. The prey becomes the hunter, and with mental jujitsu the 
king of the jungle can be knocked from his throne. Given the slave’s 
lowly position in American society, it’s no surprise that trickster tales 
such as those about Br’er Rabbit thrived in African American culture. 
These escapist fantasies made daily life slightly more bearable, and 
they offered practical models for resistance and survival (stealing food 
and other necessities were common themes). The escaped slave Henry 
“Box” Brown surely learned some valuable lessons from those stories. 
Brown secretly mailed himself from a Virginia plantation to Philadel-
phia’s freedom, then became a theatrical star in the North. He reen-
acted his escape in an elaborate one-man stage show, Mirror of Slavery, 
which functioned as both thrilling entertainment and artful propa-
ganda for the abolitionist cause. Fleeing slavery in a shipping crate 
was an act of desperation, and not a prank, to be sure. Nevertheless, 
Brown’s unique form of edutainment aligned him with a long lineage 
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of political pranksters and trickster figures discussed throughout this 
book.20

 During the 1960s, the counterculture perfected pranking as a form 
of progressive political action. In one infamous incident, Abbie Hoff-
man and Jerry Rubin tossed hundreds of dollar bills from the gallery 
overlooking the New York Stock Exchange. The white-collar workers 
became unwitting actors in this staged drama when they started div-
ing for dollars (it stopped the stock ticker for a few minutes, costing 
millions in lost trading). During this Wall Street–Theater performance, 
the buttoned-down mob revealed the avarice that bubbled just beneath 
the Stock Exchange’s veneer of respectability. “Some stockies booed,” 
compatriot Ed Sanders recalled, “but others groveled on the floor like 
eels of greed to gather the cash.” Taking cues from the PR industry, the 
Yippies merrily used mass media to advertise alternative lifestyles, the 
peace movement, and other causes they held dear. The same was true 
of the radical feminist pranksters who founded WITCH. These women 
unnerved Mr. Jones and other squares by casting satirical hexes, wear-
ing wicked costumes, and crashing bridal fairs.21

 Two decades later, these tactics were adopted by ACT UP. This 
activist organization was founded in 1987 as a reaction to the pharma-
ceutical industry’s, government’s, and corporate media’s nonresponse 
to the AIDS crisis. Its members dispensed with conventional protest 
models by using novel, attention-getting tactics. ACT UP got a ton of 
press coverage after placing a gigantic yellow condom over the home 
of Senator Jesse Helms, who opposed public funding for safe-sex ini-
tiatives. At a different protest, police officers enacted their homopho-
bia and hysteria over “catching AIDS” by wearing bright yellow rub-
ber gloves during arrests. The activists spontaneously chanted, “Your 
gloves don’t match your shoes! You’ll see it on the news!”—a catchy 
hook that ensured it would be seen on the news. This sassy humor was 
also on display in ACT UP’s tradition of naming its subgroups. Echo-
ing the feminists who founded WITCH, one splinter cell called itself 
CHER: Commie Homos Engaged in Revolution. Because the organi-
zation focused on issues of media representation, the New York Times 
was an early target. During one guerrilla sticker campaign, ACT UP 
members plastered the newspaper’s vending machines with the fol-
lowing message: “The New York Times aids reporting is out of 
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order.” The last three words were prominent enough to discourage 
potential customers.22

 In the twenty-first century, a decentralized collective named Anon-
ymous has blurred the lines between hacking, pranking, and political 
protest. It uses inventive tactics to battle Internet censorship and other 
offenses perpetrated by corporations and governments. In 2011, Anony-
mous hacked the Syrian Defense Ministry website and replaced it with 
a flag associated with the country’s prodemocracy movement. These 
hacktivists also took down the CIA’s website for the better part of a day 
in 2012, which prompted a phone call between the FBI and Scotland 
Yard about how to take action. It turned out that Anonymous opera-
tives were listening in, and they thumbed their noses at these agencies 
by releasing a recording of the conversation online. Their sophisticated 
programming skills allow them to trick computer networks into mask-
ing their activities so to remain, well, anonymous. That technique is 
aptly named “spoofing,” and it has been used by many tech-savvy activ-
ists living under authoritarian regimes. Spoofing is one of many ways 
hackers have rewired the architecture of the Internet, or at least found 
cracks in the system that its designers were blind to.23

 Pranks have their downsides, the most obvious of which are the 
dangers involved in baiting an unsympathetic audience. They require 
courage to pull off, especially in the face of hostile taunts and threats 
of physical violence—which shows how these provocations can tear at 
the social fabric. Another risk is losing control of how one’s message is 
interpreted by the public, but there are ways of mitigating uncertainty 
after the prank’s “big reveal.” It is not enough to make people laugh or 
outrage them (though, admittedly, that can also be fun!). After the ini-
tial shock wears off, the next step is to explain the prank’s purpose for 
as wide or—alternatively, specific—a public as possible. There needs 
to be an educational component, and this book is an extension of that 
oddball pedagogy. I hope to give you, dear reader, some conceptual 
gizmos to add to your critical-thinking toolkit. “I like to think people 
will learn something from my hijinks,” pioneering prankster Alan Abel 
wrote in his 1970 book Confessions of a Hoaxer. “Because the next time 
around, their hoaxer might truly be diabolical and rob them of things 
far more important and meaningful.” Abel is warning about everyone 
from underworld con artists to trusted authority figures of all stripes.24
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 Despite the productive potential of prankish tactics, they have been 
condemned on several fronts. In the book Reclaiming Fair Use, media 
and legal scholars Patricia Aufderheide and Peter Jaszi criticize copyleft 
activists, culture jammers, and others who gravitate toward monkey-
wrenching and monkeyshines. More specifically, they describe and 
then dismiss the previously mentioned “freedom of expression®” prank 
as being counterproductive. After conceding that my “antics did indeed 
provide a broad-brush critique,” Aufderheide and Jaszi claim that the 
prank also undermined possibilities for pragmatic reform. I would 
totally agree with them had I merely basked in the publicity surround-
ing the fake lawsuit, but that was just the beginning. In the wake of the 
coverage, I explained myself to a general audience whose eyes would 
normally glaze over during discussions of the free-speech implications 
of intellectual property law. It’s a trick I picked up as a teacher: finding 
creative ways to engage people with ideas that might at first seem “bor-
ing.” When working for change, a range of approaches is useful. That is 
more interesting than adhering to a programmatic One True Way ethic. 
For instance, the Old Left’s stoic denial of pleasure was inherited to a 
certain extent by the sixties New Left, which was sometimes at odds with 
the Yippies, Merry Pranksters, and other Groucho Marxists.25

The Full Spectrum of Trickery

By upsetting the apple cart, pranksters aspire to change the world—
or at least to inspire visions of a better one. But even though I have a 
keen interest in critique and social change, Pranksters digs deep into 
the darker sides of deception. The origins of The Protocols of the Elders 
of Zion, for instance, highlight the disturbing ways trickery has shaped 
modern history. The causes of the Jewish Holocaust are complex, but 
The Protocols helped provide its social, ethical, and (a)historical justi-
fications. And to be clear, this forged document does not count as a 
prank—which, as I have defined it, is a staged provocation meant to 
enlighten and stir up debate. A hoax is a kissing cousin of a prank, but 
its primary purpose is to fool people and attract attention. Lastly, I use 
con as an all-purpose term for a wide range of scams meant to defraud 
or gain an advantage. They all use similar methods to mislead, but the 
main difference lies in the perpetrator’s intentions and the audience’s 



Introduction

17

interpretations. Further complicating matters, mischief makers often 
have multiple motives, which was certainly true of Benjamin Franklin’s 
attack on Titan Leeds. Yes, he tried to educate the public by lampooning 
irrational astrological beliefs, but it was mostly a publicity stunt used to 
drum up almanac sales. To flesh out these differences, I’ll preview some 
of the key stories and themes that run through this book.

Pranks

Chapter 1 begins with a provocation that had unintended, earthshak-
ing consequences. In the early seventeenth century, a small group of 
radical Protestants invented an “Invisible College” of mystical adepts 
known as the Rosicrucians. Their prank was meant to spur a public 
debate about scientific and theological ideas that the Catholic Church 
vehemently opposed. But in doing so, their fabricated fictions ended up 
fueling four centuries of paranoia—including the mother of all conspir-
acy theories, the Illuminati myth (which I’ll return to shortly). Keep-
ing with the book’s chronological organization, I follow that account 
with a profile of the first prominent practitioner of the modern prank: 
Jonathan Swift. The early eighteenth century witnessed a revival of the 
classical tradition of satire and the rise of print culture, which multi-
plied the scope and size of audiences that could be duped and/or enter-
tained. The boundary-breaking transgressions of pranksters and hoax-
ers shaped the popular culture of that period, which is why Benjamin 
Franklin holds a prominent place in this trickstory. He was an indepen-
dent media pioneer whose do-it-yourself (DIY) style and shape-shifting 
persona created a template used by generations of pranksters, hoaxers, 
and confidence men.
 Léo Taxil was one of the most notorious pranksters of the nineteenth 
century, though he is largely forgotten today. Starting in 1885, he posed 
as a whistleblower who uncovered satanic Masonic secrets for an audi-
ence of credulous French Catholics. Taxil invented his stories out of 
thin air, but they were still believed by conservatives who hated Free-
masons—an organization of freethinkers that had a history of annoy-
ing the Vatican. After staying in character for a dozen years, he came 
clean at an 1897 Paris press conference. After “the sweet pleasure of 
pranking took over,” Taxil told the assembled clergymen and reporters, 
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he decided to stage “an altogether amusing and instructive mystifica-
tion.” Like Benjamin Franklin, Taxil had multiple motives. Despite the 
“instructive” aspect of his prank, he also made a ton of money selling 
anti-Freemasonry books and pamphlets that were filled with halluci-
nogenic lies. Taxil’s right-wing audience lapped up his tales about tele-
portation, magical bracelets used to summon Lucifer, and a worldwide 
telephone system operated by devils. This imaginary communication 
network was allegedly used to carry out a global plot to destroy all 
established religions and create a one-world government. Despite being 
revealed as fabrications over a century ago, many of Taxil’s writings (or 
at least recycled versions of them) continue to be cited by contempo-
rary conspiracy theorists.26

Hoaxes

Hoaxes resemble pranks, but the key difference is the perpetrator’s 
intentions. For pranksters, trickery is a means to an end: prompting 
discussion, upending the naturalized rituals of everyday life, enraging 
and educating, and so on. Hoaxers have no such pretentions. For them, 
the goal is to make others look foolish or to seek fame. The latter was 
likely true for George Psalmanazar, who took London by storm upon 
his arrival in 1703. This blond, blue-eyed man said he was a native of 
an Asian country named Formosa, and he explained away his pale fea-
tures by claiming to be part of the upper class. The island’s elites lived in 
elaborate underground apartments, Psalmanazar said, while the dark-
skinned working class slaved away aboveground, baking in the heat. 
Ridiculous? Sure. But rather than dismissing those who fall for pranks 
and hoaxes as dumb dupes, it’s more useful to understand why certain 
tricks work. A successful deception tells us much about the culture or 
people who embraced it. In Psalmanazar’s case, prevailing assump-
tions about race and skin pigmentation allowed this Aryan to pass as 
an Asian. It also didn’t hurt that his backstory had an antipapist spin, 
which involved being kidnapped by treacherous Jesuit missionaries. 
(The Catholic world, particularly France, was in the midst of a raging 
battle with Protestantism and, by default, England.)
 Throughout the eighteenth and nineteenth centuries, newspaper 
hoaxes thrived. Most famous was 1835’s New York Sun Moon Hoax 
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(“powerful telescope discovers lunar bat-men!”) and the 
New York Herald’s Central Park Zoo Hoax of 1874 (“beasts blud-
geon bystanders on broadway!”). Less well known is the devious 
etymological origin of the term miscegenation. In late 1863, two racist 
New York journalists invented the word to undermine Abraham Lin-
coln’s election campaign. It first appeared in an irony-filled pamphlet 
titled Miscegenation: The Theory of the Blending of the Races, Applied to 
the American White Man and Negro. This supposed proabolition pub-
lication was explicitly engineered to outrage white supremacists (think 
Stephen Colbert, if he were a raging bigot who sarcastically “praised” 
race mixing). Newspapers regularly printed straight news alongside 
hoaxes and tall tales until the early twentieth century, when this brand 
of mischief making largely came to an end. Satirists such as Mark Twain, 
who hatched several surreal hoaxes as a newspaper writer, forced the 
industry to more clearly define the limits of journalism. New standards 
of professionalism moved these playful styles of writing to the prover-
bial margins of the paper or eliminated them altogether.

Cons

In the second half of the nineteenth century, P. T. Barnum built a hugely 
successful business that blurred the line between good-natured pub-
licity stunts and devious confidence games. His traveling shows and 
Manhattan-based American Museum captivated crowds with a variety 
of far-fetched curiosities, including an alleged mermaid. The master 
humbugger’s mid-nineteenth-century popularity coincided with the 
emergence of confidence men who preyed on newly relocated big-city 
suckers. During this time, a criminal character named William Thomp-
son roamed the streets of New York asking strangers if they had enough 
trust in him to loan their watch for a day. He then walked off, goods 
in hand, laughing. Thompson was playing a game of confidence, and 
the gullible were the losers. This naiveté had much to do with the fact 
that an increasing number of Americans were moving away from rural 
areas, where reputations were built and maintained within a tight-knit 
community. In urban settings, surface appearances were often used to 
judge a stranger’s character. As cultural historian Karen Halttunen has 
shown, the American middle class wanted to believe that respectable 
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exterior displays were projections of wholesome interiors. In this con-
text, sharply dressed and well-mannered con men could easily relieve 
trusting victims of their possessions.27

 P. T. Barnum’s humbugs were popular because they helped specta-
tors navigate an unruly capitalist marketplace: misleading advertising 
claims, real-estate frauds, and all. Barnum biographer Neil Harris notes 
that many of those who bought tickets to his exhibits fully expected to 
be hoodwinked. Much of the entertainment value was derived from 
analyzing and deconstructing the deception. “The public appears dis-
posed to be amused,” the showman observed, “even when they are 
conscious of being deceived.” His entertainments functioned like an 
elaborate discursive game that encouraged people to spiritedly hash out 
arguments about social, technological, and economic transformations 
that were taking place in America. Audiences learned to make up their 
own minds about the veracity of Barnum’s displays, a skill that became 
useful in everyday life. But even though he claimed to be sharpening his 
customers’ wits, which is a key goal of pranks, that was merely a happy 
byproduct of his profitable amusements. In that regard, Barnum falls 
somewhere between a prankster, a hoaxer, and a con man—one whose 
spirit still haunts today’s media and entertainment landscapes.28

And Don’t Forget Self-Deception

As I suggested earlier, in order for audiences to be fooled by a prank, 
hoax, or con, it should resonate with one’s deep-seated assumptions 
about how the world works. This is also true of conspiracy theories, 
which are similarly rooted in fantasy, ideology, and myth (concepts 
that are not necessarily interchangeable but that still overlap). These 
paranoid fictions spring to life when a tooth-chipping kernel of truth 
is elaborated on by religious fanatics, political partisans, devious fakers, 
attention seekers, the mentally ill, or all of the above. Conspiracy theo-
ries are often organized around an impossibly perfect model of commu-
nication. Plots are flawlessly executed over the centuries and across the 
globe, letters always arrive, transmissions are clearly understood, and 
there is no chance of plans going awry. This is not how life works, but 
imagination is a powerful thing. The West’s most resilient conspiracy 
theory can be traced back to 1614, the year of the previously mentioned 
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Rosicrucian prank. This “Invisible Brotherhood” created the blueprint 
for a paranoid worldview that is centered around an ancient satanic plot 
to create a New World Order. This grand narrative was cemented after 
the French Revolution, which destabilized that country’s traditional 
religious and political powers. Many conservatives believed that a sub-
versive secret society named the Bavarian Illuminati was pulling the 
strings.
 The religious right was also freaked out by Spiritualism, a quasi-
religion that resonated with millions of people starting in the mid-
nineteenth century. Cynics dismissed it as a hoax, but Spiritualism was 
deeply felt by believers—making it more of a fantasy than a straight-
up hoax or con job. Women occupied leadership positions within this 
progressive movement because they were said to be sensitive to signals 
from the dead. The dream of spirit communication, which was inspired 
in part by the newly invented telegraph, helped promote feminism on 
both sides of the Atlantic. It also left an imprint on a twentieth-century 
mystic named Edgar Cayce. “The Miracle Man of Virginia Beach,” as 
he was dubbed, turned clairvoyance, channeling, past lives, and medita-
tion into household words. He was a pivotal figure who deeply influ-
enced the 1960s counterculture, and its adversaries. “The Edgar Cayce 
Foundation was making a big play for the minds of people,” fretted 
televangelist Pat Robertson, who also lived in Virginia Beach. “People 
were calling in from all over Tidewater pleading with us to pray because 
their loved ones were being caught up in séances and occult groups. 
The whole area was rife with Satan’s power.” Robertson is merely one 
in a long line of preachers who railed against devilish secret societ-
ies. In the late 1700s, a New England minister named Jedediah Morse 
caused a moral panic by claiming that the Bavarian Illuminati had infil-
trated America. Samuel F. B. Morse followed in his father’s footsteps by 
writing two books of conspiracy theory before inventing the telegraph 
(which, ironically, indirectly ignited the Spiritualist movement).29

 In the 1960s, irreverent figures such as Church of Satan founder 
Anton LaVey pulled pranks and publicity stunts that fanned the flames 
of Illuminatiphobia. “The High Priest of the Church of Satan” was a for-
mer carny who freaked out his ideological opponents by staging events 
such as the “Satanic Baptism” of his young daughter. This Barnumesque 
showman had a knack for the spectacular, and he was well aware that 
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sex sells. For instance, his “Satan Wants You” promotional posters fea-
tured LaVey in a horned, black, pajama-like costume while pointing at 
the viewer, à la Uncle Sam (albeit with a buxom naked woman draped 
on an altar behind him). The existence of a radical feminist organiza-
tion cheekily named WITCH also confirmed in the minds of reli-
gious conservatives that occult villains were the driving force behind 
that decade’s social upheavals. A ragtag group named the Discordians 
stirred up even more trouble. They worshiped the goddess of chaos, 
made fun of organized religion, and satirized what historian Richard 
Hofstadter calls the “paranoid style in American politics.” Among other 
things, these Discordian prophets mailed comical letters on Bavarian 
Illuminati letterhead to evangelical churches and organizations such as 
the Christian Anti-Communism Crusade.30

 These sorts of impish acts triggered some serious prank blowback 
after their satires were misinterpreted by concerned conservatives. 
(One person’s humor can be another’s horror.) As a result, the religious 
right soon began pushing back against many of the sixties’ progressive 
advances. Mainstream media also stirred this movement into existence 
after esoteric ideas reached millions of people through popular culture. 
The Beatles placed Aleister Crowley on the cover of Sgt. Pepper, the 
Rolling Stones had a huge hit with “Sympathy for the Devil,” and sen-
sational news reports regularly linked hippies with Satanism. Television 
pumped out lighthearted occult sitcoms such as Bewitched, I Dream 
of Jeanie, The Munsters, and The Addams Family, as well as the bleaker 
Outer Limits, Twilight Zone, and Dark Shadows. Rosemary’s Baby and 
other Hollywood films also popularized symbols that later resurfaced 
in the “recovered” memories of alleged ritual-abuse survivors. The dev-
ilish connotations of 666, for instance, were not widely recognized until 
its prominent use as a plot device in the 1970s Omen movies and their 
advertising campaigns.31

 Conservative independent media, anchored by the John Birch Soci-
ety’s vast publishing arm, distilled those pop-culture fantasies into chill-
ing narratives. Churches also served as communication hubs by spread-
ing these stories through Sunday sermons and word-of-mouth gossip. 
Others, such as Pat Robertson, fought Spiritualist mediums with electri-
fied media. For over half a century, he used his Christian Broadcasting 
Network to call out the Illuminati, Satanists, One Worlders, and other 
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conspirators. Fundamentalists have often been caricatured as antimod-
ern, despite being early adopters of most every new medium that has 
come along (from tent revivals, radio, and television to mimeograph 
machines, roadside billboards, and online bulletin boards). Alternative 
media regularly gets framed as a liberal project, leading many people to 
ignore the influence of right-wing indie media. This is a huge oversight. 
Its existence helps explain why such a cohesive set of beliefs—centered 
around mystical, evil elites who steer world events—have remained 
so consistent throughout the modern era. Former vice president Dan 
Quayle expressed this conspiracy-steeped anxiety when discussing the 
Russian mystic Grigori Rasputin: “People that are really very weird can 
get into sensitive positions and have a tremendous impact on history.”32

 These fears climaxed in the 1980s during the Satanic Panics, when 
heavy metal, Dungeons & Dragons, and other nefarious pop-culture 
staples became sources of hysteria. Worries about Satanism largely 
subsided by the 1990s, only to be replaced by Illuminatiphobia. Pat 
Robertson and Left Behind coauthor Tim LaHaye implicated a web of 
secret societies, liberal elites, and United Nations technocrats in a plot 
to establish a godless global government. New World Order conspir-
acy theories bred like bionic bunnies on the newly emerging Internet, 
multiplying further in the Age of Obama. Tea Party foot soldiers railed 
against manipulative social scientists, shouted from the rooftops about 
the UN and the Federal Reserve, and obsessed over Rockefeller elites 
and Rothschild bankers. After Barack Hussein Obama became presi-
dent, “Say No to the Social Engineers!” became an unlikely but winning 
Tea Party election slogan. Although Congressman Ron Paul put a less 
unhinged spin on these notions, he still earned legions of conspiracy-
theory fanboys by warning of a coming global currency and plans for 
a multilane “NAFTA Superhighway.” This worldview seemed to erupt 
from nowhere, but it had been incubating for years—even though it was  
built on a house of cards, drawn from a deck full of jokers.
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This Is the Dawning of  
the A ge of Enlightenment 

. . . and Pranks

the age of enlightenment . . . and pranks
Pulling a prank is like throwing a rock in the pop-culture pond. 
Observing the ripple effect can help us better understand how the mod-
ern world was formed—though that raises the question of why moder-
nity has been so tangled up in trickery. The short answer is that media 
technologies made it easier to misrepresent reality. Through tape edit-
ing, 1940s radio producers could add applause, cut out risqué jokes, and 
place laughs over ones that bombed. This shifted recordings away from 
being a fairly straightforward “record” of a performance, opening the 
doors to all kinds of studio trickery. “Magnetism itself may be a univer-
sal truth,” Greg Milner observes in Perfecting Sound Forever, “but mag-
netic recording taught music to lie.” The invention of photography cre-
ated other blind spots, largely stemming from the privileged role that 
vision plays in our society (seeing is believing, after all). “Photography 
allows us to uncritically think,” documentarian Errol Morris argues. 
“We imagine that photographs provide a magic path to the truth.” What 
we can’t see is the process that led to their creation, from unconscious 
decisions about image composition to calculated, staged hoaxes. Mov-
ing back further in time, the printing press created radically new ways 
of consuming information. By the 1600s, an increasingly literate public 
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was interpreting texts without the intervention of a priestly authority. 
This new media environment muddled the epistemological question—
“How do we know what we know?”—by pushing many people to sput-
ter, “Are we really sure we truly know what we think we know?”1

 Jean Hardouin, for example, was fairly certain that everything every-
one else knew was a lie. This Jesuit scholar, who lived from 1646 to 
1729, wrote a head-spinning magnum opus titled Ad Censuram Scrip-
torum Veterum Prolegomena. It asserted that the vast majority of clas-
sical Greek and Roman art, coins, and written histories were outright 
fabrications. In the late thirteenth and fourteenth centuries, a shad-
owy network of atheistic pagans planted forged archival documents in 
monastic libraries. Hardouin claimed that this cabal was led by Severus 
Archontius, a dastardly fellow who pulled the strings from behind the 
scenes. In order to undermine the faith of believers, his followers sub-
tly altered early Christian writings and mixed them with blasphemous 
counterfeit documents that were attributed to Church fathers. Hard-
ouin insisted that only the works of Herodotus, Pliny the Elder, Cicero, 
and some—but not all—of Homer’s and Virgil’s writings were authenti-
cally ancient. The writings of Plato and Aristotle? Augustine’s Confes-
sions? The Hebrew text of the Old Testament? All fakes! While these 
ideas might seem a bit deranged, Hardouin did have a sharp mind and 
was revered for his erudite writings on the classical world. He was no 
crackpot fringe figure.
 The Jesuit scholar’s revisionist history was a desperate attempt to 
tame the contradictory range of ideas that erupted from print culture. 
Hardouin reacted to this information overload by forging order out 
of chaos, an impulse that continues to this day. His ideas are nearly 
identical to contemporary conspiracy theories—which can be under-
stood as explanatory narratives that arise in response to a complex, 
unstable world. English professor Harold Love whimsically suggests 
that this pioneering conspiracy theorist can also be remembered as 
an early modern media theorist—one whose writings foreshadowed 
the work of a more significant Jesuit scholar named Walter J. Ong. 
“Hardouin regarded the period when religious knowledge had been 
transmitted largely through the oral medium as in every way prefer-
able to the age of print,” Love writes, “and would have liked to see it 
return.” He wasn’t the only one. Christian theology had been shared 
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for thirteen centuries in an unbroken line from pope to pope, believer 
to believer, through the living imitation of Christ. This spoken-word 
tradition ensured ideological stability because communication could 
be directly surveilled and managed by Church authorities. Then came 
those satanic forgers and the diabolical printing press—a menace to 
faith and the first weapon of mass deception. Three decades before 
Hardouin was born, the printing press played a key role in spreading 
a satire that caused a massive amount of prank blowback after a small 
group of rabble-rousing Protestants invented a fictitious secret soci-
ety. It cast a long shadow over the Jesuit’s imagination and, for that 
matter, modernity itself.2

Those Rascally Rosicrucians

The modern era was ushered in by a prank. In 1614, a mysterious tract 
appeared in Kassel, Germany, announcing the existence of an Invisible 
College of mystical adepts. Fama Fraternitatis Rosae Crucis, or “The 
Fame of the Brotherhood of the Rose Cross,” told the tale of a man 
named Christian Rosencreutz. Among other things, he acquired ancient 
insights from Muslim scholars (Islamic knowledge began seeping into 
Christian Europe beginning in the twelfth century, bringing alchemy 
and astrology with it). Rosencreutz founded the Brotherhood in 1408, 
and it met yearly in the mysterious “House of the Holy Spirit.” The trope 
of a young Christian who traveled east and gained new wisdom was not 
uncommon within the popular culture of the time, though the story of a 
hero’s journey and homecoming has much older roots in myth. Within 
that context, Fama clearly reads like an allegory, though that didn’t stop 
many people from taking it literally. This first tract—combined with an 
anonymous 1615 pamphlet titled Confessio Fraternitatis and 1616’s The 
Chymical Wedding of Christian Rosenkreutz—formed the core of what 
became known as the “Rosicrucian Manifestos.” These documents 
claimed that the Brothers of the Rose Cross were engineering a com-
ing Golden Age that would transform all existing political and religious 
institutions. Not only could these men bring about global utopian har-
mony; they could make themselves disappear! Readers who wanted to 
meet a Brother were told that if they concentrated really, really hard, 
one would probably drop by for a visit.3
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 The Fama manuscript initially circulated in rarified circles, stimulat-
ing thoughtful debate and contemplation. The published version, which 
took the prank public, was reframed as a full-blown politico-religious 
diatribe that downplayed the original’s subtlety. It blew up like a mass-
mediated bomb. This had the comical effect of sending people scram-
bling in search of an invisible fraternity, even though Fama clearly made 
the hippy-dippy claim that one could only realize the true nature of the 
Brotherhood by looking deep within oneself. The authors of the Rosi-
crucian Manifestos were primarily drawn to esoteric learning, science, 
and technology. They also shared an irreverent or outright hostile atti-
tude toward Catholicism—a belligerence that was on display in the first 
published edition of the manifesto. It was paired with a popular satirical 
essay called The General Reformation of the Whole World (whose title 
echoed a line from Fama, which promised “a general reformation, both 
of divine and human things”). It further stoked partisan passions by 
including a report about a man, Adam Haselmeyer, who was incarcer-
ated by Jesuits for commenting on the original Fama manuscript. The 
second manifesto, 1615’s Confessio Fraternitatis, made it even clearer 
that the Brotherhood stood against the papacy. This had the catalytic 
effect of splitting public opinion down religious lines: Catholics blasted 
these heretics, while others sought to join, claimed they were already 
members, or knew someone who was.4

 What started out as a playful experiment in publicity transformed 
into a powerful, history-making myth. The Rosicrucian Manifestos 
rocked Europe by triggering a highly charged set of cultural, religious, 
and political associations. In the sixteenth and seventeenth centuries, 
many German thinkers were in the thrall of millenarian and messianic 
thought. Protestants had long been waiting for a redeemer figure who 
would complete the work of the Reformation and banish the papacy’s 
“evil empire.” The start of the Thirty Years’ War in 1618 exacerbated 
Catholic anxieties about the Rosicrucians, who were thought to be 
Protestant supermen intent on conquering Europe. Germanic states 
were consumed by a power struggle between the political powers con-
nected to the Catholic Church and the popularly elected Frederick V 
of the Palatinate, who was associated with Protestant England. Some 
Protestants found their savior in Frederick V, whose heraldic animal 
was the lion—an important signifier that circulated within the popular 
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culture of that time. (Confessio Fraternitatis, for instance, had previ-
ously declared that the pope “shall be scratched to pieces with nails, and 
end be made of his ass’s cry, by a new voice of a roaring lion.”) In 1623, 
a conjunction of Saturn and Jupiter formed the sign of Leo, which was 
seen as an omen at a time when astrology was enjoying greater cultural 
currency. With Leo the Lion roaring high in the sky, a second wave of 
panic about the Rosicrucians swept the land.5

 Reports from the period spoke of a “hurricane” of excitement, both 
pro and con, whipped up by this imaginary secret society. The Catho-
lic Church insisted that the Rosicrucians were devil worshipers (whose 
promise of enlightenment was clear evidence of a diabolical agenda). 
The Brotherhood’s self-proclaimed shape-shifting abilities let them 
infiltrate political and religious institutions, and their interest in “natu-
ral philosophy”—a precursor to modern science—was assumed to be 
wicked bait used to twist the minds of Christians. The lines between 
occultism, esoteric knowledge, and natural philosophy were quite 
blurry in this era. Even Sir Isaac Newton spent more time on alchemy 
than on gravitational science, and he was also a proponent of “natural 
magic.” This term referred to a rational understanding of nature’s laws 
that could help reveal the workings of God’s universe (Fama claimed 
that “in Theology, Physics, and the Mathematics, the Truth doth mani-
fest itself ”). René Descartes was rumored to be a Rosicrucian, some-
thing he famously had to deny. Nevertheless, the mathematician was 
excited enough to write in his notes about “the distinguished brothers 
of the Rose Croix in Germany.” Descartes sought after them in 1619, but 
it was a fruitless quest. As the manifestos instructed, one could only 
find a Brother by entering a world of imagination or a new conscious-
ness. As the Beatles sang, “Turn off your mind, relax, and float down-
stream.” (Appropriately enough, The Alchemical Wedding was the title 
of an infamous 1968 performance art “happening” by Yoko Ono and 
John Lennon, who spent the entire show hidden inside a large bag.)6

 The Rosicrucian Brotherhood wasn’t the only fantasy flowering at 
the time. Interest in Atlantis was being rekindled by Europe’s encoun-
ters with the New World, prompting people to float all sorts of wild the-
ories about the lost continent. Most imaginative was a professor named 
Olof Rudbeck, who insisted that its ruins could be found in . . . Sweden! 
His three-thousand-page tome Atlantica grew more bizarre with each 
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turn of each page, and it provoked ridicule from his Uppsala University 
colleagues. One snapped, “In theology as well as jurisprudence, as well 
as medicine, chemistry, philosophy, Herr Rudbeck knows nothing.” 
The nutty professor responded to this accusation in the fall 1679 lecture 
catalog by announcing a brand new class. “Olof Rudbeck is going to 
treat his listeners to a very useful, very intricate, and very subtle subject 
that is never praised enough: Nothing.” University administrators (who 
aren’t known for their senses of humor, then and now) were not amused 
by Rudbeck’s “tasteless gesture.” However, he was revered by England’s 
Royal Society for the Improvement of Natural Knowledge, whose jour-
nal published a glowing review of Atlantica. He was invited to join this 
esteemed group, but Rudbeck was far too busy with his important work 
to bother responding. The Royal Society’s interest in his research was 
partly rooted in the fact that its guiding spirit, Francis Bacon, wrote 
a classic utopian essay titled The New Atlantis—which was steeped 
in Rosicrucian thought. Fantastical ideas about Atlantis were later 
embraced by nineteenth-century occult revivalists such as the Theoso-
phists, who were also influenced by the Rosicrucian Manifestos.7

 Some incredulous observers believed that the entire Rosicrucian 
affair was nothing more than a hoax. “The invisibility of the Brothers, 
their apparent refusal to give any sign of their existence to their disci-
ples,” Frances Yeats writes in The Rosicrucian Enlightenment, “naturally 
encourages this view.” Despite the manifestos’ shadowy origins, some 
consensus has formed about who authored them. A radical German 
theologian named Johann Valentin Andreae later confessed to writing 
The Chymical Wedding, and he was also the probable author of Fama 
Fraternitatis Rosae Crucis. (Andreae was twenty-three when the latter 
was published, though he wrote it a few years earlier when he was in 
college.) The fact that Fama began as a handwritten manuscript, rather 
than a printed document, indicates that he did not initially intend it for 
general consumption. It circulated privately among a handful of univer-
sity classmates and professors, but by 1610 it spread outside their orbit. 
Differences in handwriting and changes in the text suggest that Fama 
passed through many hands before it came to the attention of the Jesu-
its. Authorities soon began arresting “adherents of the same sect . . . to 
prevent the spread of their heresies.” In response, a provocateur printed 
a mass-produced version, and that’s when all hell broke loose. The 
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relatively new technology of the printing press was key to the prank’s 
success, especially because Fama invited “all of the scholars and rulers 
of Europe” to “declare their minds in print.” In a stroke of marketing 
genius, no return address was given. European intellectuals tried their 
best to attract the Brotherhood’s attention, and within a dozen years 
imitators (and detractors) produced several hundred pamphlets, books, 
and broadsides—an astounding amount for the period.8

 Andreae characterized what he did as a youthful “ludubrium,” or a 
joke with a serious objective. In his autobiography, he expressed shock 
that people took his parody seriously, claiming that the Chymical Wed-
ding was intended to trap the credulous. Andreae explicitly used the-
atrical and gaming metaphors to talk about his prank—describing 
how he wrote the script, set the scene, and watched the drama unfold. 
“When . . . some on the literary stage were arranging a play scene of cer-
tain ingenious parties, I stood aside as one who looks on,” he recalled. 
“As a spectator, it was not without a certain quality of zest that I beheld 
the battle of the books and marked subsequently an entire change of 
actors.” By wrapping Fama’s cry for spiritual revolt in a dramatic tale 
about a quest and discovery, it pulled a curious public even further 
into this web of intrigue. Andreae hoped this theatrical game would 
encourage people to be more accepting of new ideas about science, phi-
losophy, and spirituality. But by 1619, he grew exasperated. “Listen ye 
mortals,” Andreae advised, “in vain do you wait for the coming of the 
Brotherhood, the Comedy is at an end.” He also called it the “parent 
of all follies.” Despite those fair warnings, many people continued to 
believe that this Invisible College was quite real. Five years after Fama’s 
publication, Andreae noted that the Brotherhood was now a “fantasy” 
that had become “the heart and scandal of occultism” in his time. The 
pranksters lost control of the narrative, and the resulting furor ended 
up obscuring their intended message. It was the first in a long line of 
pranks that took on a life of their own, going viral in ways the original 
authors/actors/directors never intended.9

 Tensions rose in Paris after a series of mysterious placards appeared 
in 1623. “We, being deputies of the principal College of the Brothers of 
the Rose Cross,” one sign declared, with tongue planted firmly in cheek, 
“are making a visible and invisible stay in this city through the Grace 
of the Most High.” The posters mocked the occult backlash that was 
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sweeping Europe, especially in the French capital, and it inspired sev-
eral sensational publications. Horrible Pacts Made between the Devil 
and the Pretended Invisible Ones claimed there were thirty-six Invisible 
Ones who ruled the planet (six international groups each contained 
six deputies, six of whom came to Paris to spread their devilish doc-
trine). Adepts were promised purses forever filled with money if they 
rejected Christ. They were also given the ability to eloquently speak 
all languages, as well as charismatic qualities that ensured respect and 
admiration. Shocked Catholic authorities responded with tribunals, but 
some more levelheaded people remained skeptical. “The Rose Cross is 
an imaginative invention by a group of persons who use it as their sym-
bol and mark,” the anonymous author of Researches of the Rose Cross 
dismissively wrote. “Besides this it means nothing.”10

 The poster prank was most likely pulled by a doctor named étienne 
Chaume, who was described as being driven by “youthful jocularity and 
a juvenile spirit.” In recounting this episode, the late-seventeenth-cen-
tury scholar Nicolas Chorier described the common people of France as 
gullible by nature. “There are no other people on earth who allow them-
selves to be fooled more easily,” he sneered. “Fear, distress, indignation 
invaded nearly every house.” Swindlers came out of the woodwork and 
defrauded those who wanted to meet the Brotherhood or who begged 
for protection against them. One prominent Jesuit called for all Rosi-
crucians, Lutherans, empiricists, and witches to be thrown on the pyre’s 
flame. Later in that century, between 1677 and 1682, Catholics were once 
again aghast when members of the French aristocracy were poisoned. 
After a series of forced confessions, some of Louis XIV’s inner circle 
were charged with fraud, abortion, infanticide, and kidnapping. Most 
infamous was the case of Catherine Deshayes Monvoisin, a midwife and 
self-proclaimed clairvoyant. Before she was burned to death, inquisitors 
kept her in an intoxicated state that stimulated her psychedelic tales of 
aphrodisiacs, gardens of human remains, and black masses. Many of the 
key tropes that signify Satanism were developed during the Affair of Poi-
sons, including naked women on altars, infant ritual sacrifice, the Lord’s 
Prayer spoken backward, and other parodies of the Catholic mass. Few 
of these stories were substantiated, but they proved to be long lasting.11

 Many assumed that the Rosicrucians were behind the Affair of Poi-
sons, and fear once again rippled throughout the nation. These events 
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provided the backdrop for the 1681 play The Philosophers’ Stone, written 
by Thomas Corneille and Donneau de Visé. The comedy’s plot centered 
around the 1623 poster incident, which indicates how deeply this elabo-
rate ruse impacted French society. Johann Valentin Andreae’s circle of 
friends—and the mischief makers they inspired—openly advertised 
their subversive inclinations. This dialed up the paranoia among reli-
gious conservatives, who adopted a siege mentality. The resulting prank 
blowback exploded into a social force that impacted four centuries of 
Western culture. Regardless of whether this Invisible College was a gen-
uine secret society or just a provocative prank, the Rosicrucian Mani-
festos left a deep footprint on the material world. After trying to get 
the attention of the Brotherhood in print, to no avail, many interested 
parties started their own orders. The meme continued to self-replicate, 
and it went on to influence the religious pluralism of Freemasonry and 
others who challenged tradition. The myth of the Rosicrucian Brother-
hood also created the template for virtually every occultic conspiracy 
theory that followed: an elite body of initiates—a satanic secret society 
within a secret society, sometimes known as the Illuminati—that wants 
to overthrow all established religious-political authority and create a 
New World Order.12

Fortune Telling and Baby Eating

Church authorities insisted that astrologers were satanic heretics, while 
Enlightenment enthusiasts just thought they were idiots. Writing under 
the name Isaac Bickerstaff, Jonathan Swift claimed that the popular 
English astrologer and almanac maker John Partridge would exhale 
his last breath at 11 p.m. on March 29, 1708. As you may recall, Ben-
jamin Franklin did the exact same thing to Titan Leeds three decades 
later. Franklin was well aware of the Bickerstaff Affair, but much of the 
American public was not; so he recycled the prank to help advertise 
Poor Richard’s Almanack. However, Swift was making a more serious 
point. He once described himself as a “rational surgeon” who dissected 
mass delusions such as astrology, which Swift and his peers believed was 
dangerous quackery. (And as dean of St. Patrick’s Cathedral in Dub-
lin, he also had a few doctrinal reasons for disapproving.) Astrologers, 
Swift said, did little more than offer “a yearly stock of nonsense, lyes, 
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folly, and impertinence, which they offer to the world as genuine from 
the planets, tho’ they descend from no greater a height than their own 
brains.” John Partridge, he added, was one of those “fools and knaves” 
with whom he had “always been at open war.” For those reasons, and 
more, he engineered an intricate prank that exploded in Partridge’s face 
on April 1, 1708.13

 April Fools’ Day was Swift’s favorite holiday, for it allowed him to 
inflict (on friends and foes alike) the sorts of puns and practical jokes 
that were second nature to him. His prank began with a pamphlet titled 
Predictions for the Year 1708. “My first Prediction is but a Trifle,” Swift/
Bickerstaff wrote. “It relates to Partridge the Almanack-Maker; I have 
consulted the Star of his Nativity by my own Rules; and find he will 
infallibly die upon the 29th of March next, about eleven at Night.” For 
fun, Swift used Partridge’s own almanac as fodder for the prank. He 
zeroed in on a passage in which the astrologer solemnly predicted that 
April 1708 would bring “a Spring Distemper . . . with a Disorder in the 
Bowels.” Riffing on this, Swift prophesized that Partridge would die at 
the hands of “a raging Fever.” Within a week, Predictions sold thousands 
of copies, and pirate publishers distributed many more half-price edi-
tions. Partridge, who was very slow to catch on throughout the affair, 
did Swift an unintended favor by writing and publishing an Answer to 
Bickerstaff. Not only was it a labored attempt to dismiss Predictions; it 
also had the effect of keeping the joke alive through the entire month of 
March.14

 “Now can any man of common sense think it .  .  . beneath the dig-
nity of a philosopher,” Partridge cluelessly responded, “to stand bawl-
ing before his own door? — Alive! Alive ho! The famous Dr. Partridge! 
No counterfeit, but all alive!” The self-proclaimed “student in physick 
and astrology” ended his Answer with the boastful couplet, “His whole 
Design was nothing but Deceit, The End of March will plainly show the 
Cheat.” With that setup, Swift/Bickerstaff published the second phase 
of his April Fools’ joke, An Elegy on the Supposed Death of Partridge, 
the Almanack-Maker. It practically begged the astrologer to say more 
stupid stuff.15

Strange, an Astrologer shou’d die,
Without one Wonder in the Sky!
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Not one of all his Crony Stars
To pay their Duty at his Herse?
No Meteor, no Eclipse appear’d?
No Comet with a flaming Beard?
The Sun has rose, and gone to Bed,
Just as if partridge were not dead16

Elegy suggested an apt epitaph for Partridge: “Here, five Foot deep, lies 
on his Back, A Cobbler, Starmonger, and Quack.” Then came the third 
and final deathblow: The Accomplishment of the First of Mr. Bickerstaff ’s 
Predictions; Being an Account of the Death of Mr. Partridge, the Alma-
nack-Maker. The pamphlet claimed that a former government official 
who knew Partridge rushed to his side upon hearing about his immi-
nent demise. Published immediately after Elegy—on the day before 
April 1, 1708—it included a deathbed confession in which Partridge 
acknowledged that astrology was nothing more than a money-making 
“Deceit.” Accomplishment propelled Swift’s prank into the stratosphere, 
and Partridge woke up as the laughingstock of London that April Fools’ 
Day. As I suggested in this book’s introduction, pranks are compelling 
because they encourage the participation of audiences. In the wake of 
the Bickerstaff Affair, an undertaker visited Partridge’s home, a sexton 
inquired about a grave, church bells tolled for him, and the Reader of his 
parish sent messages insisting that he should be buried properly. Ran-
dom pedestrians accused the hapless mystic of not paying his funeral 
bills, and others kept him awake at night with wails of mock mourning. 
The Stationers’ Company, which published Partridge’s almanac, took the 
news seriously and removed his name from its rolls. It took six years for 
him to recover from lost almanac sales, and the incident cast a pall over 
astrology—which began declining in reputation.17

 Enthusiastic collaborators such as Richard Steele and Nicholas Rowe, 
along with countless other imitators, helped Swift keep the prank going 
long after its April 1, 1708 expiration date. But not everyone was in on 
the joke. The Catholic Church’s Holy Inquisition in Portugal was under 
the mistaken assumption that Partridge really did die, so it burned cop-
ies of Predictions. Bickerstaff ’s forecast was so terrifyingly accurate that 
it could have only been the work of the devil! Partridge also missed 
Swift’s humor, telling everyone who would listen that he was still 
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alive and had not died over the course of the year. This inspired 
Swift/Bickerstaff to follow up on April 1, 1709 with A Vindication of 
Isaac Bickerstaff Esq. It “clearly proved, by invincible demonstration, that 
[Partridge] died, at farthest, within half an hour of the time” Bickerstaff 
foretold. Using language Benjamin Franklin borrowed a quarter cen-
tury later, he complained, “[The ghost of] Mr. Partridge hath been lately 
pleased to treat me after a very rough manner.” Swift’s proof of death? 
The thousands of people who bought Partridge’s almanac were “sure no 
man alive ever writ such damn’d stuff as this.” Franklin swiped that line 
as well.18

 Language was important to Jonathan Swift. He regularly used his 
poison pen to do battle, once punning that he hoped his writing would 
“Give your head some gentle raps / Only [to] make it smart a while.” 
Swift used his rapier wit to make “sin and folly bleed,” inviting—no, beg-
ging—people to think critically. He suggested that “instead of lashing,” 
the most useful discourse is the kind that “laughs men out of their fol-
lies, and vices.” Rather than straightforward condemnation, Swift regu-
larly hid behind multiple literary guises and expressed the opposite of 
his true opinions. In the 1710 edition of his early satire A Tale of a Tub, 
Swift discussed this approach in the book’s Apology: “some of those Pas-
sages in this Discourse, which appear most liable to Objection are what 
they call Parodies, where the Author personates the Style and Manner 
of other Writers, whom he has a mind to expose.” Today, this comedic 
form of argumentation has become so familiar that audiences don’t 
need that sort of hand holding.19

 Ridicule was a common feature of eighteenth-century Anglo-Amer-
ican culture, but Swift and his colleagues Joseph Addison and Richard 
Steele believed it should be used sparingly. They advised against actions 
that do not yield personal “improvement,” especially those that were 
mean-spirited. “The talent of turning men into ridicule,” Addison and 
Steele wrote, “is the qualification of little, ungenerous tempers.” Never-
theless, they acknowledged there were times when shaming was neces-
sary in order to persuade people or to move them to action. Not only 
did Steele conspire with Swift during the John Partridge prank; he went 
so far as to list Isaac Bickerstaff as the editor of his first publication, the 
Tatler. (Throughout its run, Steele used this pseudonym as his journal-
istic persona and pen name.) Joseph Addison—who sought to “enliven 
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Morality with Wit, and to temper Wit with Morality”—joined Steele in 
1711 to cofound the Spectator. The paper’s goal was “to bring philosophy 
out of the closets and libraries, schools and colleges, to dwell in clubs 
and assemblies, at tea tables and in coffee houses.”20

 Swift’s masterpiece was A Modest Proposal. Posing as an anonymous 
“Irish Patriot,” he suggested that the starving people of Ireland could 
turn their malnourished frowns upside down by literally eating their 
young. Peter O’Toole once claimed that this 1729 essay has “a little 
something to offend everybody.” Sure enough, the Irish actor’s over-
the-top recitation of A Modest Proposal provoked a mass walkout of 
dignitaries during the 1984 reopening of Dublin’s Gaiety Theatre. “A 
child will make two dishes at an entertainment for friends,” Swift dryly 
stated, “and when the family dines alone, the fore or hind quarter will 
make a reasonable dish.” His grotesque instructions, if you’ll pardon the 
pun, went far beyond the limits of good taste. “Those who are more 
thrifty (as I must confess the times require) may flay the carcass,” he 
wrote, “the skin of which . . . will make admirable gloves for ladies, and 
summer boots for fine gentlemen.” Swift crunched the numbers: of the 
120,000 children society couldn’t support, 20,000 could be set aside 
for breeding, and the rest would be served at the table. “I have been 
assured by a very knowing American of my acquaintance in London 
that a young healthy child well nursed is at a year old a most delicious, 
nourishing, and wholesome food, whether stewed, roasted, baked, or 
boiled.” A Modest Proposal may be a bit long in the tooth, but it still has 
a bite.21

 Although Swift certainly was attacking the English—particularly 
policymakers and absentee landlords—they weren’t his main targets. 
Instead, he fixed his sights on his fellow Irish, whose lethargy in the 
face of disaster infuriated him. A Modest Proposal begged the question 
of how society could possibly engage in rational deliberation when total 
lunacy reigned. Because the people of Ireland had rejected all other 
reasonable options that might improve their condition, Swift wanted 
to deliver the most extreme and devastating assessment of their fate. 
He acknowledged that the practice of killing and eating babies could be 
perceived as abhorrent (“some scrupulous people might be apt to cen-
sure such a practice”), but at least it is better than doing nothing. The 
greatest irony of Swift’s Proposal is that one of the English language’s 



the age of enlightenment . .  .  and pranks

38

greatest writers essentially admitted that words have little impact. They 
can’t fill stomachs or alter government policy, so in the absence of 
material change he at least wanted to give the public a cold rhetorical 
shower. Using shock and irony, two tactics still used by contemporary 
pranksters, Swift tried to prod his fellow citizens into action.22

Aryan Asian Kidnapped by Jesuits!

A Modest Proposal makes a passing reference to “the famous Psalma-
nazar, a native of the island Formosa.” This blond, blue-eyed “savage” 
claimed people ate children in his homeland. “When any young person 
happened to be put to death,” Swift recounted, “the executioner sold 
the carcass to persons of quality as a prime dainty.” George Psalma-
nazar claimed to be a kidnapping victim who was snatched from For-
mosa (now known as Taiwan) by a Jesuit named Father de Rode of Avi-
gnon. This sinister missionary brought him to Europe and pressured 
the fair young lad to convert from paganism to Catholicism. He was 
thrown into prison after resisting their overtures but soon escaped their 
clutches. Soldiers belonging to the Elector of Cologne captured Psalma-
nazar and shipped him off to another batch of scheming Catholics, but 
he got away again. Then Dutch soldiers detained him and pushed Cal-
vinism on him, to no avail (he just couldn’t buy into the doctrine of 
predestination). While in the Netherlands, Psalmanazar crossed paths 
with an Anglican priest named Alexander Innes, who dazzled him with 
the Church of England’s teachings. “At my arrival at London,” he later 
recalled, “Mr. Innes, and some worthy clergymen of his acquaintance, 
introduced me to the bishop of London, and got soon after a good 
number of friends among the clergy and laiety.”23

 Psalmanazar gained the same level of fame or infamy as a modern-
day reality-television-star train wreck. Nobles and rich merchants 
invited him to their dinner tables, where he spoke gibberish while 
inhaling mouthfuls of bloody food. (According to imaginary custom, 
Formosans ate their meat raw.) He impressed many, but Psalmanazar 
also had “a much greater number of opposers to combat with.” At a 
meeting of the Royal Society—which on that day included discussions 
of ovarian cysts, possum penises, and this blond, blue-eyed specimen 
from Formosa—he was questioned by the group’s resident astronomer. 
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Edmund Halley asked detailed questions about how long twilight lasted 
on the island, the amount of time the sun shone down chimneys, and 
other quantifiable queries. Psalmanazar calmly told Halley that Formo-
san chimneys were bent and, therefore, the sun couldn’t shine down 
them. He remained fast on his feet and had an explanation for every-
thing that was thrown his way, turning each objection against his story 
into evidence that it was for real.24

 After fending off attacks from astronomers, botanists, and possum-
penis enthusiasts, Psalmanazar was confronted by Father Fontenay. 
“You are a fraud,” he declared, noting that Formosa was a province of 
China, not Japan. “You are wrong,” replied Psalmanazar, who then asked 
if there were any other ways people referred to Formosa. “Tyowan”—
that is, Taiwan—Fontenay said. Ahhhh, he told the Jesuit, that was a 
different island colonized by the Dutch! Psalmanazar said people from 
China referred to Formosa as Pak-Ando and natives such as himself 
called it Gad-Avia. Fontenay protested that “Pak” wasn’t even a Chinese 
word. Other Royal Society members questioned why Psalmanazar had 
such light skin. “My complexion, indeed, which was very fair,” Psalma-
nazar recalled, “appeared an unanswerable objection against me.” (The 
Royal Society report on him noted that “he looked like a young Dutch-
man.”) In the face of this skepticism, Psalmanazar told an elaborate 
story about how the upper classes of Formosa lived in “in cool shades, 
or apartments under ground,” which kept their skin chilly and white. 
This explanation made sense within then-current assumptions about 
pigmentation. Although some ethnic distinctions existed during this 
period—such as the difference between light-skinned northern Euro-
peans and sub-Saharan blacks—modern categories of race didn’t yet 
exist. There was simply no conceptual framework in place to ask the 
question, “Aren’t you Caucasian?”25

 Psalmanazar’s performance of a phony tongue was the most convinc-
ing feature of his masquerade. The “Formosan” alphabet had twenty 
letters that were written from right to left, as Psalmanazar probably 
imagined was true of all Asian languages. It was a mulligan’s stew of 
“Hebrew (e.g., Mem, Nen, Kaphi), Greek (Lamdo, Epsi), and nonsense 
(Hamno, Pedlo, Dam, Raw).” By mixing pronunciations from “the 
many languages [he] had learned, and nations [he] had been conver-
sant with,” Psalmanazar made it impossible to pin down his dialect. The 
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little evidence that remains suggests that he was from France, but when 
Father Fontenay was asked to guess Psalmanazar’s origins, the French-
man replied that he had never heard an accent like that in his life. Lan-
guage also played a big role in Psalmanazar’s posthumously published 
memoirs. “The Memoirs, in short, presents us with a long series of fluid 
and flexible identities,” biographer Michael Keevak writes, “all of them 
constituted (or at least supported) by the acquisition of another tongue, 
living, dead, real or imaginary.” Because no one that Psalmanazar 
crossed paths with had ever been to Formosa, it was up to him to define 
how a Formosan spoke, dressed, and acted. Also, he may have been a 
savage, but at least he was unthreatening, was light skinned, spoke flu-
ent English, attended Anglican Church services, and hated Catholics.26

 Genuine cross-cultural encounters during this era were much uglier. 
For example, a Jesuit priest named Jean-Francois Foucquet hired a 
Chinese man named John Hu to be his copyist in 1721. On the rocky 
nine-month trip across the Pacific and Atlantic, curving around South 
America and arriving in France, Hu grew increasingly disturbed. He 
brooded, had wild mood swings, and got into verbal altercations with 
other passengers. Foucquet’s only conclusion was that he suffered from 
something he called “Chinese madness.” This impression was bolstered 
when Hu had a meltdown in a French church after seeing males and 
females commingling during the services—something that was forbid-
den in China. When Foucquet mocked him for this, Hu crafted a drum 
and a foot-long banner with Chinese characters that read, “Men and 
women should be kept in their separate spheres.” He then pounded the 
drum and waved his banner through the streets of Paris, gathering a 
curious crowd at the doors of St. Paul’s Cathedral. Fearing Hu would 
be arrested for this strange behavior, Father Foucquet locked him away 
for two and a half years in an insane asylum. Eventually, Hu was sum-
moned by a hospital cleric who was investigating his case. When asked 
if he had any questions, Hu only had one: “Why have I been locked 
up?” Life in Europe as an actual Asian man held only indignities.27

 George Psalmanazar, on the other hand, had access to valuable cul-
tural resources that offered him a relatively good life. After he wowed 
London with his colorful stories, customs, and far-out accent, the pub-
lic clamored for more about his homeland. It took Psalmanazar only 
two months to knock out a 288-page volume titled Description of 
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Formosa, which sold out immediately. The book contained illustrations 
of native clothing and architecture and a lovely image of a grill used to 
roast the hearts of little boys. Description also featured foldout plates of 
the Formosan language and numerical system, along with information 
on botany, zoology, and gastronomy. British antiquarian Isaac D’Israeli 
dashed off a sarcastic exclamation-slathered summary of Psalmana-
zar’s book: “wretched inventions! of their dress! religious ceremonies! 
their tabernacle and altars to the sun, the moon, and the ten stars! their 
architecture! the viceroy’s castle! a temple! a city house! a countryman’s 
house! and the Formosan alphabet!” And then there was the book’s 
long, unwieldy title and subtitle.28

an historical and geographical description of formosa
an Island subject to the Emperor of japan

giving An Account of the Religion, Customs, Manners, &c. of the 
Inhabitants. Together with a Relation of what happen’d to the Author in 
his Travels; particularly his Conferences with the Jesuits, and others, in 
several Parts of Europe . . .

By george psalmanazar, a Native of the said Island, now in London

Description covered every imaginable (or, to be more precise, imag-
ined) topic. Chapter 3 outlined the island’s “Form of Government, and 
of the new laws made by the Emperor Meriaandanoo,” while chap-
ter 8 discussed “the Worship of the Sun, of the Moon, and of the Ten 
Stars.” Psalmanazar explained that the Formosan year was divided into 
ten months: Dig, Damen, Analmen, Anioul, Dattibes, Dabes, Ana-
ber, Nechem, Koriam, Turbam. The primitive people of this island 
originally worshiped the sun, moon, and ten stars, but this changed 
in the early days of Formosan society. Throughout the book, Psalma-
nazar sounded like an anthropology major tripping on peyote. The 
Aryan Asian claimed that two philosophers, Zeroaboabel and Chorche 
Matchin, rose to prominence and insisted Formosans devote them-
selves to a single, powerful god. They built a gigantic temple for a High 
Priest named—yes, wait for it—Gnotoy Bonzo, who commanded them 
to annually sacrifice “the hearts of 18000 young Boys, under the Age of 
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9 Years, on the first day of the Year.” This was obviously a major logisti-
cal flaw for such a sparsely populated nation. Psalmanazar smoothed 
it over by claiming that men were permitted to have multiple wives, so 
that “they may beget many Children every Year; of whom some of the 
Sons are Sacrific’d, but the Daughters are all preserv’d for Matrimony.”29

 Psalmanazar’s book also offered a political history of Formosa, com-
plete with conquests and daggered intrigue. It included a reproduction 
of a letter addressed to the Formosan king, written by the king of Japan 
(though no one asked how this wretched refugee acquired this rare 
document). To be sure, Description was outlandish, but Psalmanazar’s 
account wasn’t much different from that of an actual traveler such as 
George Candidius, the first missionary in Taiwan. Psalmanazar’s con 
worked because he tailored it for an Anglican audience predisposed 
to hating the Catholic Church. (If you are going to spin a crazy yarn 
for antipapist Englishmen, it helps to say that French Jesuits kidnapped 
you.) Psalmanazar’s critics grew louder, which prompted a group of his 
supporters—or perhaps George himself?—to publish 1710’s An Enquiry 
into the Objections against George Psalmanazar of Formosa. The pam-
phlet cleared him of all charges, of course, but his novelty was wearing 
off. Within half a dozen years, he became a national joke, as is evidenced 
by an April Fools’–themed goof published in Addison and Steele’s Spec-
tator. The March 16, 1711 issue announced, “On the first of April will be 
performed at the Play-house in the Hay-market an Opera call’d The Cru-
elty of Atreus. N.B. The scene wherein Thyestes eats his own children, is 
to be performed by the famous Mr. Psalmanazar, lately arrived from For-
mosa: the whole Supper being set to kettle-drums.”30

 Psalmanazar drifted from odd job to odder job, such as marketing 
chinaware with the curious tagline “a White sort of Japan.” A few years 
later, he took up fan painting, and when that failed to bring in a steady 
income, he tutored Latin and later reentered military service as a clerk. 
Psalmanazar lived the rest of his life as a hack—one of the many Grub 
Street writers that churned out encyclopedia entries, histories, and 
prefaces for the most minimum of wages. He wrote twelve hours each 
day and sustained himself with ten to twelve drops of opium mixed 
with a pint of punch. In 1732, Psalmanazar published another book, A 
General History of Printing, and in the 1740s, he wrote a chapter for a 
proposed sequel to Samuel Richardson’s novel Pamela. The Pretended 
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Asian also contributed to 1747’s Complete System of Geography—includ-
ing, bizarrely, an entry on Formosa in which he referred to himself in 
the third person. In it, he finally admitted that Psalmanazar was a liar 
and assured readers that a full confession would be published after his 
death. Sure enough, he left behind an autobiographical manuscript in 
a desk drawer. If published today, it might be hailed as a postmodern 
masterpiece simply for the proto-pomo textual erasure in the book’s 
title: Memoirs of ****: Commonly Known by the Name of George Psalma-
nazar: A Reputed Native of Formosa.31

 Memoirs of **** was alternately low key and histrionic. It began with 
the line, “the last will and testament of me: a poor sin-
ful and worthless creature commonly known by the 
assumed name of george psalmanazar.” He described his hope 
for the book: “to undo, as much as was in my power, all the mischief 
I had done.” But there were many major holes in Psalmanazar’s story, 
especially because he provided no account of the dozen or so years 
after his arrival in England. Those indiscretions would only disgust the 
Christian reader, Psalmanazar said. He did not reveal his birth name 
or leave any trace that could identify him, his family, or even his coun-
try of origin. The man known as Psalmanazar is almost totally lost to 
history. In an unlikely postscript to this improbable tale, the disgraced 
hoaxer gained a famous admirer near the end of his life: Samuel John-
son. “I never sought much after any body,” the writer remarked. “But 
I sought after George Psalmanazar the most. I used to go and sit with 
him at an alehouse in the city.” Johnson regularly mentioned the faux-
Formosan’s name with enthusiasm, claiming he was so highly esteemed 
in the neighborhood that “scarce any person, even children, passed him 
without shewing him the usual signs of respect.” Hester Thrale, a close 
confidante of Johnson’s, recorded one such memory: “When I asked Dr. 
Johnson, who was the best man he had ever known? ‘Psalmanazar,’ was 
the unexpected reply.”32

Benjamin Franklin, Merry Prankster

Around the same time Psalmanazar came to London, Benjamin 
Franklin was born into a family with rebellious roots. His grandfa-
ther Peter Folger was a firebrand county clerk once jailed for siding 
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with Nantucket’s growing class of artisans and shopkeepers. Folger 
also wrote a “near-seditious pamphlet” that sympathized with the 
Native Americans during King Philip’s War in 1676. Franklin’s grand-
father wasn’t the only gadfly in the family ointment. Benjamin’s older 
brother James Franklin apprenticed under a “noisy dissenter” named 
Benjamin Harris, who published America’s first newspaper, Publick 
Occurrences. Historian Louis Solomon describes Harris as “the first in 
a long list of ornery, nonconforming, trouble-making newspapermen 
who have insisted on being free despite the consequences.” The first 
edition of Harris’s four-page paper turned out to be the last. He wasn’t 
the type to go through proper channels, and Publick Occurrences was 
suppressed after he enraged the Puritan-dominated colonial govern-
ment. Counting Harris’s paper, James Franklin’s New England Courant 
was just the fourth in all the colonies. It often displaced sober news 
reports with items intended to be “entertaining and opinion-forming, 
rather than dully matter-of-fact.” The Courant also took potshots at the 
church and government, ensuring that it definitely was not “Published 
By Authority.”33

 At the age of twelve, Benjamin Franklin was indentured by his parents 
to James’s print shop. Lewis Hyde observes that “it is no exaggeration to 
say that there he literally helped to hand-set the emerging public sphere 
in Boston.” At the shop, he acquired several skills that served him well in 
life. After Franklin’s father criticized his prose, the young man set out to 
improve himself by studying Addison and Steele’s Spectator. Using it as a 
model, Franklin developed a conversational writing style that was funny 
and direct, with few poetic flourishes. During this time, he also devel-
oped a love of pseudonyms. Franklin penned at least one hundred items 
under fake names throughout his life: Ephraim Censorius, Patience, the 
Casuist, the Anti-Casuist, Anthony Afterwit, Margaret Aftercast, and 
Silence Dogood, to name but a few. Pseudonyms were not uncommon 
for many eighteenth-century writers, in part because they reduced one’s 
chances of being prosecuted for sedition and because the writing could 
be evaluated on its own merits, instead of being subjected to personal 
attacks. Joseph Addison observed, “Scarce one part in ten of the valuable 
books which are published are with the author’s name.”34

 For Franklin’s first prank, the sixteen-year-old conjured up Silence 
Dogood—a straitlaced widow who lived outside Boston. He knew his 
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brother would never knowingly publish him, so Benjamin surrepti-
tiously slipped Silence’s letter under the Courant’s front door at night. 
Dogood was an immediate hit, and readers clamored for more. Using 
an affable, folksy voice, s/he launched understated assaults on religion 
and hypocrisy that would have gotten an identifiable author thrown in 
jail. Irony and subtlety can help keep one out of prison, a lesson that 
never got through to James Franklin—who once wrote, “Of all knaves, 
the religious knave is the worst.” After he was jailed for three weeks for 
upsetting the clergy and magistrates, the Courant was briefly turned 
over to Benjamin. “I made bold to give our rulers some rubs in it, which 
my brother took very kindly,” he recalled, “while others began to con-
sider me in an unfavorable light as a young genius that had a turn for 
libeling and satire.”35

 This was merely the revisionist exaggeration of an old man writing his 
autobiography, puffing up his revolutionary street cred. The three issues 
produced on Benjamin Franklin’s watch did not really challenge civil 
authorities, and the only thing that came close was a Silence Dogood 
letter that quoted a radical essay about free expression. He continued 
using this pseudonym until James discovered his imposture. “I began 
to be considered a little more by my Brother’s Acquaintance,” Benjamin 
wrote in his autobiography, “and in a manner that did not quite please 
him, as he thought, probably with reason, that it tended to make me 
too vain.” It was a bad scene—especially because he was required to 
work at the print shop until the age of twenty-one—but Benjamin was 
still able to slip away. When James Franklin was arrested once again for 
mocking religion, the General Court barred him from publishing the 
New England Courant. To keep the paper running while he was in jail, 
James nullified his brother’s apprenticeship, and the Courant’s masthead 
now read, “Printed and sold by Benjamin Franklin.” James forced Ben-
jamin to sign a new apprentice agreement, but Benjamin bolted anyway, 
knowing that this secret contract couldn’t be enforced.36

 Soon after starting a print shop in Philadelphia, Benjamin Frank-
lin made plans to launch his own paper—the third such operation in 
a town that could barely support two. He foolishly discussed those 
plans with the apprentice to a rival printer, Samuel Keimer, who beat 
Benjamin to market by throwing together a slapdash paper titled The 
Universal Instructor in All Arts and Sciences, and Pennsylvania Gazette. 
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The publisher sheepishly admitted that the first issue had little content, 
so he compensated by pirating material from Chambers’s Cyclopae-
dia of English Literature. With no money, Franklin turned to another 
resource to crush his competitor: wit. He penned pseudonymous pieces 
in a competing paper that seized on the fact that Keimer reprinted an 
innocuous Cyclopaedia entry on “abortion.” Writing as Martha Care-
ful and Celia Shortface, he wrote faux-indignant attacks on his rival’s 
questionable morality and, in the process, manufactured America’s first 
abortion debate. An irritated Keimer branded him a “Free-Thinker of 
the Peripatetic Sect” who was “Not one but every Ape’s epitome.” His 
humorless inability to ignore Franklin’s barbs, combined with finan-
cial incompetence, led to the paper’s demise. Its circulation dropped 
below one hundred, and Keimer ended up in debtor prison. Franklin 
snatched up the paper at a bargain and shortened its unwieldy name to 
the Pennsylvania Gazette. He could now print all the fabricated items he 
desired.37

 This freedom allowed Franklin to experiment by adopting multiple 
personas that could argue every side of an issue. In his autobiography, 
the character “Benjamin Franklin” moves through a series of morph-
ing identities that emphasize themes of personal reinvention and image 
management. “In order to secure my Credit and Character as a Trades-
man,” he wrote, “I took care not only to be in Reality Industrious and 
frugal, but to avoid all Appearances of the Contrary.” Franklin famously 
advertised himself by pushing a barrow of paper and printing supplies 
through the streets of Philadelphia at the crack of dawn. He may actu-
ally have been working, but it was his performance of doing so that was 
most important. Early modern political thought often connected lib-
erty with the accumulation of wealth, and Franklin’s street-theater act 
dramatized how social mobility could be achieved in America. In the 
early eighteenth century, printers such as Franklin were liminal figures. 
Their feet were planted in a wide range of social networks but had no 
solid standing in society. “Printers were, without a doubt, artisans, but 
they could create special links to patronage networks,” writes Frank-
lin scholar David Waldstreicher, “and they played increasingly creative 
roles in religious and political battles.”38

 This creativity shines through in satires such as “Witch Trial at 
Mount Holly,” which was couched as a scientific study. “Burlington, Oct. 
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12. Saturday last at Mount-Holly, about 8 miles from this place, near 300 
people were gathered together to see an experiment or two tried on 
some persons accused of witchcraft,” the Pennsylvania Gazette reported. 
“It seems the accused had been charged with making their neighbors’ 
sheep dance in an uncommon manner, and with causing hogs to speak, 
and sing psalms.” The defendants were weighed on scales opposite 
a Bible, with the assumption that the wizards and witches would be 
lighter. “But to the great Surprize of the Spectators, Flesh and Bones 
came down plump, and outweighed the great good Book by abun-
dance.” In another attempt to sort the good from the bad, the accusers 
and defendants were bound and dunked. Evildoers would float, they 
believed, while the innocents would sink; however, “every one of them 
swam very light upon the Water.” One distraught accuser protested that 
she must have been bewitched, but the crowd concluded that it was the 
women’s undergarments that made them buoyant. This set up the final 
punch line: “it is said they are to be tried again the next warm weather, 
naked.”39

Polly Baker Goes Viral

One of Benjamin Franklin’s greatest (literary) inventions was Polly 
Baker, who reportedly stood trial in New England for having five ille-
gitimate children. “May it please the honorable bench to indulge me in 
a few words: I am a poor unhappy woman, who have no money to fee 
lawyers to plead for me,” Polly told the court. “I think this law, by which 
I am punished, is both unreasonable in itself and particularly severe 
with regard to me.” She then appealed to reason, compassion, and puns: 
“I cannot conceive (may it please your honors) what the nature of my 
offence is.” Polly maintained that she had been no burden to her com-
munity, though she wryly added that she could have supported her chil-
dren better if not for the heavy court-ordered fines that burdened her. 
The unwed mother then addressed the elephant in the room. Why did 
she have to endure public disgrace when the law didn’t punish the men 
who got her pregnant? Rather than receiving a whipping, Polly insisted 
she ought to “have a statue erected in my memory.”40

 The Polly Baker speech went viral, eighteenth-century style. It was 
first published in the April 15, 1747 issue of the General Advertiser, a 
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leading London daily newspaper. Within the week, other London dai-
lies and weeklies reprinted it, and word soon migrated throughout the 
British Empire. Polly resonated with readers because her plight tapped 
into dominant trends in English culture and literature. A prank is like 
a virus that needs a host body to flourish, and Franklin’s story fed on 
contemporary anxieties about tarnished womanhood. During this 
period, Samuel Richardson was in the process of drafting Clarissa, the 
follow-up to his novel Pamela (both of which were about women forced 
to defend themselves against amoral “rakes”). Henry Fielding was also 
in the midst of writing Tom Jones, and Daniel Defoe already had two 
hit books—Moll Flanders and Roxana—that spoke to these issues. In 
this context, Ms. Baker felt more real than real. The story got an extra 
boost from Gentleman’s Magazine, a prestigious British publication that 
Samuel Johnson described as “one of the most successful and lucrative 
pamphlets which literary history has upon record.” (It is quite possible 
that Johnson, who was employed by the magazine at the time, had a 
hand in printing Polly’s speech.)41

 Gentleman’s Magazine publisher Edward Cave was known for his 
dreadful manners, two or three chins, an epic case of gout, and a close 
friendship with Benjamin Franklin. His magazine added an important 
wrinkle to the saga when it published a letter signed by William Smith, 
who claimed he met the “comely” sixty-year-old Polly Baker. This may 
be a clue that Franklin authored it, as he had a thing for older women. 
(He once penned an inappropriate list of reasons why “in all your 
Amours you should prefer old Women to young ones.” Some excerpts: 
“3. Because there is no hazard of Children, which irregularly produced 
may be attended with much Inconvenience. .  .  . 6. Because the Sin is 
less. The debauching a Virgin may be her Ruin, and make her for Life 
unhappy. . . . 8th and Lastly. They are so grateful!”) Mr. Smith claimed 
that Polly married Paul Dudley, a seventy-two-year-old judge whose 
stepfather and grandfather had been Massachusetts governors. Because 
Judge Dudley “struck with Awe the most daring Offenders,” it was 
highly unlikely that he would run off and marry a serial bastard-baby 
maker. Revenge was the writer’s most obvious motive. Back when Ben-
jamin apprenticed at James’s New England Courant, the paper regularly 
attacked Dudley—who was a member of the Puritan governing body 
that made life very difficult for the Franklin brothers.42
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 Ms. Baker’s cause was taken up by several prominent figures, 
including an eccentric English deist named Peter Annet. In 1749, 
Annet published the speech in a book titled Social Bliss Considered. 
Although he was careful to state that it was “said to be delivered by 
her”—not actually delivered—Annet defensively wrote, “This story is 
attested for truth, but whether true or no, the reasons that follow are 
true.” His twenty-five footnotes (oddly organized from A to Y) are the 
most significant elements of the deist’s reprint. They allowed him to 
support Polly’s assertions, interject comments, and transform her plea 
for understanding into a sidewalk-blistering diatribe against organized 
religion. Missing the humor in Polly’s declaration that a statue should 
be built in her honor, Annet reverently wrote in footnote Y, “This 
speech is beyond all statues that can be erected to eternize her mem-
ory, which demonstrate her to have been a woman of excellent sense, 
virtue and honour.” It was effective propaganda for the deist cause, 
but it also landed Annet in hot water. He was tried for attempting “to 
infuse and propagate irreligious and diabolical opinions in the minds 
of his majesty’s subjects.”43

 Within a few years, Polly Baker morphed from a satire into a 
widely believed myth. In 1768, the Swedish periodical Posten soberly 
reported on Ms. Baker’s trial, citing London Magazine as its source. 
The Essex Gazette (Salem, Massachusetts) printed the story in 1773, 
and that same year the Virginia Gazette (Williamsburg) also pub-
lished the speech—coincidentally, or not, on April Fools’ Day. But 
it was French historian Guillaume-Thomas Raynal Threadneedle 
who made Polly Baker a staple of that era’s popular culture. Widely 
known as Abbé Raynal, he ran in fashionable intellectual circles and 
was described as being “intolerably loud, peremptory, and inso-
lent.” Raynal was a real know-it-all, but he could also be, as they say, 
without clue. His most significant work was L’histoire philosophique 
et politique des établissements et du commerce des Européens dans 
les deux Indes, which retold the Polly Baker story with brand-new 
details. In the concluding sentences, Polly no longer sarcastically 
suggested they build a statue of her. She now righteously declared, 
“I still ask for the punishment that awaits me rather than to hide the 
fruits of the fertility which heaven gave to man and woman as his 
first benediction.”44
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 The ever-evolving Polly Baker story got a new lease on life after sec-
tions of Raynal’s book were translated into English as The History of 
North America. “After some years during which [the public] grew tired 
of speaking about [Polly Baker],” one eighteenth-century commentator 
jibed, “along comes the Abbé Raynal, who recounts this tale in his book. 
Since then, it is firmly believed. Thirty years were sufficient to change 
fiction into history.” At long last, Franklin had the chance to correct the 
record while living in Paris as the American minister to France. One day 
he struck up a conversation with Silas Deane of Connecticut about the 
mistakes contained in The History of North America, and at that exact 
moment Raynal walked into the room. “The Doctor and myself, Abbé, 
were just speaking of the errors of fact into which you have been led in 
your history,” Deane said to him. “Oh no, Sir,” Raynal replied, “that is 
impossible.” Deane pointed out that Massachusetts never had a law on 
the books punishing women for having bastard children and insisted 
it was a hoax. “Be assured,” the Abbé said, “you are mistaken, and that 
that is a true story.” Forcing back laughter, Franklin finally spilled the 
beans. “Oh, very well, Doctor,” Raynal conceded, “I had rather relate 
your stories than other men’s truths.”45

 Throughout the nineteenth century, several other books represented 
Polly Baker as an actual historical figure. Franklin’s story even made its 
way into a mid-twentieth-century sociology textbook that was widely 
taught in North America, furthering the cycle of misinformation. 
When people credulously embrace pranks, hoaxes, and cons, it is usu-
ally because they reinforce their own deep-seated worldviews. This was 
certainly true of the Polly Baker story. With its critique of eighteenth-
century gender norms, a generous reader could interpret the tale as a 
protofeminist satire, but that would greatly exaggerate Benjamin Frank-
lin’s progressive record. He was full of contradictions that undermine 
any kind of rose-colored revisionism. Like his punch line for the Mount 
Holly witch trial—in which the women would be dunked naked when 
the weather warmed up, har har—much of Franklin’s humor was of the 
good-ole-boy variety. His most pointed jokes, even those that made fun 
of himself, were usually made at the expense of women. Franklin could 
be liberal on some fronts and conservative on others, especially when it 
came to the question of slavery.46
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The Wisdom of Enslaving Christians

Benjamin Franklin launched his most meaningful prank just a few 
weeks before he died. In a bold, irony-filled takedown of the proslavery 
position, he wrote a pseudonymous newspaper editorial arguing that 
Muslims should enslave Christians. It was smart and scathing, though 
it’s important to remember that Franklin had a complicated relation-
ship with the abolitionist movement. For starters, he was the author of 
the “three-fifths compromise” that made slaves only partly human in 
the eyes of the U.S. Constitution. Franklin owned slaves, used them in 
his print shop, and ran ads for human cargo in the Pennsylvania Gazette 
(print technologies facilitated slavery just as much as physical trans-
portation did). Roughly one-quarter of the Gazette’s ample ad revenue 
relied on slave and indentured labor, which allowed Franklin to retire 
comfortably at the age of forty-two. On occasion, however, his paper 
and print shop did make room for antislavery dissenters. Most mem-
orable was a rebellious Quaker merchant named Benjamin Lay, who 
embraced vegetarianism, occasionally lived in a cave, and refused to eat 
at the same table with slaveholders. He was the first abolitionist of the 
modern period, and he was quite a character.47

 Over the course of the 1730s, Lay’s tactics grew more confrontational. 
He once stood outside a Quaker meetinghouse shivering with one bare 
foot in the snow to shame parishioners about their underclothed slaves. 
He also detained a slaveholder’s child, briefly, and then harangued the 
kid’s parents about the aching sadness their own slave’s family surely 
felt. Another colorful political prank took place in 1738 at an annual 
gathering of Quakers, where Lay loudly mocked his pacifist peers who 
looked the other way at human bondage. He insisted that they might as 
well put on armor and abandon their peaceful ways. Lay then ripped 
open his overcoat to reveal a military outfit and began wildly waving 
a sword while shouting, “Thus shall God shed the blood of those per-
sons who enslave their fellow creatures.” Lay punctuated his point by 
stabbing a hollowed-out Bible that contained a bladder filled with red 
pokeberry juice, which sprayed bystanders with fake blood. The two 
Benjamins were friends, though Franklin’s only recorded reflections 
about Lay convey a pronounced sense of discomfort. After one visit, 
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Franklin wrote that the breath of this “Pythagorean-cynical-christian 
Philosopher” was “so acrid as to make his eyes tear and pain.” It was a 
good metaphor for Franklin’s relationship with the abolitionist move-
ment: comfortable at a distance but nauseous up close.48

 Franklin’s full conversion to the antislavery cause culminated in 
1787 when he became president of the Pennsylvania Society for Pro-
moting the Abolition of Slavery. Then, in 1790, he presented a petition 
in favor of abolishing slavery to the newly formed United States Con-
gress. It was met with hostility, especially from Georgia congressman 
James Jackson—who insisted that the Bible sanctioned slavery. Seizing 
on Jackson’s logic, Franklin pulled off the last, and best, prank of his 
life. Writing under the name Historicus, he published a letter filled with 
faux citations and an elaborate backstory that ridiculed slave-owning 
Christians. In it, he quoted a speech supposedly given by a Muslim 
leader a century before. “Reading last night in your excellent paper the 
speech of Mr. Jackson in Congress, against meddling with the affair of 
slavery,” he wrote, “it put me in mind of a similar one made about one 
hundred years since, by Sidi Mehemet Ibrahim, a member of the Divan 
of Algiers.” This was followed by a translation of “the African’s” speech, 
which read, in part, “If we cease our cruises against the Christians, how 
shall we be furnished with the commodities their countries produce, 
and which are so necessary for us? If we forbear to make slaves of their 
people, who, in this hot climate, are to cultivate our lands?”49

 “Who are to perform the common labors of our city,” Ibrahim added, 
“and in our families? Must we not then be our own slaves? And is there 
not more compassion and more favor due to us Mussulmen, than to 
these Christian dogs?” He piled on supporting arguments, including 
the fact that the labor pool enjoyed by Muslims would be annihilated 
if slavery ended. Property values would drop, as would tax revenues. 
And what on earth would be done with all those slaves if they were 
released from bondage? You can’t trust those shifty Christians to stay 
out of trouble! Franklin/Historicus further needled the antiabolition-
ists by claiming that slavery uplifted Jesus-loving infidels: “they have an 
opportunity of making themselves acquainted with the true doctrine, 
and thereby saving their immortal souls.” There was the added benefit 
that Muslim slave masters treated their slaves with more humanity than 
“free” laborers in Christian nations. Lastly, by remaining in bondage, 
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the Christian slaves wouldn’t be able to slit the throats of other warlike 
Christians—just as European savages had done for centuries. Franklin 
signed off in his usual deadpan style, “I am, Sir, your constant Reader 
and humble Servant, Historicus.”50

t t t

Benjamin Franklin’s final prank was successful because it skillfully used 
irony, satire, and media in an attempt to mold public opinion. He often 
borrowed from Jonathan Swift, whose Bickerstaff prank provided the 
template for Franklin’s attack on the astrologer Titan Leeds. However, 
it was Swift’s A Modest Proposal that remains that era’s most impor-
tant and instructive work. In Phillip Lopate’s 1979 essay “Chekhov for 
Children,” the writer recounts how he assigned the baby-munching 
manifesto to a class of eleven- and twelve-year-olds. The exercise was 
designed to help them understand the nature of irony, a concept not 
easily grasped by preadolescents. “I read from Swift’s A Modest Pro-
posal, got from the kids a list of things they hated, then asked them to 
select one and write an essay praising it.” Lopate added, “I was attempt-
ing to teach them to lie and tell the truth at the same time.” Pranksters 
often use falsehoods to reveal deeper truths—though this can backfire 
when a ruse takes on a life of its own and spirals out of control. That is 
but one of the many downsides of using this tricky tactic. Swift was well 
aware of satire’s limitations, and he resigned himself to knowing that 
his Proposal would do little to eradicate hunger in Ireland. Biting satire 
sometimes does hold the potential to move people to action, but in the 
grand scheme of things, that rarely occurs. Speaking to this shortcom-
ing, British comedian Peter Cook once sardonically praised the “great 
tradition of those satirical clubs of the 1930s that had done so much to 
prevent the rise of Adolf Hitler.”51
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Con A rtists  
and Consumer Culture

Near the end of Edgar Allan Poe’s life, he published a lighthearted essay 
titled “Diddling Considered as One of the Exact Sciences.” The word 
diddling referred to an elegant ruse that delighted audiences (though 
today, in some juvenile circles, it has taken on a more sordid subtext). 
The term was popularized by Raising the Wind, a popular 1803 play that 
featured a good-natured fellow named Jeremy Diddler. “Perhaps the 
first diddler was Adam,” Poe wrote, though he was quick to add, “The 
moderns, however, have brought it to a perfection never dreamed of 
by our thick-headed progenitors.” This assessment stemmed from the 
fact that swindles—artful and otherwise—were a pronounced feature of 
nineteenth-century life. Confidence men haunted city streets, fraudu-
lent Spiritualist mediums made séance tables levitate, and newspaper 
hoaxes sat side by side with factual news stories. Herman Melville com-
mented on this cultural condition in his 1857 novel The Confidence-
Man: His Masquerade, as did his contemporaries. P.  T. Barnum’s fic-
tionalized memoir, Adventures of an Adventurer, was laced with jokes, 
social commentary, and outrageous lies spun by a thinly veiled charac-
ter named Barnaby Diddleum. “Now and then some one would cry out 
‘humbug’ and ‘charlatan,’” Barnum recalled later in his career, “but so 
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much the better for me. It helped to advertise me, and I was willing to 
bear the reputation.”1

 With the public getting used to merchants making exaggerated 
claims, humbugs served as amusing warnings about the market econ-
omy’s shadowy underbelly. Barnum blurred the lines between two 
of Manhattan’s most prominent industries—larceny and entertain-
ment—by mixing lawless confidence games with inventive advertising 
schemes. Presenting his exhibitions more as riddles than facts, Barnum 
reminded customers that deception was now an everyday fact of life. 
He didn’t view himself as a confidence man, and the showman insisted 
that spectators left his exhibits with “a full equivalent for their money.” 
Successful humbugs lured folks in with weird, wacky, and tacky dis-
plays, and audiences made repeat visits to figure out how they had been 
fooled. Humbugs and confidence games remind us that “if there is a 
false belief among us, we need to become conscious of how belief is 
created,” Lewis Hyde writes in Trickster Makes This World. Even though 
conniving con artists and thought-provoking pranksters are driven by 
different impulses, their audiences can learn similar lessons from their 
deceptions. Swindlers sometimes do succeed in defrauding their vic-
tims, but (much like a prankster) at least they send people back into the 
world a little wiser.2

A Wooden Robot Crosses the Atlantic

Edgar Allan Poe had a lifelong obsession with deception. The writer 
often expressed, as one biographer put it, a “childish and almost unbal-
anced delight in a hoax of any kind.” In addition to pulling pranks and 
hoaxes, he enjoyed exposing them. One of Poe’s most famous targets 
was the Turk, a human-sized wooden figure that wore flowing pants 
and a turban—and also played chess. The automaton’s name and cloth-
ing were inspired by a 1760s fad that had the Viennese indulging in all 
things Turkish. Its long and winding path across Europe and America 
began in 1769, when Hungarian engineer Baron Wolfgang von Kem-
pelen debuted his creation at a command performance for Maria The-
resa, the empress of Austria-Hungary. To prove no one was inside, at 
the beginning of each showing the operator opened several compart-
ments to reveal the machine’s inner workings. After it was wound up 
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like a clock, the Turk bested most challengers. Word spread throughout 
Europe, and one excited witness buzzed, “It seems impossible to obtain 
a more perfect knowledge of mechanics than this gentleman has done.”3

 All this attention embarrassed Kempelen, so he started telling people 
the Turk was broken to avoid showing it off. By the time Maria Theresa 
died in 1780, it was largely forgotten. But then Kempelen was ordered 
by her successor to rebuild the Turk in time for a visit from Grand 
Duke Paul of Russia. He was far more interested in refining an inven-
tion that could manually synthesize the human voice—his “Speaking 
Machine”—but he had to comply with his patron’s wishes. (Kempelen 
was eventually recognized as the founder of a discipline known as 
experimental phonetics.) During an extended European tour, in the 
spring of 1783, the Turk was presented to the French royal family in Ver-
sailles. While in France, it also crossed paths with Benjamin Franklin, a 
chess fanatic who sometimes played up to five hours a day. He report-
edly lost, though no account of this incident was left by Franklin (who 
was known to be a sore loser). Years later, Napoleon Bonaparte chal-
lenged the Turk to a game. When he made a false move, the machine 
replaced the chess piece and motioned for him to play again. “Napo-
leon was delighted,” the Illustrated London News reported. The general 
“once more played incorrectly, upon which the Automaton raised his 
arm, and, sweeping the pieces from the board, declined to continue the 
game.”4

 When Kempelen died in 1804, his son sold the disassembled autom-
aton to Johann Nepomuk Maelzel—a Bavarian engineer whose real tal-
ent was showmanship. In his care, the Turk enjoyed a thrilling third act. 
It drew enormous crowds across Europe and provoked heated debates 
over the possibility of machine intelligence. Maelzel had expensive 
tastes, and his debts blossomed into lawsuits from angry creditors; so 
he fled Europe in 1826. After landing in New York City, he befriended 
newspaper editors and launched a publicity campaign that took the 
town by storm. The man and machine toured America for the better 
part a decade by tapping into a prominent form of nineteenth-century 
entertainment: the traveling road show. This touring circuit connected 
most eastern cities and reached as far into the frontier as was possi-
ble. It featured an eclectic talent pool, with respected lecturers such as 
Washington Irving and Benjamin Rush relying on the same networks 
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used by itinerant showmen, fire-eaters, bearded ladies, puppeteers, and 
medicine men.5

 In 1835, the Turk went on a minitour of the South. It ventured down 
to Charleston, South Carolina and back up to Richmond, Virginia, 
where Edgar Allan Poe worked as an editor for the Southern Literary 
Messenger. “Perhaps no exhibition of the kind has ever elicited so gen-
eral attention as the chess-player of Maelzel,” he breathlessly wrote. 
Poe’s essay about the Turk was structured much like his own detec-
tive stories, in which mysteries were solved through logical deduction. 
After weighing the possibilities, he finally concluded, “the operations 
of the automaton are regulated by mind, and by nothing else.” It was 
the only reasonable answer, given that calculating machines of the 
time couldn’t possibly handle the number of moves the game of chess 
offered. Poe hypothesized that when the showman rolled the machine 
onto the stage, there was already a person inside. His exposé was a 
roaring success, and it gave the struggling author a much-needed ego 
boost. The Charleston Courier called it “highly ingenious,” and Phila-
delphia’s United States Gazette reported that it was “the most successful 
attempt we have seen to explain the modus operandi of that wonderful 
production.”6

 Despite conjecture that the Turk contained a dwarf, a child, or an 
amputee, its final owner revealed that a full-grown adult could fit inside. 
When the audience was shown its insides, the hidden chess player 
rearranged the machine’s compartments to avoid detection. Cushions 
muffled his movements, and loud clocklike gears were used to mask 
other incriminating sounds. Like many of Benjamin Franklin’s hijinks, 
Kempelen’s invention blurred the lines between conning, hoaxing, and 
pranking. Some people viewed the automaton as an elaborate confi-
dence game—because it was designed to trick audiences into coughing 
up admission fees—but it wasn’t a malicious con. Likewise, the Turk 
fits the profile of a hoax because it was clearly designed to fool the pub-
lic and attract attention. The machine’s more enlightening qualities also 
aligned it with the pranking tradition. For example, cracking its code 
required Poe to use the same analytical methods he employed to solve 
puzzles and develop his detective-story plots. These critical-thinking 
skills would come in handy for denizens of the nineteenth century, who 
faced trickery around every shady corner.7
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The Culture of the Humbug

P. T. Barnum was named after his maternal grandfather, Phineas Tay-
lor, an irreverent spirit who sported wild hair and permanently arched 
eyebrows. “My grandfather,” he recalled, “would go farther, wait longer, 
work harder, and contrive deeper, to carry out a practical joke, than for 
anything else under heaven.” In fact, heaven held little appeal for the 
man, a dissenter who had an irreverent attitude toward organized reli-
gion (when it came to Christianity, Universalism was about all he could 
stomach). Phineas often told a story about a ferry ride he took from 
Norwalk, Connecticut to New York City. He convinced all the male 
passengers, including a clergyman, to let him give them a shave—but 
only one half of their faces at a time. While in the middle of grooming, 
Phineas tried to sharpen his razor on the ship’s stoop, and that’s when 
the monkey business began. With the reverend standing first in line, 
the assembled men looked on in horror as he fumbled the blade. “Good 
heavens!” the mischief maker exclaimed, “The razor has fallen over-
board!” Phineas doubled over with laughter as the half-bearded holy 
man disembarked into the city with his face covered by a handkerchief.8

 Of all the pranks Phineas pulled, Ivy Island left the deepest impres-
sion on Barnum. For much of Barnum’s boyhood, Phineas boasted that 
he had bequeathed his grandson the most valuable property in all of 
Connecticut. Barnum’s parents and neighbors played along as well. 
“These constant allusions, for several years, to ‘Ivy Island’ excited at once 
my pride and my curiosity and stimulated me to implore my father’s 
permission to visit my property.” He got his wish during a long walk 
with his dad—a very long walk that saw the landscape grow progres-
sively swampy. Barnum waded in waist-deep water for fifteen minutes 
while being attacked by bees, and once he arrived at his property, the 
truth flashed on him. “I had been the laughing-stock of the family and 
neighborhood for years,” he recalled, “and while I stood deploring my 
sudden downfall, a huge black snake (one of my tenants) approached 
me with upraised head. I gave one shriek and rushed for the bridge.” 
Upon returning home, Phineas loudly congratulated the red-faced boy 
as if he really did own the state’s most expensive property. The prank 
served as a memorable lesson not to get fooled again, because next time 
the perpetrator would surely be more malevolent.9



Con Artists and Consumer Culture 

59

 Barnum grew up to be a struggling grocery-store owner, tread-
ing water in an unstable economy while looking for the next get-rich 
scheme. Early in 1835, he discovered a supposed 161-year-old slave 
woman named Joice Heth. The entrepreneur took a ten-day option on 
this “property,” putting up $500 of his own money and securing the 
rest from financiers. When looking for a venue for Heth’s New York 
City debut, Barnum was turned down by a respectable open-air saloon 
named Niblo’s Garden. He was finally allowed to set up shop in a large 
apartment next door, where Barnum faced a formidable competitor 
from across the way: the Turk. It was on display in Niblo’s main hall, but 
the robot turned out to be no match for the audience-drawing powers 
of George Washington’s supposed nursemaid. A year earlier, the bud-
ding showman crossed paths with the Turk’s handler, Johann Mael-
zel, who offered advice that clearly left an impression. “I see that you 
understand the value of the press, and that is the great thing,” he said. 
“Nothing helps the showman like the types and the ink.” Throughout 
Barnum’s career, he cultivated close relationships with newspaper edi-
tors and publishers. “I am indebted to the press of the United States for 
almost every dollar which I possess,” he wrote.10

 Before Joice Heth’s unveiling, Barnum invited the editors of the city’s 
major papers for a private viewing; it also didn’t hurt that he lavished 
them with paid advertisements. Between puffs on a pipe (she claimed 
to have been smoking for 120 years), Heth amused crowds with stories 
about the birth of “dear little George.” She soon replaced the Turk as 
Niblo’s primary attraction. “This old creature is said to be 161 years of 
age,” the New York Courier and Enquirer reported, “and we see no rea-
son to doubt it.” The New York Sun added, “The arrival, at Niblo’s Gar-
den, of this renowned relic of the olden times has created quite a sensa-
tion among the lovers of the curious and the marvelous.” There were 
surely doubters in New York City, but most accounts indicate Heth 
was widely believed to be quite old. Although some Americans did live 
into their nineties, the average lifespan was much lower—which made 
her age pretty preposterous. But as I have previously noted, hoaxes tell 
us much about the societies that embrace them. In this case, racism 
accounts for people’s credulity, because most whites thought blacks had 
a fundamentally sturdier biological constitution (a notion that justified 
slavery).11



Con Artists and Consumer Culture 

60

 Heth’s audiences eventually fell off, so Barnum and his fast-talking 
associate Levi Lyman began planting rumors in newspapers. One letter 
to the editor signed by “A Visitor” stated that that Heth was a robotic 
machine whose voice was supplied by a ventriloquist. Taking the bait, 
another newspaper published a scoop that Heth “is not a human being. 
What purports to be a remarkably old woman is simply a curiously con-
structed automaton, made up of whalebone, india-rubber, and num-
berless springs ingeniously put together.” Audiences came rushing back 
to make up their own minds. “On one occasion,” Barnum recalled, “an 
ex-member of Congress, his wife, two children, and his aged mother, 
attended the exhibition.” With Lyman by his side, Barnum watched as 
the mother closely scrutinized “Aunt Joice.”12

“There it is alive after all! . . .”
“Why do you think it is alive?” asked Lyman, quietly.
“Because its pulse beats as regularly as mine does,” responded the old 

lady.
“Oh, that is the most simple portion of the machinery,” said Lyman. 

“We make that operate on the principle of a pendulum to a clock.”
“Is it possible?” said the old lady, who was now evidently satisfied that 

Joice was an automaton. Then turning to her son, she said: “George, this 
thing is not alive at all. It is all a machine.”

“Why mother,” said the son with evident embarrassment, “what are 
you talking about?”

A half-suppressed giggle ran through the room and the gentleman 
and his family soon withdrew.13

Cultural historian James W. Cook notes that all of Barnum’s tricks are 
on display in this anecdote: “the deadpan denials from Lyman, which 
invited as much doubt as they dispelled; the suggestion that the deliber-
ate act of promotional fraud was nothing more than good, clean Yankee 
fun; and the artful repositioning of the Boston audience from the role 
of observers to observed, looking and laughing here not only at Heth 
but at each other.” Despite the clever gamesmanship, it’s hard to view 
this as anything more than mean-spirited exploitation. It was a typical 
antebellum display, one that offered a racial caricature for the amuse-
ment of white northern urbanites. When Heth finally did die, Barnum 
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staged an autopsy at the New York City Saloon for fifteen hundred 
paying customers. The examination, conducted by respected surgeon 
David L. Rogers, concluded she couldn’t have been older than eighty. 
Barnum and Lyman whispered conflicting stories to the press suggest-
ing all sorts of scenarios, setting off another storm of conjecture, claims, 
and counterclaims that raked in even more cash for Barnum. Sadly, 
after enduring a lifetime of slavery and showbiz scheming, Joice Heth 
became the butt of a practical joke that lasted years after her death. As 
one commentator wrote, “the funniest part came when the old wench 
died.”14

Barnum’s American Museum and Other Curiosities

P. T. Barnum realized that owning his own space could generate more 
revenue, so in 1842 he set his sights on a building near the Bowery. 
Competing with a wealthier group of investors, the showman resorted 
to his old tricks. Neglecting to mention that Ivy Island was a worth-
less swamp, he put his property up as collateral and spread rumors 
that caused the rival financiers’ stock to decline. Soon after, Barnum’s 
American Museum was open for business. It wouldn’t be recognized as 
a “museum” today, but back then this term referred to establishments 
that mixed a wild variety of exhibitions. “Bowery museums were the 
true underworld of entertainment,” Luc Sante writes, “and their com-
pass could include anything too shoddy, too risqué, too vile, too sad, 
too marginal, too disgusting, too pointless to be displayed elsewhere.” 
Bunnell’s Museum on the Bowery, for instance, featured a tattooed 
man, his “double-brained” child, and several striking wax figures. Most 
memorable was Dante’s Inferno, where despised public figures such as 
Boss Tweed writhed in flaming torment. Barnum’s spectacle was the 
most garish of all. It exploded with banners, flags, color wheels, and the 
least modest touch of all: giant illuminated letters spelling out his name. 
“Powerful Drummond lights were placed at the top of the Museum, 
which, in the darkest night,” Barnum boasted, “would enable one to 
read a newspaper in the street.” It was a precursor to the Day-Glo con-
sumption zone that is today’s Times Square.15

 In Barnum’s commercial universe, the commodity and advertise-
ment were inseparable—and the product was often Barnum himself. 
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He was that era’s most well-known celebrity, and the showman prac-
tically invented the modern notion of fame. Barnum employed an 
army of salesmen to hawk his autobiography, and he regularly added 
and subtracted chapters to create demand for new editions. It report-
edly became the second biggest-selling book in nineteenth-century 
America (after the Bible). Barnum’s marketing campaigns also included 
attention-grabbing stunts such as “Free Music for the Million.” Playing 
on people’s desire for a free lunch, he lured New Yorkers to these out-
door concerts, but there was a prankish twist. “I took pains to select 
and maintain the poorest band I could find,” Barnum said, “one whose 
discordant notes would drive the crowd into the Museum, out of ear-
shot of my outside orchestra.” Referring to his free music scheme, Bar-
num claimed that his humbugs offered moral instruction and sharp-
ened people’s critical faculties. “When people expect to get ‘something 
for nothing’ they are sure to be cheated, and generally deserve to be,” 
he wrote. “Some of my out-door patrons were sorely disappointed; but 
when they came inside and paid to be amused and instructed, I took 
care to see that they not only received the full worth of their money, but 
were more than satisfied.”16

 With the ghastly Joice Heth exhibition now defunct, Barnum 
needed more curiosities. He searched the world for “educated dogs, 
industrious fleas, automatons, jugglers, ventriloquists, living statuary,” 
and the like. The showman’s next sensation was the Feejee Mermaid. 
This masterful taxidermy mash-up was little more than a monkey’s 
head attached to the body of a large fish; Barnum described it as “an 
ugly, dried-up, black-looking, and diminutive specimen, about three 
feet long.” He purchased it from Boston Museum proprietor Moses 
Kimball in 1842, but its roots date back at least to 1817. While in Cal-
cutta, a ship’s captain came across “a preserved specimen of a verita-
ble mermaid, obtained, as he was assured, from Japanese sailors.” He 
used $6,000 from the ship’s funds to buy the furry, finned creature and 
then moved to London, where it initially packed in hundreds at a Pic-
cadilly coffeehouse. The July 1822 issue of Gentleman’s Magazine gave 
a detailed description of the fish-monkey-mermaid, which read, in 
part, “The head is turned back and the countenance has an expression 
of terror, which gives it the appearance of a caricature of the human 
face.” The box office receipts didn’t fully cover the borrowed money, 
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so the sailor-entrepreneur went back to sea to repay his employer. He 
died penniless and left his only possession to an uninterested son, who 
promptly sold it to Kimball.17

 Fearing ridicule, Kimball had second thoughts about displaying the 
Feejee Mermaid in his Boston Museum, so he invited Barnum to pur-
chase it. He brought along a naturalist who, upon closer inspection, told 
the showman that he had absolutely no idea how the creature was made. 
“Why do you suppose it was manufactured?” Barnum asked. “Because I 
don’t believe in mermaids,” the scientist shot back. Knowing the public 
would be just as skeptical, Barnum fabricated a letter from Dr. Griffin—
an “eminent Professor of Natural History” who was played by his side-
kick, Levi Lyman. Barnum described his business associate as “a shrewd, 
sociable, and somewhat indolent Yankee” who “was admirably calcu-
lated to fill the position” for which Barnum engaged him. The dynamic 
duo quietly conspired to have reports on regional news from around 
the country sent to several New York newspapers, via postmarked let-
ters. Barnum and Lyman made sure to include mentions of “Dr. Griffin, 
agent of the Lyceum of Natural History in London, recently from Per-
nambuco, who had in his possession a most remarkable curiosity.” With 
this setup, the “doctor” showed off the specimen and entertained report-
ers at a fancy New York hotel in advance of the opening. “While Lyman 
was preparing public opinion on mermaids at the Pacific Hotel,” Bar-
num recalled, “I was industriously at work (though of course privately) 
in getting up wood-cuts and transparencies, as well as a pamphlet, prov-
ing the authenticity of mermaids.”18

feejee mermaid!
positively asserted by its owner to have been taken alive [in] the Feejee 
Islands, and implicitly believed by many scientific persons, while it is 
pronounced by other scientific persons to be an artificial production, 
and its natural existence claimed to be an utter impossibility. The man-
ager can only say that it [h]as such appearance of reality as any fish lying 
[in] the stalls of our fish markets—but [who] is to decide when doctors 
disagree. . . . If it is artificial the senses [of] sight and touch are useless for 
art has rendered them totally ineffectual—if it is natural then all concur 
in declaring it

the greatest Curiosity in the World.19
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In classic Barnum form, the advertisement cultivated uncertainty. The 
mermaid’s authenticity is “implicitly believed by many scientific per-
sons,” on the one hand, but other experts dismissed it as a fabrication. 
He hired a rival promoter to denounce it as a hoax, which stirred up 
even more interest. Barnum’s exhibits helped create a new kind of audi-
ence—one connected from great distances through print media and, 
later, the telegraph. While thousands saw the mermaid in person, many 
more read about it in the penny presses and talked about it among 
themselves. Rather than dismissing Barnum’s customers as passive 
dupes, it makes more sense to ask why they enjoyed being tricked. “In 
other words,” historian Neil Harris writes, “why the apparent naïveté 
about deception, and why the pleasure in experiencing deception after 
knowledge of it had been gained?” The reasons were both technological 
and social. Barnum’s deceptions helped the public come to terms with 
a changing world where media and commercial exchange dominated 
daily life. Early capitalism produced many luxuries, but unpredict-
able fluctuations in the labor market shredded the social fabric. Many 
homesteaders arrived out West only to discover they had been swin-
dled, and back East, confidence men regularly cheated big-city suckers. 
The economy itself felt like a gigantic con. Throughout the nineteenth 
century, practical jokes thrived because they helped tame this hostile 
environment by turning it into an entertaining game. The humbug was 
as enjoyable as sin, but without the messy consequences.20

Con Men and the Culture Industry

In 1849, a well-dressed gentleman named William Thompson pioneered 
a new type of criminal mischief. When striking up conversations with 
strangers on the streets of New York City, he asked if they would leave 
their watch with him until the following day. As the New York Herald 
reported that summer, “the stranger, at this novel request, supposing 
him to be some old acquaintance . . . allows him to take the watch, thus 
placing ‘confidence’ in the honesty of the stranger.” Thompson then 
walked off, laughing, goods in hand. The press coined “confidence man” 
to describe Thompson, though news stories from this period indicate 
there were other grifters of this sort making the rounds. The term had a 
quick uptake, and it soon was used more generally to describe swindles 
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in the world of commerce. A week after Thompson’s arrest, the Her-
ald characterized the stock market as “The Confidence Man on a Large 
Scale.” Con artists operated openly on New York City streets between 
1835 and the Civil War—when politicians, city officials, and police offi-
cers largely turned a blind eye to their scams. Card sharks, thimble-rig-
gers, and other shadowy figures worked with stylish steerers, shills, and 
supernumeraries who redirected gullible marks to skinning houses. 
The respectable appearance projected by these “men of considerable 
address” made it easy to dupe strangers.21

 During the first half of that century, in the midst of the transpor-
tation and industrial revolutions, people moved to cities in staggering 
numbers. Trustworthiness in agrarian villages was primarily cultivated 
through intimate interactions. For these new urban dwellers, a lack of 
communal ties made life tricky to navigate, so people looked to surface 
appearances to judge a stranger’s character. An image-conscious middle 
class was taking shape in the United States, where one’s social status was 
marked by the conspicuous consumption of clothing and other mate-
rial goods. Cultural historian Karen Halttunen notes that close atten-
tion was paid to the smallest details of daily life, down to the proper 
positioning of hands on the lap. If aspiring social climbers didn’t know 
how to fit in, they could consult dozens of advice manuals that often 
addressed the specter of the confidence man. The middle class was 
especially anxious about the proliferation of con games, which bank-
rupted many a family—as did gambling and irresponsible speculation. 
One such manual maintained that these behaviors undermined the 
“principle of mutual confidence” that was necessary to do business.22

 The confidence man represented a worst-case scenario for many 
Americans. As shape-shifting identities became the norm, middle-
class families fretted that their sons would slide into a life of criminal 
behavior. They also worried that their own performances of etiquette 
amounted to little more than a socially acceptable con game. Twentieth-
century sociologist Erving Goffman argued in his classic work The Pre-
sentation of Self in Everyday Life that mutual conning is the very basis 
of social life. It is a game of appearances, concealment, and an interplay 
of poses—what he refers to as “identity management.” An early exam-
ple of this can be found in the life of Benjamin Franklin, who popu-
larized the notion of the “do-it-yourself Self.” In a famous essay titled 
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“Self-Reliance,” Ralph Waldo Emerson held up Franklin as a model of 
self-invention. “We live amid surfaces,” he observed in another essay, 
“and the true art of life is to skate well on them.” This was a central 
theme of Herman Melville’s novel The Confidence-Man: His Masquer-
ade, published on April 1, 1857. Its plot revolves around a shifty charac-
ter who sneaks onto a Mississippi River steamboat on April Fools’ Day 
and proceeds to mess with the minds of its passengers.23

 Melville uses the river’s fluidity as a metaphor for the con man’s 
morphing identities, which include a Missouri bachelor, a collector of 
funds for an orphanage, a “Black Guinea,” and so on. The Confidence-
Man also contains several references to the sorts of questionable hand-
bills, print signs, business cards, tracts, and circulars that littered con-
sumer culture at the time. Aside from the occasional big cons pulled 
on the public, most nineteenth-century frauds took place on a smaller 
scale (such as falsely advertised goods). As the most notable member 
of a new generation of entrepreneurs, P. T. Barnum taught the emerg-
ing middle class how to navigate the tricky, sticky world of commerce. 
His amusements created public spaces that facilitated problem solving, 
implying that behind all that good-natured obfuscation, Enlightenment 
ideals of rational deliberation still flourished. It was a skill that helped 
his audiences navigate the fraud-filled world of antebellum America—
where no merchandise, commercial exchange, or social encounter was 
exempt from suspicion. But at the same time that Barnum’s humbugs 
warned of the con man’s dangerous schemes, they also made the world 
a more untrustworthy place.24

Tricksters, Scamps, and Thieves

A wide range of shady characters saturated nineteenth-century regional 
folklore: the wily western backwoodsman, the slippery northern Yan-
kee, and the trickster. The latter term was coined in an 1868 study of 
Native American tales, and by the end of that century it was widely 
used within anthropology, folklore scholarship, and popular culture. 
Trickster figures appear in most societies, from the simplest aborigi-
nal tribes to the most complex. The confidence man, on the other 
hand, emerged from a very specific moment in American history and 
should not be conflated with tricksters. Lewis Hyde highlights another 
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important distinction in his book Trickster Makes This World. Run-of-
the-mill liars and thieves don’t count as tricksters because they do very 
little to trouble the established order. As cultural historian Lori Lan-
day writes, tricksters “use impersonation, disguise, theft, and deceit to 
expose hypocrisy and inequality, to subvert existing social systems, and 
to widen their sphere of power.” Tricksters tell lies, break rules, party 
hard, and rip the social fabric—only to nonchalantly stitch it back 
together in a new pattern. Their very practical, productive jokes yank 
the chair out from under society and remake it in the process.25

 Trickster tales such as that of the Signifying Monkey are deeply 
rooted in African American culture. In this classic story, the Mon-
key manipulates the Lion into fighting the Elephant, who supposedly 
insulted the Lion’s closest relatives (including his “mama” and even his 
“grandmamma, too!”). When the dethroned King of the Jungle limps 
back, bruised and battered, the Monkey laughs so hard he falls out of 
a tree and into his nemesis’s hands. He convinces the Lion to start over 
and make it a fair fight, but once free, he jumps to safety and continues 
with his monkey business. The African American game of the dozens, 
or signifyin’—in which a physically weak opponent can beat a powerful 
one with clever wordplay—is rooted in this tale. The Signifying Mon-
key, Br’er Rabbit, and other such stories appealed to slaves because they 
implicitly addressed the brutal conditions black people experienced in 
America. “We had to lie to live,” said Robert Falls, who endured planta-
tion life in Tennessee. “They fed the animals better. . . . We would steal 
anything we could lay our hands on, when we was hungry.” Trickster 
tales offered enslaved people subtle survival tactics that were passed on 
through storytelling, such as keeping their masters blind to their inge-
nuity by acting dumb or playing possum. This enabled slaves to take 
what they needed for survival, including stealing away to freedom.26

 Henry “Box” Brown was a real-life trickster who staged a dramatic 
escape from a Richmond, Virginia plantation in 1849. The ex-slave 
wrote in his memoir, “The idea suddenly flashed across my mind of 
shutting myself up in a box, and getting myself conveyed as dry goods 
to a free state.” With the help of abolitionist allies, Brown mailed himself 
in a small, three-by-two-by-two-foot box to Philadelphia, Pennsylvania. 
Calling it his “resurrection from the grave of slavery,” he emerged sev-
enty hours later as a free man. Soon after, Brown entered show business. 
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His elaborate multimedia stage show, Mirror of Slavery, was one half 
entertainment, one half abolitionist propaganda. The show debuted at 
Boston’s Washingtonian Hall in April 1850, and it became an immediate 
hit due in part to Brown’s use of moving panoramas and his “consider-
able theatrical flair.” Racist images, imperialist narratives, and Manifest 
Destiny tropes were common in mid-nineteenth-century stage shows, 
but Brown flipped the ideological script by subverting these conven-
tions. He presented blacks as active agents of their own fates, all while 
telling a gripping story about escape and survival that captured the 
public’s imagination.27

 The narrative of resurrection was a prominent aspect of Brown’s per-
formance, for he knew it would resonate within a religiously attuned 
society. The Mirror of Slavery stage show culminated in a reenactment 
of his journey, with him emerging from a tiny box singing a hymn. By 
disappearing and then reemerging, Brown dramatized Frederick Doug-
lass’s oft-quoted line, “You have seen how a man was made a slave, now 
you shall see how a slave was made a man.” Brown also put his own 
unique spin on what became a staple of stage magic: substituting one 
thing for another. He anticipated the way cabinets, trunks, and other 
props would be used by Victorian magicians such as Harry Houdini 
(who performed a similar “escape act”). Brown later reinvented himself 
as a full-blown magic and mesmeric performer, pushing his shtick far 
beyond the limits of convention. After relocating to Great Britain, this 
worldly dandy could be seen marching “through the streets in front of a 
brass band, clad in a highly-colored and fantastic garb.” Brown’s eccen-
tricities estranged him from the abolitionist movement, which valued 
polished orators trained in the rhetorical tradition. “Brown’s brash and 
spectacular public acts,” literary scholar Daphne Brooks writes, “may 
have indeed proved too excessive, too performative, too ‘glam’ to regis-
ter as legible acts of social and political resistance to slavery.”28

 Frederick Douglass was another living, breathing trickster who 
blurred boundaries. The plantation system enforced certain rules to 
ensure its continued existence—including laws that forbade slaves from 
learning to read. A headstrong child, Douglass said that it was his mas-
ter’s “bitter opposition” that drove him to become literate. When Mrs. 
Auld began teaching the eight-year-old boy “the A. B. C.,” her husband 
was furious. “A nigger should know nothing but to obey his master,” 
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Mr. Auld told her. “Learning would spoil the best nigger in the world. 
.  .  . He would at once become unmanageable, and of no value to his 
master.” The slave master’s words backfired. “From that moment,” Dou-
glass wrote, “I understood the pathway from slavery to freedom.” Not 
only did he cross physical borders to gain independence, but his mixed 
racial background troubled the distinctions between white and black. 
On his road to literacy, Douglass initially acquired a “white” voice by 
absorbing knowledge from European classics by Plato, Milton, and 
Joseph Addison. Douglass recalled how he “entered upon this new life 
in the full gush of unsuspecting enthusiasm,” though this optimism did 
not hold.29

 Condescending white abolitionists reminded Douglass that the 
color line was still strong in America, even in the supposed utopia of 
the North. The angry white mob that broke his hands drove this lesson 
home, and as a result Douglass grew more self-consciously black. This 
transformation was reflected in the various editions of his autobiogra-
phy. In the 1845 version, Douglass said he could barely remember his 
black mother, who, unlike his white father, was a stranger to him. By 
the final 1881 autobiography, the image of his mother was “ineffaceably 
stamped” on his memory, and he wrote, “Of my father I know nothing.” 
Douglass’s interracial heritage allowed him to deftly navigate between 
two societies. “Douglass dwelt on the boundaries of plantation cul-
ture,” Lewis Hyde writes, “and in that setting he became a cunning go-
between, a thief of reapportionment who quit the periphery and moved 
to the center.” Yes, he made accommodations to some nasty American 
traditions, but he did so in a world he participated in remaking. “A 
truly domesticated Frederick Douglass would have remained a slave in 
Maryland,” Hyde argues. “Truly domesticated, he would not have seen 
in his lifetime the abolition of slavery and the Constitution so regularly 
amended.”30

Lions and Tigers and Merchandizing, Oh My!

The Great Oz was the fictional father of all humbugs. L. Frank Baum’s 
iconic character functioned as a stand-in for P.  T. Barnum, and his 
story dramatized this period’s social upheavals. The Wonderful Wiz-
ard of Oz, published in 1900, begins with a bleak description of the 
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west Kansas plains. “When Dorothy stood in the doorway and looked 
around, she could see nothing but the great gray prairie on every side,” 
Baum wrote. “The sun baked the plowed land into a gray mass, with 
little cracks running through it. Even the grass was not green, for the 
sun had burned the tops of the long blades until they were the same 
gray color to be seen everywhere.” The author wasn’t so much writing 
about life in Kansas as he was describing the time he spent trying to 
eke out a living in South Dakota. Its treeless landscape was stricken by 
droughts, farm failures, and speculation-fueled real-estate crashes—
not unlike Dorothy’s native state. Homesteaders packed up, abandoned 
their property, and fled on wagons that read, “In God We Trusted / In 
Kansas We Busted.”31

 Baum eventually settled in Chicago, whose shop windows were a 
theater of marvels. “Through their plate glass, itself a product of tech-
nological revolution, Baum glimpsed a new kind of utopia,” Zeese Papa-
nikolas writes in Trickster in the Land of Dreams. Baum’s trade maga-
zine, The Show Window, introduced subscribers to a brave new world in 
which commerce was conjured through the magical art of merchandiz-
ing. Baum filled it with eye-popping photos of the country’s most mar-
velous department stores and other dazzling commercial zones. Baum’s 
first novel, The Wonderful Wizard of Oz, was published the same year as 
his book on merchandising, The Art of Decorating Dry Goods Windows 
and Interiors. “You must arouse in your audience cupidity and a longing 
to possess the goods you sell,” he instructed readers. Baum believed that 
the mise-en-scène of the “illusion window” could captivate the “passive 
throng” by using techniques borrowed from carnival sideshows, dime 
museums, and, of course, P. T. Barnum.32

 The Wonderful Wizard of Oz was as much about Baum’s adopted city 
as it was about Kansas and South Dakota. The spectacle of Chicago’s 1893 
Columbian Exposition surely was fresh in his mind when he dreamt up 
Oz’s Emerald City. “White City”—which got its name from the glisten-
ing, classically inspired buildings erected for that year’s World’s Fair—
was widely considered a wonder of modern industry. This consumerist 
spectacle had a dystopian dark side, one that Baum fictionalized in The 
Wonderful Wizard of Oz. Before Dorothy and her companions can enter 
Emerald City, they have to wear green sunglasses (a plot device that serves 
as the book’s central metaphor). The Guardian of the Gates tells them, “If 



Con Artists and Consumer Culture 

71

you did not wear spectacles the brightness and glory of the Emerald City 
would blind you.” This is a lie, of course, much like how advertisements 
can shade the truth. The glasses imbue Kansas’s sun-bleached landscape 
with alluring green qualities, though in reality it is little more than optical 
window dressing that disguises life’s banal grayness.33

 Baum likely borrowed the green-glasses trope from a story he wrote 
as a South Dakota newspaperman. His Aberdeen Saturday Pioneer 
reported on everything from financial and natural disasters to the 
women’s rights movement and Spiritualism. (Frank and his wife, Maud 
Baum, both had an interest in the occult—which was enjoying a revival 
in Europe and America—and he sometimes upset the local church by 
challenging its teachings in print.) The Saturday Pioneer included a 
humorous weekly column, “Our Landlady,” which Frank Baum pseud-
onymously wrote under the name Mrs. Bilkins. One installment dis-
cussed a fictitious innovation in animal husbandry: green goggles. 
This ocular confidence game allowed farmers to trick their animals 
into eating wood shavings that looked like grass, though with none of 
the nutrients. “I put the green goggles on my hosses an’ feed ’em shav-
ings an’ they think it’s grass,” Mrs. Bilkins quipped, “but they ain’t get-
ting’ fat on it.”34

 This scene is transformed in The Wonderful Wizard of Oz into a cap-
italist fantasy. “Many shops stood in the street, and Dorothy saw that 
everything in them was green,” Baum writes. “Green candy and green 
pop-corn were offered for sale, as well as green shoes, green hats and 
green clothes of all sorts.” Naturally, the items are paid for with green 
pennies. Oz turns out to be an inverted version of Kansas, a place just 
as defective as what Dorothy left behind. Zeese Papanikolas asks, “Are 
Scarecrows and Tin Woodmen and Cowardly Lions—like the manikins 
behind the windows of the shops—more real than the deluded citi-
zens who gaze upon them? It may have been a question that Baum, the 
actor and student of window dressing, might have asked about himself.” 
The Great Oz, from behind his curtain, creates a spectacle (enhanced 
by those green spectacles) that substitutes substance with surface. He 
makes himself visible to the public only through a projected version 
of himself, but the wizard’s ruse is revealed after Toto knocks over the 
screen. “How can I help being a humbug,” he pleads, “when all these 
people make me do things that everybody knows can’t be done?”35
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t t t

Pranksters and con artists are driven by very different impulses, but 
their actions produce comparable effects. Not only do they make mis-
chief with media; their irreverent actions can also remake media insti-
tutions, norms, and practices (much like how mythical trickster fig-
ures turn the world upside down, shatter it to pieces, and glue it back 
together in their own warped image). Late-nineteenth- and early-twen-
tieth-century media industries were shaped by the sorts of transgres-
sive behavior spotlighted in this chapter. Because of the exaggerations 
and outright frauds found in advertisements, they were increasingly 
viewed with suspicion. The public likened them to confidence games, 
and illustrators working around the turn of the century often turned 
down advertising work because they didn’t want their reputations tar-
nished by association. The ad industry responded with self-regulation 
and public-relations strategies in an attempt to instill trust. This is one 
important way that the culture of cons sparked the “Truth-in-Adver-
tising” movement of the early 1900s and the related Pure Food and 
Drug Act of 1906, among other things. But I’m getting ahead of myself. 
Before exiting the nineteenth century, the next two chapters will navi-
gate the murky waters of occultism and conspiracy theory. These eso-
teric and eccentric ideas—some of which were inspired by a combina-
tion of pranks, hoaxes, and cons—produced powerful ripple effects that 
reverberate to this day.36
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Spirits in  
the Material W orld

Trickery ruled the school throughout the nineteenth century. In addi-
tion to confidence men and playful Barnumesque exhibitions that 
invited audience scrutiny, popular culture was haunted by the super-
natural. Middle-class consumers embraced theatrical magic during 
this period, spawning a hugely profitable retail industry of instruc-
tional books, magazines, and goods used for parlor tricks. Magic slowly 
became a respectable entertainment after it began shedding its mystical 
pretentions in the late 1700s. An increasing number of conjurers dis-
tanced themselves from the insinuation or explicit suggestion that their 
manifestations were mystical in origin, and their clothing, props, and 
overall self-presentation were influenced by Enlightenment thought. 
Stage magicians now framed their tricks as a way of teaching logic and 
critical-thinking skills (for instance, they claimed their apparitions were 
nothing more than demonstrations of optical, acoustical, and electrical 
phenomena). The craft became secularized, and a new generation of 
celebrity magicians exposed the “supernatural humbugs” of shady char-
latans. These changes reflected a cultural shift that occurred in the pre-
vious century, when science and reason increasingly held sway among 
the intelligentsia. Traditional magic was banished to the shadows of 
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society—back-alley fortune-tellers, countryside cunning folk, and the 
like. But despite the best efforts of those Enlightenment cheerleaders, 
superstitious beliefs kept popping up like a Whac-A-Mole game in a 
creepy amusement park.1

Do You Believe In Magic?

Professional ventriloquists also worked hard to demystify irrational 
beliefs. “From the late seventeenth century onwards,” Steven Connor 
writes in Dumbstruck, “ventriloquism moved from the jurisdiction of 
theologians and demonologists to that of anatomists and physiologists.” 
Performers mastered multiple voices and threw them across rooms in 
an attempt to debunk the idea that God, or Satan, could speak through 
humans in the form of divine calls, demon voices, and the like. Dur-
ing these antipapist times, the most obvious targets of professional ven-
triloquists were Catholic priests, who were dismissed as miracle fak-
ers who fooled their congregations into worshiping false idols. Even 
starry-eyed Spiritualists presented themselves as thoroughly modern 
in their thinking. Spiritualism, which emerged in the mid-nineteenth 
century, was considered a “religion of proof ” that used scientific meth-
ods to observe, record, and examine communications from the Other 
Side. The mediums who led séances were known as “investigators,” and 
they blurred the lines between mysticism and empiricism by analyzing 
“evidence” provided under certain “test conditions.” Con artists soon 
got into the game by targeting those who desperately wanted to speak 
to their dearly departed loved ones. Some mediums were sincere, but it 
didn’t really matter what their intentions were—it mattered how séance 
participants interpreted what they saw or heard. Self-deception is a 
powerful thing. People tend to embrace pranks, hoaxes, cons, conspir-
acy theories, and superstitious fantasies when they resonate with their 
deep-seated beliefs about how the world works.2

 These were confusing, contested times. The fuzzy borders between 
science, religion, and entertainment opened up spaces for mischief 
makers to leave their mark on modernity. “Enlightenment fought con-
stantly against the more notorious productions of this fictitious world,” 
the nineteenth-century magician H.  J. Burlingame wrote. “The magi-
cians of the first half of our century . . . labored to make magic appear 
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as entertainment only.” One such magician was étienne-Gaspard Rob-
ertson, a Belgian optician best known for popularizing a dazzling new 
amusement: phantasmagoria. His immersive spectacles used “magic 
lanterns” to project spectral images that were painted on glass slides. 
Robertson created the appearance of three-dimensional motion by 
mounting his primitive film projectors on small moving wagons and 
pointing them at swirling smoke. But even though this illusionist per-
fected the magic lantern, he didn’t invent it. Back in 1671, a Jesuit named 
Athanasius Kircher designed the lantern magica as an awe-inspiring 
propaganda tool for the Catholic Church. “Through this art,” he wrote, 
“godless people could easily be prevented from committing many vices 
if the devil’s image is cast onto the mirror and projected into a dark 
place.” The Church wanted to scare nonbelievers straight—with some 
magic-lantern-aided trickery.3

 Robertson was among the first to position stage magic against the 
kind of mysticism that was falling out of favor in Enlightened circles. 
“I have now shown you all the phenomena of the phantasmagoria and 
have revealed to you all the secrets of the priests of Memphis and of the 
more modern Illuminati,” Robertson said at the conclusion of his shows. 
“I will now show you the only really terrible spectacle, the only spec-
tacle really to be feared by you all, whether you are strong or weak, rulers 
or subjects, believers or atheists, beautiful or ugly. Behold the destiny 
that is reserved for you all, and remember the phantasmagoria.” With 
that dramatic flourish, he revealed a cute scythe-wielding grim reaper 
waving good-bye. However, not everyone took his lessons to heart. After 
Robertson conjured a ghostly image of a woman, an audience mem-
ber raised his hand to his brow and uttered, “Heavens! I think that’s my 
wife.” A century of Enlightenment had not fully exiled superstition to the 
shadows, despite the best efforts of Robertson and another influential 
magician named Jean Eugène Robert-Houdin. “My interest in conjuring 
and magic and my enthusiasm for Robert-Houdin came into existence 
simultaneously,” said Harry Houdini, whose stage name was a tribute to 
that illusionist. “I accepted his writings as my text-book and my gospel.” 
Robert-Houdin’s book The Sharper Detected and Exposed detailed how 
underworld swindlers often relied on stage-magic techniques. His other 
crusade, which Houdini also took up, targeted Spiritualism—something 
that both men viewed as a gigantic con.4
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Spirit Rappers Bust a Move

Hydesville was Ground Zero for Spiritualism, whose quick uptake had 
much to do with where it took root. Word spread far and wide in part 
because this tiny town in upstate New York was a central node in Amer-
ica’s expanding transportation systems: canals, highways, railroads, 
and the telegraph lines that ran alongside them. Spiritualism was set 
in motion by Kate and Maggie Fox, two adolescent sisters who moved 
with their family into an allegedly haunted Hydesville farmhouse. Mys-
terious noises caused the family much lost sleep, and on March 31, 1848, 
they grew louder late at night (and well into the early morning of April 
Fools’ Day). The daughters stayed in their parents’ bedroom amusing 
themselves by imitating the knocking. “Here, Mr. Split-foot,” Kate said, 
using the nickname for a cloven-hoofed devil, “do as I do.” She clapped 
three times, which was followed by three haunting knocks, or “raps.” 
Mom asked the spirit more questions, and the family soon developed 
a Morse-like code in which one knock meant “yes,” and two signified 
“no.” The gates to the spirit world were soon blown wide open. Friends 
and curious visitors came to believe that chatty spirits followed them 
back to their homes, rapping away. Kate and Maggie’s older sister Leah 
Fox soon had the idea to charge an admission fee, and P.  T. Barnum 
eventually used the sisters as a sideshow attraction.5

 “What would I have said six years ago,” one skeptic wrote in 1855, 
“to anybody who predicted that before the enlightened nineteenth 
century was ended hundreds of thousands of people in this country 
would believe themselves able to communicate with the ghosts of their 
grandfathers?” Belief in the supernatural goes back to the beginnings 
of human civilization, but the idea that deceased spirits can commune 
with living beings through a medium is a modern development. With 
death a constant reality in the antebellum era, mourning became a 
default mode. People expressed their desire to connect with the dearly 
departed through poems, prose, and art—which helped lay the ground-
work for Spiritualism’s popularity. It found a welcoming audience in an 
era teaming with Christian revivalism, splinter sects, and millenarian-
ism. There were certainly religious reasons for Spiritualism’s uptake, but 
the same socioeconomic forces that gave rise to the nineteenth-century 
confidence man also played a role. Urban transplants were confronted 
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with secular forces that emphasized surface appearances, leaving them 
yearning for something more meaningful. At the same time, the sorts 
of rituals and traditions that helped people make sense of life and death 
were in eclipse. People needed something to fill the void.6

 Spiritualism was closely associated with feminism, another social 
movement that took shape during this era. In July 1848, when the Sen-
eca Falls Convention kick-started the movement for women’s equality, 
talk of ghostly communiqués rippled through the gathering. Elizabeth 
Cady Stanton and other activists became believers. Some led séances, 
and raps reportedly erupted from the table where the convention reso-
lutions were drafted. In History of Woman Suffrage, Stanton and Susan 
B. Anthony noted, “The only religious sect in the world .  .  . that has 
recognized the equality of women is the Spiritualists.” The attributes 
frequently ascribed to the “fairer sex”—passivity, purity, piety, and an 
excess of nervous energy—made women obvious candidates for receiv-
ing otherworldly messages. (Female mediums stood in stark contrast 
to confidence men, because ladies were thought to be constitutionally 
unable to hide their true feelings.) Spiritualism moved the site of reli-
gion from the public sphere of the church to the domestic sphere, plac-
ing women in leadership positions. “Victorian mediums were doing 
more than locating and carrying on conversations with the angel in the 
house,” Marlene Tromp notes. “They were channeling her to reshape 
their lives.”7

 Under the cover of Spiritualism, these women felt free to act out 
unconventional behaviors that were frowned on by polite society. All 
of these mediums-gone-wild infuriated conservatives who wanted 
to preserve traditional gender roles. Rev. Hiram Mattison was one of 
many disgusted by the unfettered abandon of “spirit-dancers,” whose 
theatrical displays drew from a hybrid jumble of nineteenth-century 
showbiz traditions and diasporic religious practices. In his anti-Spiri-
tualist book Spirit Rapping Unveiled!, Mattison derided mediums that 
acted out “characters that had entered them” (including, he gasped, “a 
negro,” a “Turk,” and “an Indian chief ”). As literary scholar Daphne 
Brooks observes, “A radical act of ‘desegregating the dead,’ the spirit-
rapping sensation of midcentury North America further disrupted a 
country wrangling with borders between north and south, black and 
white, master and slave.” By literally and metaphorically embodying the 
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turbulence of 1850s American culture, mediums destabilized several 
other binaries: the personal and the political, religious and secular, and 
male and female. That was the most magical trick of all.8

 Male Spiritualists also challenged social conventions. After John 
Shoebridge Williams made contact with his deceased daughter, he 
believed he was starting to grow mammary glands. The sixty-one-year-
old wrote in his spirit journal, “Eliza said to me, ‘You know, Dear Father, 
that of late years, your breasts have been partly developed like a females 
[sic].’” His spirit-daughter continued, “This was from my influence. 
You were well prepared to receive me into your bosom, and already 
do our souls unite in substance so as to become one.” Many sexage-
narian males experience a loss of pectoral definition—you know, man-
boobs—but Williams interpreted this in light of the cultural changes 
happening around him. It was a time when new conceptions of mascu-
linity, femininity, and piety were taking form. Gaining prominence was 
the antebellum ideal of the rugged “self-made” man, which emphasized 
Benjamin Franklin–associated traits such as competitiveness, thrift, 
and hard work. But at the same time that the marketplace codified these 
masculine qualities, some religious leaders pushed in a different direc-
tion. Evangelicals, for example, admonished their followers to openly 
express their feelings and to apply “gentler virtues” in daily interactions. 
Male mediums felt the effects of this sexual confusion directly.9

 Williams initially put himself in a submissive position by allowing 
his daughter’s spirit to play a parental role. Claiming “there is no such 
thing as the I-myself-big-man-me in true mediumship,” he entered a 
childish state of religiosity. Williams’s mental gymnastics didn’t end 
there. He later manned up by marrying his spirit-daughter, becom-
ing the head of the house (in his head). Thereafter, Williams distanced 
himself from female mediums and adopted a stern religious theology, 
though he remained quite androgynous. Another prominent medium, 
Jesse Shepard, took his ambiguous sexuality even further. He was 
euphemistically described as a “beardless, boyish, spirituelle looking” 
creature who preferred the company of “vigorous young men.” Shepa-
rd’s ethereal voice was akin to a female soprano’s—a divalike tone that 
could channel divine spirits. This was also true of Spiritualist superstar 
Wilberforce J. Corville, who spoke “in a girlish voice of very pecu-
liar tone.” These men were openly queer (in every sense of the term) 
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at a time when science and medicine worked overtime to fix the lines 
between male and female and, later, homosexuality and heterosexuality. 
As a result, chest-thumping Transcendentalist Ralph Waldo Emerson 
complained that Spiritualism was “unmanly and effeminating.”10

 Despite all this gender bending and spiritual miscegenation, bina-
ries remained central to the way séances were organized. Spiritualist 
Amanda Spence put it in terms of “the Masculine, or Positive organiza-
tion” and “the Feminine, or Negative Organization.” To prime the flow 
of spiritual energy, positive forces sat by the medium’s left-hand side, 
and negative forces were to the right. Similarly, Andrew Jackson Davis’s 
instructions for a “spirit battery” instructed that “males and females 
(the positive and negative principles) are placed alternately.” Spiritual-
ists drew this language from gendered theories of electricity that had 
been around since the early days of electrical research. These theories 
informed the natural sciences, and they later seeped into everyday 
understandings of gender, sexuality, psychology, and anthropology. 
Media scholar Jeffrey Sconce notes that female mediums were imag-
ined as fully realized cybernetic beings: “electromagnetic devices bridg-
ing flesh and spirit, body and machine, material reality and electronic 
space.”11

 Spiritualism was initially influenced by mesmerism, or “animal mag-
netism,” which came of age in the late eighteenth century during the 
heyday of electrical experimentation. Friedrich Anton Mesmer caused 
a stir in Paris when he claimed that an ethereal electromagnetic “fluid” 
existed in all living creatures. The Austrian doctor used the term animal 
magnetism (derived from animus, the Latin word for spirit) to differen-
tiate it from mineral magnetism. In 1784, a commission of the French 
Academy of Sciences—which included Benjamin Franklin, among oth-
ers—debunked his findings. Mesmer was run out of the country, though 
his theories later caught on in 1830s America, where signs proclaiming 
“mesmeric examinations” and “diseases cured by mesmer-
ism here” were a common sight. The mesmeric circle, in which a 
small group of people held hands to increase the electrical charge, was 
later used as a template for Spiritualist séances.12

 Even though Spiritualists used gendered jargon, it was with the stra-
tegic goal of imploding social binaries. Amanda Spence reminded her 
audiences “that a man of feminine organization should . . . assume the 
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duties to which his nature calls him, and that a woman of executive 
temperament ought, without accusations of manliness and coarseness, 
to be permitted to take her due part in the executive branch of the busi-
ness of the world.” In short, mediums sought a balanced social, spiri-
tual, and sexual life. “The experiment of masculine rule has been tried 
long enough,” Spiritualist Thomas Hazard declared in 1868. “Six thou-
sand years of war, bloodshed, hypocrisy and crime have pronounced it 
as a gross failure. It is high time that the feminine element was called 
to its aid.” The fiction of spirit communion—which, to be fair, was 
deeply felt and quite real for many believers—allowed men to act in 
odd, “unmanly” ways and women to take control of their lives. This sort 
of prankish lie seems far less troubling than, say, the Catholic Church 
insisting that only men can be priests, because God said so.13

Spiritual Mediums and New Media

I suppose it’s possible that one day in 1848 real spirits descended on 
Hydesville and opened a channel to the Other Side. But there are more 
plausible explanations. The rise of Spiritualism was fueled by the way 
new communication technologies shaped the public imagination. 
Because the associations between electricity, media, and mysticism 
had been widely recognized for years, the concept of spirit communi-
cation was embraced by many, though certainly not all. When Samuel 
F. B. Morse requested congressional funding for his telegraph research, 
a U.S. senator sarcastically suggested that half the funds should also 
subsidize mesmeric experiments. Within this context, it makes total 
sense that the telegraph provided a model for séances (cryptic mes-
sages were heard in raps: tap, tap tap, tap, tap—like Morse code). “The 
whole mystery is illustrated by the workings of the common magnetic 
telegraph,” one Spiritualist scientist insisted. “The principles involved 
are identical.” A Spiritualist friend of the Fox sisters, the Reverend 
Joseph Osgood Barrett, once dreamt that his church had been trans-
formed into a massive broadcast station wired to the ghost world. He 
spoke of the “heavenly news along the attached wires, or chords of 
love-thought, uniting heaven and earth.” Not coincidentally, Spiritual-
ism’s leading papers were named the Spiritual Telegraph and the Celes-
tial Telegraph.14
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 These mystical and material communication technologies served 
two different purposes. The “spiritual telegraph” was used in the home 
and addressed issues important to women, whereas electrical telegra-
phy transmitted political and commercial information central to the 
patriarchal public sphere. Female mediums adopted scientific dis-
courses and invoked respected figures that were associated with elec-
trical research in order to legitimize themselves. In fact, the very first 
soul the Fox sisters conjured with their “spirit telegraph” was Mr. Elec-
tricity himself, Benjamin Franklin. On one spooky midcentury day, his 
sprit spoke through the rat-a-tat-tats of this newfangled device. “There 
will be great changes in the nineteenth century,” Franklin predicted, 
vaguely, by way of transcription from Maggie Fox. “Mysteries are going 
to be revealed. The world will be enlightened.” He also urged those who 
were present to establish “communications between two distant points 
by means of these rappings.” In 1852, one of the country’s more popular 
Spiritualist journals, the Shekinah, reported on a similar visitation from 
Franklin (who materialized many times in the decades that followed).15

 Spirit communication shaped the ways people made sense of nine-
teenth-century electrical media, and vice versa. Media scholar John 
Durham Peters points out that the word medium was simultaneously 
used to describe the electrical transmissions of the telegraph and the 
people who facilitated communiqués from the Other Side. Channel is 
another term inherited from Spiritualism that is still in use today. The 
use of these terms highlights the socially constructed nature of media, 
and it also demonstrates how the architecture of media can restruc-
ture human consciousness. German communication theorist Friedrich 
Kittler argued that the dominant information technologies in any era 
can fundamentally transform our perceptions of the social world. The 
imagined workings of supernatural phenomena evolve with changes 
in media, such as when the telegraph compressed distances separat-
ing physical bodies. Before the mid-nineteenth century, it was incon-
ceivable that people could send instant messages across the country or, 
for that matter, talk to the dead. Now that the telegraph broke down 
one barrier, why shouldn’t other uncanny forms of communication be 
possible?16

 This eeriness in the air seeped into popular culture. Two occult sat-
ires by Edgar Allan Poe, “Mesmeric Revelation” and “M. Valdemar,” 
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were so close to the mark that some readers confused them with reality. 
The latter story, written in the style of a medical report, was a grue-
some tale about a man who was mesmerized just before passing away. 
He remained in tortured limbo for weeks, begging to die. After the 
trance was broken, he decomposed into “a nearly liquid mass of loath-
some—of detestable putrescence.” The story was so convincingly writ-
ten that a publisher in England pirated it as a nonfiction work, and the 
London Sunday Times reprinted it without comment under the head-
line “Mesmerism in America: Astounding and Horrifying Narrative.” 
In a Barnum-like move, Poe declined to comment on its fictional sta-
tus. Morse’s invention, which coded the alphabet as a series of dots 
and dashes, also inspired the author’s interest in cryptography. “As the 
telegraph worked its way into the texture of daily life,” literary scholar 
Shawn James Rosenheim writes, “it became far easier for Poe to con-
ceive of a world structured around the concept of information, where 
knowledge itself was a form of decoding.” From this point of view, the 
world was a deceptive puzzle that shouldn’t be taken at face value (a key 
assumption of conspiracy theories, as we will see in the next chapter).17

 Most of Poe’s cryptographic writings were published from 1837 to 1844, 
between the time Morse began his experiments and the commercializa-
tion of the telegraph. During these years, he penned a rash of telegra-
phy-inspired essays, the Dupin trilogy, and “The Gold-Bug.” These works 
further popularized the connections between cryptography, telegraphy, 
and the supernatural. When Poe died in 1849, a year after the Fox sisters 
first heard those rapped musings, his spirit became more popular than 
his corporeal counterpart ever was. One medium even lobbied to have 
her “Message from the Spirit of E. A. Poe” integrated into his cannon of 
published works. Several others dashed out messages from famous spir-
its, which developed into a bizarre literary subgenre. Isaac Post, the hus-
band of the women’s rights and abolitionist leader Amy Post, published 
a compilation of messages from Thomas Jefferson, George Washington, 
Benjamin Franklin, and William Penn (whom the state of Pennsylvania 
was named after). He used a process called automatic writing to com-
pile a three-hundred-page book called Voices from the Spirit World, with 
a little help from “A. L. Fish (a rapping medium).”18

 By the early twentieth century, the written legacies of William 
Shakespeare, Jack London, and Oscar Wilde expanded greatly. This 
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publishing fad wasn’t just limited to historical figures. The spirit of 
Patience Worth, who allegedly lived during the second half of the sev-
enteenth century, was also “discovered.” In 1916, Henry Holt and Com-
pany published Patience Worth, a Psychic Mystery, which collected this 
fictional woman’s writings. In the 1920s, a large cottage industry pro-
duced a Patience Worth magazine, a Patience Worth publishing com-
pany, and an unending stream of transcribed poems and novels. With 
the assistance of some helpful (and inventive) mediums, she even pro-
duced a Victorian family melodrama. “Considering that neither Vic-
torians nor novels had existed in Worth’s day,” historian Paul Collins 
notes, “this was an impressive achievement indeed.” The most outra-
geous spirit memoir was Rev. Dr. Charles C. Hammond’s Light from the 
Spirit World: The Pilgrimage of Thomas Paine and Others to the Seventh 
Circle in the Spirit World. He claimed to have written it under, ahem, 
an “invisible influence.” Incredibly, the Library of Congress ascribed 
authorship to “Thomas Paine (Spirit).” Hammond took hilarious liber-
ties with the religious beliefs of this contrarian, who now admitted that 
he had been wrong all along.19

Thomas: Indeed, this is none other than William Penn—the mind who 
never drew a sword to gain a victory, or repel an enemy.

William: I am William Penn; I have watched thy course, Thomas, and 
I have sympathized in thy efforts to rid minds of superstition and 
priestly rule; but thou seest now that thy labor was not successful, 
because the wants of nature must be supplied. . . .

Thomas: But my weapons were not malicious.
William: No; thou wast not malicious, but thou didst what thou wouldst 

not do again, as thou seest now. . . .
Thomas: I see my error.20

On Light from the Spirit World’s final page, the Spirit Formerly Known 
As Thomas Paine promised, “I will write another book.” As it turned 
out, he didn’t produce a sequel and was never heard from again. But 
if contemporary observers happened to be under the “invisible influ-
ence” of opiates, they might argue that “Thomas Paine (Spirit)” lived on 
to influence hip-hop music. The famous pamphleteer now signed his 
name “T. Paine”—which was surely a time-traveling homage to T-Pain, 
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whose Auto-Tuned voice has haunted twenty-first-century radios. 
There was also a lot of talk about rap in the nineteenth century, a time 
when publishers pumped out books about “rapping mediums” and 
“spirit rappers.” Reverend Hiram Mattison’s Spirit Rapping Unveiled! 
was quite popular, as was the 1854 party-starting classic The Rappers, 
among many others. However, with a lack of historical evidence, we 
have no way of knowing whether there were any rivalries between East 
Coast and West Coast spirit rappers.21

Harry Houdini Tries to Make Spiritualism Vanish

By the late nineteenth century, Spiritualism had attracted its fair share 
of hucksters. The knocks, taps, and raps that marked the movement’s 
early years didn’t always make for exciting theater, so some mediums 
added pizzazz to their act. They graduated to telekinesis by making 
tables tilt and objects float, and a few magicians also made the cyni-
cal conversion to Spiritualism by giving their tricks a supernatural lus-
ter. The specter of fraud haunted true believers, for they knew those 
parlor charlatans could discredit the entire movement. Earlier in Harry 
Houdini’s life, before becoming a vocal skeptic, he desperately wanted 
to speak with his deceased mother, but his experiences with mediums 
always ended in frustration. After he noticed something fishy during a 
séance, Houdini confronted a mystical con artist, who confessed, “Well, 
you’ve caught me; but you’ve got to admit that I do more good than 
harm by consoling sorrowing people who long for a message from their 
loved ones.” Houdini asked if there was anyone he could recommend 
who wasn’t a fake. “None that I know of,” the medium replied. “They’re 
tricksters—every one of them.”22

 Early in his career, Houdini found a copy of The Revelations of a 
Spirit Medium. This short book was written under the pseudonym 
“A. Medium,” and it provided the budding magician with important 
tricks of the trade. It detailed the ways mediums could slip out of their 
bindings in a pitch-black room to manifest spirits, make otherworldly 
noises, shake tables, and return undetected. Using this book as a train-
ing manual, Houdini perfected skills that later came in handy as an 
escape artist. But before taking a more legitimate career path, Harry 
and his wife, Bess, made a living posing as fraudulent Spiritualists in an 
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old-time medicine show. While in Gelena, Kansas, they amazed crowds 
with disclosures about the private lives of audience members. In real-
ity, it was just another ploy Harry learned from The Revelations of a 
Spirit Medium. The Houdinis gathered information by visiting the local 
graveyard, memorizing names of the recently deceased, and getting tips 
from discreet local informants. The money was good, but they felt bad 
about preying on the vulnerable. “I was chagrined that I should ever 
have been guilty of such frivolity,” he later said, “and for the first time 
realized that it bordered on crime.” With no other job options, Harry 
and Bess joined a circus.23

 Harry Houdini’s crusade against Spiritualism culminated in a bizarre 
soap opera that costarred Sir Arthur Conan Doyle. It was a death-
match clash of two pop-culture titans. The author was an ardent Spiri-
tualist who believed in fairies (an odd contradiction for the creator of 
Sherlock Holmes, who was synonymous with rationality and empirical 
analysis). Doyle’s conversion began in 1880 after attending a lecture on 
the topic, and his interest in the occult further intensified after mar-
rying his second wife, Jean, in 1907. He became even more outspoken 
about his beliefs during World War One—when his son, brother, and 
several other family members died. Spiritualism’s ranks swelled in 
the wake of the conflict’s carnage, as did the number of skeptics. The 
soon-to-be antagonists met when the magician traveled to England to 
do research for the follow-up to his book Miracle Mongers and Their 
Methods. Houdini wanted access to Doyle’s mediumistic contacts, so he 
invited the author to see his stage show—which totally blew the author 
away. It convinced him that Houdini was most definitely in touch with 
the spirits. During their first meeting, Sir Arthur insisted on showing 
off his most prized possession: photos of fairies taken by two young 
girls. “A fake! you will say,” he said. “No, sir, I think not.” As a member 
of Britain’s upper class, he found it unfathomable that anyone “from the 
artisan class,” as Doyle put it, would be clever enough to fool him.24

 Doyle’s earnest convictions were reinforced by nineteenth-century 
Anglo-American culture’s blurring of rationalism, scientific inquiry, 
spirituality, and fantasy. Fairies, the widely accepted theory went, mani-
fested their presence with the same “spirit matter” and “psychic force” 
that could be witnessed during séances. These mystical creatures 
exploded in popularity at the beginning of the nineteenth century, a 



Spirits in the Material World 

86

trend that continued well into the twentieth century. Musical ballads, 
folktales, theater, and related fantasy literature appealed to British audi-
ences hungry for portrayals of fairyland. Sir Arthur’s uncle, Richard 
“Dicky” Doyle, was also the period’s most celebrated fairy illustrator 
(a milieu that also planted the seeds for J.  R.  R. Tolkien’s The Hobbit 
and his Lord of the Rings trilogy). Doyle first brought the Cottingley 
fairy photos to the public’s attention in the Christmas edition of Strand 
Magazine, a British periodical that published his early Sherlock Holmes 
stories. The issue sold out in a matter of days, and he later published the 
photos in a book titled The Coming of the Fairies. An American maga-
zine reviewed it with the headline “Poor Sherlock Holmes—Hopelessly 
Crazy?,” and the British humor magazine Punch mocked him with an 
illustration of the detective scowling at Sir Arthur, whose dreamy head 
floated in the clouds. Years later, one of the girls who took the photos 
admitted to fabricating them. She simply cut out a fairy illustration 
from one of 1915’s most popular children’s books—which, embarrass-
ingly, also included a story written by Sir Arthur.25

 When the two met again in America, Houdini tried to give Doyle 
a good-natured lesson. He devised an illusion that caused whatever 
Doyle scrawled on a piece of paper to appear on a slate board (written 
out by a cork ball that left a trail of white ink). Things backfired when 
this was viewed as absolute, verifiable proof of the magician’s super-
natural powers. An exasperated Houdini begged Doyle not to jump 
to conclusions, but Sir Arthur thought he was just being cagey. Later, 
when Harry and Bess visited the Doyles in Atlantic City, they attended 
a séance conducted by Lady Doyle. She claimed to have conjured the 
spirit of Houdini’s mother, but the showman knew she wasn’t playing 
straight. For one thing, the spirit spoke perfect English, while his mom 
only spoke Hungarian. “In Heaven,” Lady Doyle countered, “everyone 
speaks English.” This inspired Houdini to mess with their minds by 
staging a “deliberate mystification.” After being asked to try his hand 
at automatic writing, he grabbed a pencil and made a dramatic show of 
writing the name of one of Sir Arthur’s recently deceased friends. The 
excitable author spread word of this in Spiritualist circles, intimating 
that Houdini would soon convert.26

 “Dear Houdini,” psychic researcher E.  J. Dingwall inquired, “Is 
there any truth in the story of Doyle that you got an evidential message 
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from your mother through Lady Doyle? Also that you have become 
an automatic writer?” To set the record straight, Houdini testified in 
a notarized deposition: “I can truthfully say that I have never seen 
a mystery, and I have never visited a séance, which I could not fully 
explain.” He said much the same publicly, which Sir Arthur viewed 
as a direct attack on his wife’s reputation. Doyle insisted to Houdini, 
“So long as you attack what I know from experience to be true, I have 
no alternative but to attack you in return.” Houdini offered to send 
him a copy of his new book, A Magician among the Spirits, but he got 
no response. The book was criticized by Spiritualists for containing 
factual errors, something Houdini blamed on his publisher’s decision 
to cut the manuscript by one hundred thousand words and rush it 
to market. In a letter to Upton Sinclair, he wrote, “I had a slight pre-
monition that perhaps I would not live to see the book in print if I 
waited much longer, so I allowed them to rush it, against my judg-
ment.” Houdini’s life was in fact coming to a close; two years later he 
was dead.27

The Spiritualists Strike Back

Houdini’s anti-Spiritualist campaign provoked angry threats, particu-
larly from a medium who went by the stage name Margery. Her career 
was thriving, and she worried that the crusading magician would 
expose her. If that happened, Margery told Houdini, “some of my 
friends will come up and give you a good beating.” This wasn’t a hol-
low threat, for her devotees could be brutal. “Something will happen to 
that man H,” Doyle fumed in a letter to Margery’s husband, Dr. Cran-
don. “You mark my words.” The crazy train went off the rails after Sir 
Arthur got his very own spirit guide, Pheneas, who died “thousands of 
years ago in the East, near Arabia.” Naturally, Pheneas spoke through 
Lady Doyle. “Your wife is invaluable to us,” Pheneas said. “We use her 
a great deal.” As the official channel of Doyle’s spirit guide, Lady Doyle 
began playing a more prominent role in her husband’s affairs. “Houdini 
is going rapidly to his Waterloo. He is exposed,” Pheneas said during 
his first appearance. A few days later, the spirit guide grew more agi-
tated: “Houdini is doomed, doomed!” Lady Doyle informed Margery 
the medium, “We were also told that Houdini is doomed & that he will 
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soon go down to the black regions which his work against Spiritualism 
will bring him as his punishment.”28

 Soon after, Houdini self-published a pamphlet titled “Houdini 
Exposes Tricks Used by the Boston Medium ‘Margery’ to Win the 
$2500 Prize Offered by the Scientific American.” He filled it with pho-
tographs and illustrations that revealed her deceits. Meanwhile, Mar-
gery and her spirit guide, “Walter,” spread the word among Spiritualists 
that the magician was marked for death. Houdini was too well known 
among mediums to covertly visit séances, so he put together a network 
of undercover spies who posed as grieving widows. The magician also 
employed his niece Julia Sawyer to ensnare a particularly devious slate 
writer named Pierre Keeler. After Keeler dutifully channeled the spirits 
of Julia’s nonexistent sister—along with two relatives who happened to 
still be alive—Julia casually mentioned that her rich uncle was waiting 
at the train station. Keeler happily accompanied Julia, who introduced 
him to her wealthy wheelchair-bound relative. Then, like in a scene 
straight out of a Sherlock Holmes story, or Scooby-Doo, “Uncle Bill” 
yanked off a long white beard and revealed himself. “I got you Keeler,” 
Houdini exclaimed. His nurse, a reporter in disguise, stood by and took 
notes.29

 It was now open war between the Spiritualists and Houdini, who 
hit the lecture circuit decrying the dangers of fraudulent mediums. A 
1924 newspaper headline announced, “Houdini Hits Conan Doyle—
Magician Says Englishman’s Occult Teachings Are Menace to Sanity 
and Health.” Mediums fought back with libel suits and much worse. 
Papers across the country trumpeted, “Houdini Gets Death Threat—
‘Evil Spirits’ Put Curse on Him.” Even though the magic man quipped, 
“[They] can’t even give me a pimple by sticking hat pins through my 
photograph,” he was being disingenuous. Houdini knew what lengths 
some Spiritualists went to in dealing with critics. “Those mediums are 
bad actors and would think nothing of putting you in the hospital or 
worse,” he told his friend Joe Rinn, who helped debunk several fraudu-
lent mediums (and endured multiple attempts on his life as a result). 
Around this time, Houdini placed a call to Fulton Oursler, the editor 
of Liberty magazine. “Listen, I’m leaving on tour in a little while,” he 
said. “Probably I’m talking to you for the last time.” The editor asked 
what was going on. “They’re going to kill me.” Who? “Fraudulent spirit 
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mediums,” Houdini told Oursler. “Don’t laugh. Every night they are 
holding séances praying for my death.” His enemies soon got their wish. 
After one fateful show, a McGill University student punched Houdini 
in the stomach before he could prepare for the blow. This ruptured his 
appendix, eventually killing him.30

 “His death was most certainly decreed from the other side,” said Sir 
Arthur, who believed the spirit world was furious at the magician for 
attacking mediums while also using supernatural abilities to advance 
his career. (Houdini: the self-loathing Spiritualist.) No autopsy was 
ordered because doctors were certain it was a case of a ruptured appen-
dix, though some skeptics have floated other theories. Biographers Wil-
liam Kalush and Larry Sloman suggested that Spiritualists poisoned 
Houdini, but they offered no proof beyond vague circumstantial evi-
dence. In lieu of hard facts, the authors executed a bit of prank, with 
a capital “PR.” They staged a press conference in 2007 announcing the 
exhumation of Houdini’s body. A famous forensic-science professor 
would lead the examination, and “the only known living descendant of 
the family” received permission from the cemetery. None of this turned 
out to be true (to begin with, Houdini has several living relatives). It 
was just a publicity stunt on the part of Kalush and Sloman, designed to 
revive the flagging sales of their book. Even though Spiritualists likely 
played no part in ending Houdini’s life, they still used his death as a 
cautionary tale. When one of Doyle’s favorite mediums was revealed to 
be a fraud, the author angrily told the debunker he would meet a simi-
lar fate. “If I die,” Houdini said from his hospital bed soon before pass-
ing, “don’t be surprised if phony spiritualists declare a national holiday.” 
Appropriately enough, he passed away on Halloween.31

Enter the Sleeping Prophet

Spiritualism’s steep decline in popularity occurred around the turn of 
the century. After the Fox sisters’ initial burst of fame, they descended 
into alcoholism, unhappiness, and other ills. Near the end of Maggie 
Fox’s life, in 1888, she publicly turned her back on Spiritualism when a 
New York Herald reporter visited her. Drinking heavily and despondent 
about the recent death of her husband, she gave a dramatic interview 
that blamed her older sister, Leah, for their deceptions. “A Celebrated 
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Medium Says the Spirits Never Return,” the next day’s headline trum-
peted. Maggie deeply missed her husband but had no luck after sev-
eral attempts trying to contact him (an irony that made her even more 
miserable). “Nothing came of it—nothing, nothing,” she cried. The New 
York World followed up with a front-page story declaring, “Spiritualism 
Exposed: The Fox Sisters Sound the Death-Knell of the Mediums.” A 
month later, Maggie appeared at New York City’s Academy of Music to 
reveal how she and her sister produced those raps—by loudly popping 
their toe joints, apparently. Soon after, she recanted her repudiation. 
Though Maggie Fox denied being bribed by wealthy Spiritualists, the 
broke, broken woman hoped this return to the fold would earn her cash 
on the lecture circuit.32

 By the late nineteenth century, Spiritualism became estranged from 
its utopian roots, especially after respectable suffrage leaders began dis-
tancing feminism from its unruly past. New technologies also acceler-
ated Spiritualism’s retreat from public life. Thomas Edison founded the 
Edison Electric Illuminating Company of New York in 1880, and within 
a couple of decades electricity was powering streetcars, factory machin-
ery, and lighting for homes. Like many others who lived through these 
times, Edison was intrigued by the possibility of spirit communication. 
He once told Theosophist Henry Steel Olcott about an invention of his 
that connected one’s forehead to a pendulum, so to test the kinetic pow-
ers of the mind. Edison also explained to a reporter that he wished to 
see “if it is possible for personalities which have left this earth to com-
municate with us.” And in the final chapter of his memoir, titled “The 
Realms Beyond,” the inventor discussed a valve he was building that 
could help one converse with the Other Side.33

 The electric light bulb put the final nail in Spiritualism’s coffin. It lit-
erally and metaphorically banished shadows from the darkened séance 
room, washing away the mystery. Electricity and telegraphy—which 
had both been profoundly associated with supernatural phenom-
ena—eventually lost their magical luster. Spiritualist ideas lived on in 
the New Thought movement, which in turn influenced New Age ideas 
during the twentieth century. Many believers migrated to California 
and set up utopian communes, though the most influential Spiritualist 
descendant set up shop in a more unlikely locale. Edgar Cayce—“The 
Miracle Man of Virginia Beach”—bridged the old, weird world of the 
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nineteenth century and more contemporary obsessions with reincarna-
tion, astrology, ancient astronauts, and other trippy ideas that gained 
traction in the 1960s and 1970s. Slipping into a trancelike dream state, 
Cayce gave “readings” that discussed everything from prophetic predic-
tions to homeopathic cures. (The Journal of the American Medical Asso-
ciation noted, “The roots of present-day holism probably go back 100 
years to the birth of Edgar Cayce.”)34

 Cayce’s fame had multiple acts. He initially gained notice in 1910 
when the New York Times published a lengthy article titled “Illiterate 
Man Becomes a Doctor When Hypnotized.” The psychic found himself 
in the limelight again soon before his death in 1945, and in the 1960s 
he became more popular than ever. His alleged powers manifested 
themselves as a boy, when he was able to see people’s auras and hold 
conversations with dead relatives. Cayce’s parents dismissed this as the 
overactive imagination of a child—a reasonable conclusion, given that 
he liked to play in the vegetable garden with “little folk” no one else 
could see. As an adult, he continued to see these tiny, invisible crea-
tures, along with angels and other spirit guides. Rather than channeling 
a specific entity, the mystic claimed he was tapping into the origin of 
all knowledge. He called this The Source or, sometimes, The Informa-
tion. Even though he remained resolutely Christian throughout his life, 
Cayce drew some of his ideas from Hindu teachings espoused by late-
nineteenth-century Theosophist Madame Blavatsky. (The theosophists 
also revived interest in astrology and reincarnation, concepts Cayce 
helped popularize in the next century.)35

 The Sleeping Prophet gave well over twenty thousand “readings” in 
his lifetime, some of which were a bit crackpot—with an emphasis on 
the crack and the pot smoking. For starters, Cayce said he was well into 
his eighth incarnation on this earth. He was previously an Egyptian 
high priest named Ra Ta and a sculptor/chemist/artisan named Xenon, 
one of the defenders of Troy. The faithful downplay his more absurd 
predictions, such as the discovery of an Atlantean “death ray” in 1958 
or that Atlantis would surface near the Bahamas a decade later (an idea 
that intrigued stoned hippies at the dawning of the Age of Aquarius). 
According to Cayce, an explosive “Terrible Crystal” sunk Atlantis, 
which would soon rise again: “Expect it in ’68 and ’69,” he declared. 
“Not so far away!” Cayce likely absorbed the Atlantis myth from 
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Madame Blavatsky, though he was also influenced by the popular cul-
ture of his youth (such as Edgar Rice Burroughs’s The Lost Continent). 
Much like his Spiritualist predecessors, he was fascinated with electri-
fied communication technologies. Like-minded people flocked to him, 
including Thomas Edison, Nikola Tesla, NBC founder David Sarnoff, 
and FM radio pioneer Mitchell Hastings. Edison reportedly told Cayce, 
“When we see the entire world seeking, seeking, seeking, there must be 
something [to it].”36

 Cayce’s stories may have been wild, but he wasn’t a confidence man. 
He was widely regarded as a decent person who often gave readings 
for free, even when his family was nearly destitute. And unlike the 
more over-the-top mediums of the time, Cayce just spoke softly while 
appearing to be asleep. This is probably the reason why Harry Houdini 
remained curiously silent about him after observing a session in 1921. 
By the end of the 1920s, the Cayce Hospital for Research and Enlight-
enment was finally up and running, as was Atlantic University. “Men 
and women admitted on equal terms,” an advertisement stated. The 
women’s soccer team was called the Mermaids, and the school’s band 
was named, yes, The Atlanteans. For a bunch of New Agers, the men’s 
football team had a surprisingly winning debut season, even defeating 
American University 31–0. The Great Depression forced the university’s 
doors shut in 1932 (which perturbed the financial backers, who wished 
the psychic had warned them about the impending downturn). Atlantic 
University also failed because of some fiscally irresponsible decisions. 
While in a trancelike state a few months before the stock-market crash 
of 1929, Cayce was asked if the university should continue with a plan 
to “appropriate ten million dollars, to be obtained from the [perpetual-
motion] machine for the university.” The Source—via Cayce—replied, 
“Absolutely correct!” Regrettably, success hinged on a pretty far-fetched 
business plan.37

t t t

Inspired by that era’s new media, Spiritualists conjured an alternative 
spirit realm that left very visible traces on the material world. This fan-
tasy helped reorganize social relations by giving women leadership 
roles for one of the first times in Western history. Though some shady 
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opportunists did infiltrate the Spiritualist ranks, true believers shouldn’t 
be lumped in with con artists, pranksters, or hoaxers. Nevertheless, one 
thing they all had in common was a desire to play with media. Bound-
ary-blurring tricksters, who typically exist on the margins of society, 
often make communication technologies do things their inventors 
never intended. In the early stages of the development of media, before 
their uses are routinized and naturalized, the possibilities are wide open. 
There is nothing inherent in the wiring of the telephone, for instance, 
that ensured it would only be used for point-to-point communication. 
During the late nineteenth century, telephone lines were used to broad-
cast music to the masses—much like today’s radio stations. Inversely, 
early radio was often used to communicate from person to person, as 
opposed to a single station broadcasting to multiple listeners. The uses 
of media are shaped by the habits of mind shared by those who operate 
them—habits that can be transformed with imagination, creativity, and 
conviction. It therefore makes sense that Spiritualists repurposed the 
concept of electrical media to “break on through to the Other Side” (as 
a twentieth-century pop-culture shaman once sang).
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Meet  
the I lluminati

The intentions of political pranksters, attention-seeking hoaxers, and 
criminal con artists vary greatly, but they fool people for the same 
reasons. In each instance, their deceptions are engineered to exploit a 
victim’s belief system. The same is true of conspiracy theorists, whose 
self-deceptive tendencies prime them to buy into fictions that validate 
their worldviews. As this chapter colorfully illustrates, conspiracy theo-
ries are often based on source material drawn from a combination of 
genuine historical events, satirical pranks, and the sorts of self-serving 
hoaxes and cons that prey on the credulous. In the case of the Rosicru-
cian prank, the blowback from this satire exploded into a conspiracy 
theory of epic proportions. Back in the early seventeenth century, a few 
radical Protestants invented the Rosicrucian Brotherhood to provoke a 
public debate about scientific and theological concepts that the Catho-
lic Church wanted to suppress. Even if this secret society was a fiction, 
its doctrines were embraced by religious liberals and freethinkers who 
desperately wanted to believe. These fantasies rippled through the mod-
ern age, causing the religious right to react with horror and disgust.
 “In 1959 the Tidewater area of Virginia was literally a spiritual 
wasteland. For years it had been in the grip of demon power,” said Pat 
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Robertson, who settled in the region that year. “Virginia Beach was 
advertised as the psychic capital of the world. It was the headquarters 
of Edgar Cayce and the Association for Research and Enlightenment.” 
Cayce’s spectral presence profoundly warped Robertson’s conspiratorial 
outlook. “Stories abounded of people who discovered their psychic sen-
sitivity while visiting in the area,” the televangelist claimed. “Spiritualist 
centers dotted the Norfolk, Virginia Beach area.” For Robertson, New 
Agers weren’t harmless flakes—they were satanic demons in hippy dis-
guise. In his best-selling 1991 book The New World Order, he insisted, 
“The New Age religions, the beliefs of the Illuminati, and Illuminated 
Freemasonry all seem to move along parallel tracks with world com-
munism and world finance.” If you’re wondering what Spiritualists, 
Masons, bankers, and communists have to do with each other, they 
are all key players in a centuries-old political drama. Though we may 
think of the late twentieth century as a high-water mark for conspir-
acy mania, it swept through the West much earlier. The French Revo-
lution cemented a paranoid style that attributed every world-historical 
event to the machinations of the Bavarian Illuminati. Late-eighteenth-
century conspiracy theorists based this all-powerful secret society on 
the legend of the Rosicrucian Brotherhood. Fiction or not, the rash of 
writings about the Rosicrucians actually did inspire the formation of 
real-life secret societies like the Freemasons (who were also accused of 
sparking the French Revolution). Later in the nineteenth century, the 
Illuminati myth grew more ubiquitous with the help of a gadfly named 
Léo Taxil. His elaborate satire targeted the religious conservatives of his 
time—who fell for his outlandish stories hook, line, and sinker.1

Sinister Secret Societies

Despite the mythical status of the Bavarian Illuminati, it really did exist. 
It was founded on May 1, 1776 by a canon-law professor named Adam 
Weishaupt, who wanted to unshackle the world “from all established 
religious and political authority.” Just imagine Enlightenment philoso-
phy on LSD-laced energy drinks. By 1782, three hundred members 
had joined the Illuminati after Weishaupt and his followers infiltrated 
European Masonic lodges. Freemasons had long been associated with 
subversion because its members had a fondness for the Rosicrucians, 
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whose “invisible” members are the archetypal freethinkers of the mod-
ern era. Masons certainly didn’t go out of their way to discourage this 
radical-chic image. This outlaw status was bolstered by members who 
fabricated or exaggerated Freemasonry’s roots to make it appear more 
ancient, arcane, and impressive than it actually was. Some claimed 
a connection to the medieval Knights Templar, warrior monks that 
rebelled against the papacy in the fourteenth century. (Aligning them-
selves with the Templars and Rosicrucians was a strategic way to annoy 
the Vatican and other French conservatives.) Some even claimed that 
Freemasonry stretches all the way back to the builders of King Solo-
mon’s Temple. However, it probably just developed during medieval 
times—when stonecutter guild members used covert signs to identify 
one another to guard their knowledge against outsiders and protect 
their jobs.2

 It wasn’t until 1717 that the first Masonic Grand Lodge was formed, in 
London. Its members were middle-class liberals whose meetings were 
largely nonpolitical, save for endorsing secular Enlightenment princi-
ples, free speech, and open elections. This inevitably led to charges of 
“radical egalitarianism” by the Catholic Church, and in 1738 the pope 
banned Catholics from joining. Clement XII declared that Masons were 
“depraved and perverted, .  .  . most suspect of heresy.” It was therefore 
a no-brainer for conspiracy theorists of the time to blame the French 
Revolution on the Freemasons and the more elusive Bavarian Illumi-
nati (which became more powerful in myth than it ever was in real-
ity). By 1784, the Illuminati’s ranks swelled to three thousand, but the 
leader’s big mouth and reckless behavior led to the group’s downfall. 
The Bavarian government soon outlawed all secret societies in its terri-
tory, and in the process it seized and made public several incriminating 
documents. Weishaupt faded into obscurity while exiled in Gotha and 
died in 1830—which is more or less the end of the story, though some 
folks let their imaginations run wild.3

 In 1797, the Scottish physicist and inventor John Robison published 
Proofs of a Conspiracy against All the Religions and Governments of 
Europe, Carried On in the Secret Meetings of Freemasons, Illuminati 
and Reading Societies. Robison was the senior scientific contributor to 
the Encyclopedia Britannica’s third edition and a respected professor at 
Edinburgh University. After Proofs of a Conspiracy became a massive 
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hit—selling out within days in Britain and, later, America—he became 
famous for other reasons. Robison claimed that French aristocrats such 
as Mirabeau and Orleans joined underground groups that plotted the 
French Revolution, and he placed Adam Weishaupt at the center of this 
plot. The conspirators brewed tea that caused abortions, made a poi-
son that instantly killed when squirted in the face, and—yikes!—devel-
oped a “method for filling a bedchamber with pestilential vapours.” You 
could joke that he was on drugs, but that wouldn’t be far off the mark. 
Starting in 1785, Robison suffered from painful groin spasms that put 
him on a steady diet of opium and bed rest. Isolated, paranoid, and trip-
ping, he worried that the unfolding mayhem in France would reach his 
shores.4

 Abbé Augustin Barruel, a Frenchman who wrote the massive five-
volume Mémoires pour servir à l’histoire du Jacobinisme, confirmed 
Robison’s belief that the Revolution was caused by a “triple conspir-
acy” of anti-Christians, Freemasons, and the Bavarian Illuminati. Also 
published in 1797, Barruel’s book was swiftly translated into English 
as Memoirs Illustrating the History of Jacobinism. It traced the roots of 
this conspiracy back to the Knights Templar, those fourteenth-century 
warrior monks who turned against the pope. The Abbé believed that 
the rise of liberalism—which championed equal rights and individual 
liberty—was evidence of their continued influence. Over the centuries, 
the Knights Templar supposedly founded the Rosicrucian Brother-
hood, infiltrated the Freemasons, established the Bavarian Illuminati, 
and spread their devilish agenda throughout Europe. Back in the real 
world, Barruel didn’t notice any of this when the French Revolution 
was raging, nor did anyone else. The only exception was Marquis de 
Luchet’s anonymously published Essay on the Sect of the Illuminists, 
which warned of an occult order that sought to “govern the world.” 
However, this reference to an “Illuminist” was just a generic allusion to 
a mystical Freemason and not the Bavarian Illuminati itself.5

 In the late eighteenth century, many people were still scratching their 
heads about the causes of the French Revolution. It had nothing to do, 
the conspiracy theorists insisted, with the Bourbon dynasty’s political 
and financial misrule. Instead, they blamed a secret cabal that quietly 
pulled strings. “We shall demonstrate,” Barruel wrote, “even to the most 
horrid deeds perpetrated during the French Revolution, everything was 
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foreseen and resolved on, was combined and premeditated.” Barruel’s 
and Robison’s books continued to be discussed well into the twentieth 
century, especially after Pat Robertson heavily drew on them in 1991’s 
The New World Order. “The satanic carnage that the Illuminati brought 
to France,” he writes, “was the clear predecessor of the bloodbaths 
and successive party purges visited on the Soviet Union by the com-
munists under both Lenin and Stalin.” The televangelist also echoed 
the positions of the John Birch Society, a far-right American organiza-
tion founded in the 1950s. “The first and greatest enemy of Eighteenth 
Century Illuminati was Catholicism,” founding Bircher Robert Welch 
insisted. “This is why, at the height of the Revolution in Paris, all wor-
ship of God was formally abolished, and a statue was erected to the 
‘goddess of reason,’ to be venerated instead.”6

Illuminatiphobia Sweeps America

Much like how anticommunism offered a simple rendering of complex 
global politics during the Cold War, Robison’s and Barruel’s narratives 
filled a similar void. Their books fanned the flames of Illuminatipho-
bia throughout Europe, and alarm bells soon sounded in America. 
The French Revolution, combined with the rise of Jeffersonian democ-
racy, struck fear in the hearts of reactionary religious leaders. A pas-
tor named Jedediah Morse took to the pulpit and used tactics straight 
out of the Joseph McCarthy playbook. “I have, my brethren,” Morse 
declared, “an official, authenticated list of the names, ages, places of 
nativity, professions etc of the officers and the members of a Society of 
Illuminati .  .  . consisting of one hundred members.” Foreign enemies, 
he said, wanted “to subvert and overturn our holy religion and our 
free and excellent government.” Newspapers took up the debate over 
“Illuminated Masonry,” and a war of words erupted between the Ham-
iltonian Federalists and the Jeffersonian Democrats in 1798 and 1799. 
One Federalist claimed Thomas Jefferson was “the real Jacobin, the very 
child of modern illumination,” while a Jefferson supporter alleged that 
Illuminati-affiliated Federalists had infiltrated the New England clergy.7

 The president of Yale University took Morse’s unhinged rhetoric to 
the next level. “Shall our sons become the disciples of Voltaire, and the 
dragoons of Marat,” Timothy Dwight warned, “or our daughters the 
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concubines of the Illuminati?” George Washington received a copy of 
Robison’s book, and while he was skeptical, he didn’t reject it entirely. “It 
is not my intention to doubt that the doctrine of the Illuminati and the 
principles of Jacobinism had not spread in the United States,” Washing-
ton wrote. “On the contrary, no one is more satisfied of this fact than I 
am.” But he insisted that American Masonic lodges were not affiliated 
with the Illuminati. Washington’s defensiveness likely stemmed from the 
fact that Benjamin Franklin, Thomas Jefferson, and the president him-
self were all Freemasons. While it is true that Franklin was beloved by 
Italian Illuminati philosophers and scientists who took a shine to his 
electrical experiments, there is no evidence that he or any other found-
ers were Illuminati agents. At least, that’s what they want you to think! 
(Jefferson had a less diplomatic take on Barruel’s book, dismissing it as 
“the ravings of a Bedlamite.”) When Morse was challenged to be more 
specific in his proof, he could only vaguely point to a group of forty Mas-
sachusetts freethinkers as “evidence that the devil is at this time gone 
forth, having great influence.” Like many conspiracy theorists, it turned 
out that Morse—an ardent Federalist—had a partisan ax to grind.8

 Freemasonry regained its respectability in the United States after 
Washington’s death, but the pendulum swung back a couple of decades 
later. Anti-Masonism spread through New York State and New England 
after the September 11, 1826 kidnapping and murder of William Mor-
gan, who enraged Masons by revealing their mysterious rites. The killers 
were brought to justice but got off with light sentences—something that 
was attributed to the secret society’s behind-the-scenes machinations. 
It was widely believed that Masonic editors had muzzled the press, a 
charge that reverberates today in conservative attacks on elitist main-
stream media. Fifty-two anti-Mason newspapers popped up around the 
country, and several Anti-Masonic Party candidates were elected in the 
decade following Morgan’s murder. (It remains an enduring footnote in 
political history because it was the first party to hold a national conven-
tion, on September 11, 1830.) The moral panics that erupted over Free-
masonry and the Illuminati were fueled by a belief that a privileged few 
were closing off opportunities for common people. Anti-Masonic Party 
members regularly cited Robison’s and Barruel’s books, and concerns 
about shadowy puppet masters continue to course through contempo-
rary conservative movements.9
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 In the 1830s, the crosshairs were retrained on Catholics after they 
began immigrating from Ireland in record numbers. By midcentury, 
anti-Catholic conspiracy theories reached a fever pitch. “We have the 
best reasons for believing that corruption has found its way into our 
Executive Chamber,” a Texas newspaper declared in 1855, “and that our 
Executive head is tainted with the infectious venom of Catholicism.” 
In addition to bloody violence and mile-high piles of propaganda, the 
papal haters executed several hoaxes. One deceit involved Maria Monk, 
who suffered a severe brain injury at an early age after a pencil punc-
tured her ear. She grew up to be a wild child, so her parents sent her to 
live with nuns—who forced Monk to leave the convent after she became 
pregnant. She was taken in by nativist crusader William K. Hoyte, who 
helped Monk pen an outrageous book, Awful Disclosures. It made a 
huge splash after being hyped in the popular newspaper American 
Protestant Vindicator. Aside from Harriet Beecher Stowe’s Uncle Tom’s 
Cabin, it was the most widely read book of that era, selling over three 
hundred thousand copies by 1860. (Harriet’s father, Lyman Beecher, 
also happened to be a raging anti-Catholic; “Whatever we do,” he wrote 
of this threat, “it must be done quickly.”)10

 Monk’s lurid exposé included an account of her first experience in 
the confession booth, where the priest shocked her with his “licen-
tious expressions.” She was also forced to service the horny men in the 
monastery next door. The nuns told Monk that if she became preg-
nant, her child would be “baptized and immediately strangled.” Awful 
Disclosures also revealed mass graves filled with babies, underground 
torture chambers, and lots of sex! As historian Richard Hofstadter put 
it, “Anti-Catholicism has always been the pornography of the Puritan.” 
A prominent Protestant nativist debunked Monk’s story after visiting 
the convent in question. He saw no evidence of such shenanigans, but 
that has not prevented the book from remaining a steady seller well 
into the twenty-first century. The 2010 catalog of the right-wing mail-
order company CPA Book Publishers includes a listing for Awful Dis-
closures—along with John Robison’s Proofs of a Conspiracy, Charles 
Lindbergh’s populist (and Jew-baiting) book Banking, Currency, and the 
Money Trust, and several books published by the John Birch Society.11

 Jedediah Morse’s son Samuel F. B. Morse also saw conspiracies every-
where. In 1835, he penned two nutty books, titled Foreign Conspiracy 
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against the Liberties of the United States and Imminent Dangers to the 
Free Institutions of the United States. “A conspiracy exists,” he said of 
the Catholic menace, and “its plans are already in operation.” Ironically, 
at the very moment that the European Catholic Church was accus-
ing Freemasons and the Illuminati of plotting to destroy civilization, 
American Catholics were being accused of doing the exact same thing, 
in precisely the same manner. Morse was soundly defeated when he 
ran for office on a nativist platform, but he more than made up for that 
failure by developing the telegraph. But he still remained in the grip of 
paranoia, something that influenced the inventor’s initial idea to bury 
his telegraph lines. That decision proved to be disastrous, because the 
soil corroded the uninsulated wires. Stringing them overhead would be 
cheaper and easier, but he was afraid of saboteurs: “mischievously dis-
posed persons,” Morse fretted, could “injure the circuit.” The inventor 
was just walking in his father’s footsteps. “Like Jedediah, Samuel was 
haunted by the specter that insidious conspirators were subverting the 
republic,” media historian Richard R. John writes. “Telegraph saboteurs 
were but one more peril that Samuel felt impelled to combat.”12

A Grand Unified Conspiracy Theory Is Born

One of the nineteenth century’s oddest ideological twists was the fab-
ricated association between Judaism, Freemasonry, and Satanism. In 
medieval Europe, Jews were sometimes viewed as quasi-oriental sorcer-
ers or disguised demons that worshiped the ancient text of the “satanic” 
Kabbalah. A common depiction of the Devil resembled a clichéd 
image of the Jew: “goat-hoofed, bearded, curly-haired, redheaded, and 
horned.” The occasional massacres of Jewish communities during the 
eleventh and twelfth centuries were but one expression of that era’s anti-
Semitism. Also rampant were charges that Jews were secretly commit-
ting atrocities against Christians, especially little boys—which became 
known as the “blood libel.” Infants were supposedly being kidnapped 
and slaughtered by Jews, who drank their blood during Passover. (I had 
no idea babies were kosher.) In 1255, a rumor panic exploded in Eng-
land after a boy’s body was found in a cesspool near the house of a Jew-
ish man. The man confessed after being tortured, and about a hundred 
Jews were arrested, tried, or murdered outright.13
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 After the French Revolution, the archaic connection between Juda-
ism and Satanism was revived in the form of a grand unified conspir-
acy theory. This was one of the central premises of Le Juif, le Judaïsme 
et la Judaïsation des peuples Chrétiens (translated as The Jew, Judaism 
and the Judaization of the Christian Peoples). This 1869 book was the 
bible of French anti-Semitism, and it was written at the height of a 
conflict between the Catholic Church and Freemasonry. Even though 
the Masons did not singlehandedly spark the French Revolution, as 
many Catholics suspected, the secret society was more than happy 
to take credit for the headaches it caused the Church. From there, it 
was just a short (illogical) leap to believe Freemasonry was in cahoots 
with Satan-worshiping Jews. Among other claims, the Le Juif authors 
insisted that the Masons developed an “intimate alliance with the mili-
tant members of Judaism, princes and imitators of the high cabal.” To 
better understand how this Judeo-Masonic conspiracy theory con-
gealed, we need to turn our attention back to early-nineteenth-century 
France.14

 At first, none of the French Revolution conspiracy theories men-
tioned Jews. This changed in 1806 when Abbé Barruel got a letter from 
a man named J. B. Simonini (likely a pseudonym used by the French 
political police). Simonini congratulated Barruel on having “unmasked 
the hellish sects which are preparing the way for Antichrist” but then 
pointed out something he missed: “the Judaic sect.” Barruel came to 
believe that a “supreme council” made up of twenty-one people, of 
which at least nine were Jews, had an iron grip on European Masonic 
lodges. Within that covert council was yet another secret inner council 
of three, who elected a Grand Master that controlled all international 
Masonic lodges. As I have already noted, the modern notion of a 
satanic secret society within a secret society was first popularized in the 
early 1600s by the pranksters who invented the Rosicrucian Brother-
hood. This Judeo-Masonic conspiracy theory was merely an updated 
version of that meme. Barruel dreamt up an elaborate communication 
network—complete with relay runners—which allowed orders to be 
speedily carried out in a pre-telegraphy era. This idea may have been 
inspired by the Rothschilds, a prominent Jewish banking family that 
grew rich using courier pigeons to get finance-related news in advance 
of competitors.15 Drawing on Simonini’s letter, Barruel wrote,
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From neighbour to neighbour and from hand to hand the orders are 
transmitted with incomparable speed, for these pedestrians are delayed 
neither by bad weather, nor by the mishaps that normally befall horse-
men or carriages. . . . They stop neither to eat nor to sleep, for each one 
covers only two leagues. The mail-coach takes ten hours from Paris to 
Orleans, stopping for an hour; the distance is thirty leagues. Fifteen or 
twenty pedestrians, replacing one another, can reach Orleans from Paris 
in nine hours, using short-cuts and above all never stopping.16

 According to Simonini, not only did Jewish conspirators establish 
Freemasonry and the Bavarian Illuminati; they also infiltrated the 
Church hierarchy. Over eight hundred Italian ecclesiastics, includ-
ing bishops and cardinals, were actually crypto-Jews (who planned to 
install one of their own as pope). These claims were nothing new. Dur-
ing the Spanish Inquisition in the late fifteenth century, many Catho-
lics suspected that Jewish conversos to Christianity remained clandes-
tine Jews—or were atheists and perhaps even Satanists. Also implicated 
were the “Illuminists,” or alumbrados, who were associated with Eras-
mian humanism, a proto-Enlightenment tradition reviled by the 
Church. Even though the French Revolution solidified the imagined 
links between Judaism and illuminated thought, the facts say otherwise. 
Freemasons largely resisted allowing Jews in their lodges, Weishaupt’s 
Bavarian Illuminati was also unwelcoming, and Orthodox Jews viewed 
Freemasonry as an abomination. After Napoleon grudgingly granted 
Jews universal rights, all the pieces of the Judeo-Masonic conspiracy 
theory fell into place. In 1806, the year Barruel received the Simonini 
letter, Napoleon gathered an advisory committee of prominent French 
Jewish scholars and rabbis to help bolster his political power. But he 
made the mistake of calling it the “Great Sanhedrin,” which reinforced 
the belief that a secret Jewish tribunal was steering world events.17

 To avoid “the effect which might be produced by the ‘Sanhedrin,’” 
Barruel shared the Simonini letter with Church officials and French 
security forces. He wrote a massive manuscript about this conspir-
acy but destroyed it two days before his death in 1820 (Barruel feared 
it would lead to a massacre of the Jews). Nevertheless, the book’s key 
claims became public knowledge, and a new wave of anti-Semitism 
rolled through the land. Because Jews had previously been denied entry 
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into traditional professions, they were disproportionately associated 
with banking, journalism, and other symbols of modernity. Mystery 
veiled their religious rituals, which were sometimes misunderstood as 
witchcraft by outsiders. This perception, compounded with resentment 
toward Jewish bankers such as the Rothschilds, fomented hatred on all 
sides of the political spectrum. The landed aristocracy viewed Jews as a 
political threat; Protestants and Catholics saw them as uncanny, occult 
beings; and socialists despised them for keeping the proletariat down. 
As the nineteenth century wore on, Illuminatiphobia, anti-Masonry, 
and anti-Semitism merged to form a hugely influential worldview. By 
1893, a Catholic archbishop confidently insisted that “everything in 
Freemasonry is fundamentally Jewish, exclusively Jewish, passionately 
Jewish, from the beginning to the end.”18

An Evil Hoax

In Warrant for Genocide, the definitive book on the origins of The Proto-
cols of the Elders of Zion, Norman Cohn traces the roots of this infamous 
forgery back to the early nineteenth century. The Protocols presents itself 
as a transcript of the first Zionist Congress held in Basel, Switzerland—
where Dr. Theodor Herzl outlined plans to install a supreme Jewish 
ruler. If this sounds a lot like the Bavarian Illuminati’s plot to control 
the world, that’s because The Protocols heavily plagiarized from Barruel’s 
Memoirs Illustrating the History of Jacobinism. Additionally, at least 15 to 
20 percent of The Protocols was copied from Maurice Joly’s 1864 political 
satire about Emperor Napoleon, Dialogue in Hell between Montesquieu 
and Machiavelli. The latter took the form of an imagined conversation 
between the infamous political philosopher Machiavelli and Montes-
quieu, a champion of Enlightenment principles. “Like the god Vishnu,” 
Machiavelli said, “my press will have a hundred arms, and these arms 
will give their hands to all the different shades of opinion throughout 
the country.” Compare this with the almost-identical Protocols passage, 
allegedly uttered by a sinister Jew: “These newspapers, like the Indian 
god Vishnu, will be possessed of hundreds of hands, each of which will 
be feeling the pulse of varying public opinion.” Joly’s line “Evil instincts 
among men are much stronger than the good” was adapted within The 
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Protocols as “I maintain that men of evil instinct are more numerous 
than those of good character.” And so on—and on and on.19

 The Protocols also borrowed from a book by Hermann Goedsche, 
written under the pseudonym “Sir John Retcliffe.” This writer’s day job 
was split between laboring at a post office and working as an openly 
anti-Semitic journalist—all while acting as an agent provocateur for 
the Prussian secret police. In this capacity, Goedsche forged letters 
and documents that discredited left-wing politicians, radical rabble-
rousers, and Jews. For an unrepentant hate-monger, he had a soft side: 
by night, Goedsche was a romantic novelist. His melodramatic novel 
Biarritz contained a chapter titled “In the Jewish Cemetery, Prague,” 
which starred a satanic rabbi intent on annihilating Christianity. (Coin-
cidentally, this chapter also plagiarizes from Joly’s Dialogue, among 
other sources.) Goedsche’s story, which took place during the Feast of 
the Tabernacles, described a gathering of powerful Jews, named—what 
else?—the Sanhedrin. At midnight, in a graveyard, a blue flame illumi-
nated the conspirators as a hollow voice intoned, “I greet you, heads of 
the twelve tribes of Israel.” Zombielike, they replied, “We greet you, son 
of the accursed.”20

 The year Goedsche published Biarritz, 1868, was significant. Years 
of Napoleonic rule over Germanic states resulted in the partial libera-
tion of the Jews, which provoked some violent anti-Semitic reactions in 
that region. “It is therefore not surprising,” Cohn writes, “that the first 
comprehensive formulation of the modern myth of the Jewish conspir-
acy should have appeared in Germany at the very moment when Jews 
were about to be granted full emancipation.” Fears of the Jewish men-
ace, also prevalent in Russia, helped turn Goedsche’s fictional story into 
fact. Someone in St. Petersburg published the Biarritz chapter in 1872 as 
a stand-alone pamphlet, along with a note that stated it was based on 
a true story. This was followed in 1876 by the publication of a similar 
pamphlet titled In the Jewish Cemetery in Czech Prague (the Jews Sover-
eigns of the World). By 1881, it appeared in France—this time presented 
as a historical document, Annals of the Political and Historical Events 
of the Last Ten Years. This version consolidated all the speeches from 
Goedsche’s original novel into one long monologue that was deliv-
ered by the chief rabbi. That text was eventually interpolated into The 
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Protocols, whose authors added a hodgepodge of Joly’s Dialogue and 
Barruel’s Memoirs.21

 This head-spinning game of telephone is a disturbing example of 
how hoaxes, fantasies, and satire can take on a life of their own. To 
summarize: The Protocols’ mutant family tree includes an Illuminati-
phobic history of the French Revolution, a political satire targeting 
Napoleon III, and an anti-Semitic romantic novel that was later trans-
formed into a nonfiction essay. The Protocols was first published in a 
1903 edition of the Banner, a Russian newspaper in St. Petersburg. Two 
years later, a minor tsarist official named Sergei Nilus reprinted it in his 
book The Great within the Small: The Coming of the Anti Christ and the 
Rule of Satan on Earth. Nilus warned that the Antichrist would appear 
as a Jewish messiah who conspired with secret societies to establish a 
godless world empire—an explanatory narrative that has enjoyed tre-
mendous staying power. It is, for instance, more or less the plot of Tim 
LaHaye and Jerry Jenkins’s Left Behind novel. In this best-selling book, 
the satanic Jew is substituted for a charismatic United Nations secre-
tary-general who espouses ideas loathed by conservatives. “We must 
disarm,” the U.N. leader insists, “we must move to one currency, and we 
must become a global village.”22

 Nilus’s The Great within the Small kept The Protocols on the radar 
in eastern Europe, but it might have been relegated to the historical 
dustbin if not for the efforts of two anti-Semitic peas in a pod: capi-
talist car manufacturer Henry Ford and mass-murdering warmonger 
Adolf Hitler. Ford reprinted parts of the forgery in his newspaper, the 
Dearborn Independent, which was widely distributed through Ford 
car dealerships. The Protocols also appeared in his best-selling book 
The International Jew. As the most famous and respected industrial-
ist of the era, he played a central role in stoking American anti-Sem-
itism. Ford was forced to repudiate The Protocols after being sued for 
libel, but the damage had already been done. In Germany, this docu-
ment helped explain the country’s economic woes after it was soundly 
defeated in World War One. “According to The Protocols of Zion,” Hit-
ler wrote, “the peoples are to be reduced to submission by hunger. The 
second revolution under the Star of David is the aim of the Jews in our 
time.” Translations appeared in multiple languages, and it continued to 
spread around the world, despite a Swiss court ruling that deemed it a 
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fraudulent patchwork. “I hope that one day there will come a time,” the 
presiding judge stated, “when no one will any longer comprehend how 
in the year 1935 almost a dozen fully sensible and reasonable men could 
for fourteen days torment their brains before a court of Berne over the 
authenticity of these so-called Protocols.” His assessment turned out to 
be overly optimistic.23

 Friedrich Wichtl’s 1919 book World Freemasonry, World Revolution, 
World Republic: An Investigation into the Origin and the End Goal of the 
World War recycled the Judeo-Masonic conspiracy theory for the post-
war era. Published in Germany, this influential screed blamed World War 
One on Freemasons, Jews, and the Bavarian Illuminati. A young Hein-
rich Himmler, who became a leading member of the Nazi party, wrote in 
his diary that Wichtl’s book “tells us against whom we must fight.” Satanic 
Semites were going to destroy the world! Winston Churchill echoed these 
sentiments when he published an article in a 1920 issue of the Illustrated 
Sunday Herald. He blamed the war on a “sinister confederacy” of inter-
national Jewry that quietly conspired with European secret societies. The 
future prime minister cited a British fascist named Nesta Webster, who 
claimed that the Jewish-led Illuminati was part of a “world-wide conspir-
acy for the overthrow of civilisation.” Churchill noted that, as “Mrs. Web-
ster has so ably shown,” this secret cabal played “a definitely recognisable 
part in the tragedy of the French Revolution.”24

 Predictably, Nesta Webster insisted that The Protocols’ authentic-
ity was “an entirely open question.” Years later, in 1991, Pat Robertson 
introduced a new generation to Webster’s wacked-out ideas by citing 
her writings in The New World Order. He avoided quoting her more 
anti-Semitic opinions, but they are in plain view throughout her writ-
ings. “Beneath all these occult sects one common source of inspiration 
is to be found,” she argued in Secret Societies and Subversive Movements, 
“the perverted and magical Cabala of the Jews.” Robertson insists that 
he doesn’t have a prejudiced bone in his body, but one passage from his 
1972 autobiography is particularly telling. Describing his first experi-
ence with other evangelicals who spoke in tongues, he writes, “In those 
days we had a deep-seated fear of what church people would think of 
our experience with the Holy Spirit, and our prayer meetings were often 
held late at night, like a gathering of conspirators.” He adds, “As was 
true of the disciples after the crucifixion, we made a practice of locking 
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the doors to our prayer meetings, ‘for fear of the Jews’” (a quote from 
John 7:13 but also a nod to the accusation that the Jews killed Jesus).25

 Nesta Webster traced her history of secret societies all the way back 
to the Rosicrucians, who she said were inspired by “the perverted Jew-
ish Cabala of the Rabbis.” In fact, she believed that Jews have always 
been the source of all things mystical and evil. “Throughout the Middle 
Ages it is as sorcerers and usurers that they incur the reproaches of the 
Christian world,” Webster wrote. The presence of Jews, she added, could 
be detected “behind the scenes of revolution from the seventeenth 
century onward” (referring in part to the influence of the Rosicrucian 
Brotherhood). In addition to being obsessed with Jews, Webster’s books 
regularly returned to a time-worn theme: secret societies inside secret 
societies. Discussing the Order of the Golden Dawn, a late-nineteenth-
century occult organization, she said, “the real directors of the Order 
were in Germany and known as the ‘Hidden and Secret Chiefs of the 
Third Order.’” The Secret Chiefs, it was said, were supremely intelligent 
god-men who controlled the fate of humankind. Webster didn’t real-
ize, however, that it was a hoax invented by one or more of the Golden 
Dawn’s founders (in order to bestow mystery and legitimacy on their 
brand-new organization). This was a common impulse at the time. 
Many European adepts contrived supposedly ancient cults, designed 
ceremonies around dimly understood rituals, and claimed connections 
to ancient civilizations.26

 Oddly enough, Nesta Webster was a bit of a mystic herself. Around 
1910, she became convinced that she was the reincarnation of a French 
Revolution–era countess, which prompted a lifelong obsession with the 
Bavarian Illuminati. Webster’s worldview was rooted in “magical think-
ing,” a reasoning process that imagines a causal relationship between 
real-world events and rituals, utterances, and thoughts. For instance, 
the Judeo-Masonic conspiracy theory she promoted requires one to 
believe that witches, Jews, and Satanists have steered history through 
the ages. After all, it is much easier to blame the French Revolution on 
the devil than to wrap one’s head around the complicated social and 
economic forces that gave rise to it. Webster also argued that the Illumi-
nati recruited “militant suffragettes” into their ranks and that “terrible 
bands of harpies” cast spells and ran wild in the streets of Paris. Pat 
Robertson lapped all this up. Citing Webster, he blamed the Russian 
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Revolution on the Illuminati, Freemasons, “German-Jewish intellec-
tuals,” and—wink, nudge—international financiers. Embarrassingly, it 
turns out that Webster’s and Robertson’s books credulously cited sev-
eral satirical hoaxes masterminded by Léo Taxil, a pen name used by 
journalist-provocateur Gabriel Jogand-Pagès.27

Léo Taxil, Prankster

Between 1885 and 1897, the self-proclaimed “greatest joker of all times” 
transfixed the public with lurid revelations about Freemason black 
masses, orgies, and good ole Satan worship. Born in 1854 to a devoutly 
religious French family, the rebellious Jogand-Pagès developed a rep-
utation as a prankster throughout his troubled Catholic education. In 
1880, he broke off ties with his family, changed his name to Léo Taxil, 
and gleefully entered into a career of “poison-pen, yellow journal-
ism.” He edited such journals as the Mudslinger and authored a popu-
lar sacrilegious text, The Amusing Bible for Grown-Ups and Children. 
Taxil also published outrageous political tracts such as Down with 
the Cloth! and wrote several pornographic novels (The Pope’s Mistress 
and The Debauches of a Confessor, to name a couple). He faced many 
duels, mostly over defamation, and by 1876 he had been put on trial 
thirteen times. But business was good. Down with the Cloth!—which 
labeled Pope Pius IX a “debaucher, forger, adulterer, and assassin”—sold 
130,000 copies. The profits were more than enough to make up for the 
court-ordered damages.28

 So it came as a shock when, in April 1885, Taxil walked into a Cath-
olic church and claimed the Holy Spirit moved him to convert. He 
renounced his old writings, and in June 1887 he received a personal 
audience with Pope Leo XIII. When asked what he truly desired, the 
prankster fell to his knees and gushed, “Holy Father, to die at your feet, 
right now!” Over the next decade, he churned out several books such 
as Confessions of an Ex-Free-Thinker, The Anti-Christ and the Origin of 
Masonry, and The Masonic Assassins—all of which sold in the hundreds 
of thousands. It was the most celebrated conversion of the time, and 
one detractor dismissed Taxil as “the spoiled darling of the conservative 
Catholics.” The only explanation for the Church’s naiveté was that he 
exceeded its most far-fetched conspiracy theories about Freemasonry. 
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It made no difference how unbelievable Taxil’s claims were, even when 
he revealed that the fraternal organization welcomed female members. 
The Existence of the Lodges of Women is also notable because it included 
“Secret Instructions” supposedly written by Albert Pike, the American 
head of Scottish Rite Freemasonry: “The Masonic Religion should be, 
by all of us initiates of the higher degrees, maintained in the purity of 
the Luciferian doctrine.” French Catholics immediately held up “Pike’s 
Secret Instructions” as proof of Masonic devil worship, even though 
Taxil was the true author.29

 Taxil had help from his childhood friend Charles Hacks. Under 
the name Dr. Bataille, Hacks wrote a two-thousand-page exposé that 
revealed a worldwide conspiracy of Freemasons, Buddhists, Hindus, 
Spiritualists, Masons, and Englishmen. The Devil in the Nineteenth Cen-
tury was published by the most respected Catholic publishing house in 
1892, and it became a best-seller. The book alleged that Albert Pike had 
a telephone system that allowed him to instantly communicate with 
other Freemasons in seven of the world’s capitals. Devils, of course, were 
employed as operators. Pike also wore a magical bracelet used to sum-
mon Lucifer, and Satan once took him on an excursion to Sirius. While 
in Calcutta, Bataille witnessed a “Baptism of the Serpents” in a Masonic 
temple, attended a blasphemous “Marriage of the Apes,” watched Indian 
girls dematerialize, and was present for a human sacrifice. In Singapore, 
Bataille saw a Presbyterian Church turn into a Masonic lodge with the 
touch of a button. He was also shocked—shocked!—to discover that the 
Rock of Gibraltar contained hidden factories that churned out weapons 
for a coming global war against all Catholic nations. Authors outside of 
Taxil’s circle eagerly embellished these stories. Leon Meurin, the bishop 
of Port-Louis, imaginatively merged anti-Anglo animosity with anti-
Semitism in the book The English, Are They Jews?30

 Taxil’s prank came to a thunderous close after he invented Diana 
Vaughan, a mysterious woman who was born on February 29, 1874 
(a date that didn’t actually exist, but no one seemed to notice). This 
devil in a red dress—the bride of “Hell’s Four Hundred”—was the high 
priestess of Lucifer, an honor supposedly bestowed on her by Albert 
Pike. Taxil first exposed the nefarious doings of Miss Vaughan in his 
four-volume book Are There Women in Freemasonry?, which revealed 
the existence of a previously unknown “Palladian Order.” The book’s 
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introduction reprinted seventeen letters of goodwill from gullible bish-
ops, archbishops, and cardinals. Catholic journals began printing let-
ters from Vaughan that described a variety of implausible scenarios—
including, as an 1897 issue of Literary Digest deadpanned, “remarkable 
stories about piano-playing alligators.” More Taxil-penned letters, arti-
cles, and books laid out a convoluted series of factional splits among 
Freemasons: some sided with Satan, others with Lucifer.31

 By now, Taxil’s stories had completely dispensed with any pretenses 
of believability. Miss Vaughan went on “excursions to Mars” with the 
aid of devils, traveled to the Garden of Eden, and defeated its guard-
ian angels. She also mounted a gigantic white eagle that took her to the 
planet Oolis and returned to Earth via volcano (arriving, naturally, at 
Pike’s Scottish Rite temple in Charleston, South Carolina). Just another 
day in the life of a Luciferian high priestess of Freemasonry. Taking a 
page from P. T. Barnum, Taxil acted as Diana Vaughan’s business agent, 
and he used every promotional gimmick under the sun. Photographs 
of Miss Vaughan clad in Masonic vestments appeared alongside arti-
cles about how she had relocated to Paris in search of new souls to 
devour. Horrified Catholics prayed for her to convert, and then—lo and 
behold—she did so in 1897. Vaughan immediately stopped publishing 
the journal of the New and Reformed Palladium and began serializing 
her next project, Memoirs of an Ex-Palladist.32

 After Charles Hacks / Dr. Bataille confessed that his book was a lie, 
doubts about Vaughan’s existence intensified. (Hacks made it clear why 
he wrote The Devil in the Nineteenth Century: there was money to be 
made on the “known credulity and unknown idiocy of the Catholics.”) 
Taxil finally called a press conference at the Geographical Society in 
Paris, where he promised that Vaughan would at last make her public 
debut. After twelve eventful years, the prankster came clean. “My Rev-
erend Fathers, Ladies, Gentlemen,” Taxil told the assembled priests and 
journalists. “First of all, it is appropriate to convey some thanks to those 
of my colleagues of the Catholic Press. . . . Do not get angry, my Rever-
end Fathers, but do laugh heartily when you are told now that what did 
happen is the very opposite of what you expected.” Taxil chose to begin 
and end his “funny as well as instructive hoax” in “April, the month 
of gaiety, the month of pranks.” He explained that the satanic woman 
pictured in the Catholic press was actually his typist, a Protestant who 
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happily played along with the charade. Taxil then ridiculed Catholics as 
ignorant imbeciles all too willing to wallow in their own stupidity.33

My first books on Freemasonry were a mish-mash of rituals with inter-
pretations; each time that a passage was obscure, I explained it in a sense 
agreeable to Catholics who would see Lucifer as the Grand Master of the 
Freemasons. There were several books by authors who ran in the train 
of my marvelous revelations. The most extraordinary of these works was 
that by a Jesuit bishop, Monsignor Meurin, bishop of Port Louis, who 
came to see me in Paris and consult me. He got well informed!34

Taxil was referring to Leon Meurin, the author of The English, Are They 
Jews? and Freemasonry: The Synagogue of Satan. The latter was a work of 
fiction in more ways than one (his account of “an authentic apparition 
of Satan” was plagiarized from a short story in Blackwood’s Magazine). 
“Palladism,” Taxil trumpeted, “my most beautiful creation, never existed 
except on paper and in thousands of minds!” He then apologized to Free-
masons for his nonsensical attacks: “they could not foresee the outcome,” 
he boasted, “which will be a universal roar of laughter.” Taxil left through 
the back door under police protection when a near riot broke out, but 
at least he had the foresight to have all umbrellas and canes checked at 
the door. Plenty of pro-Catholic publications denounced him, though 
some accepted it as an important lesson. “For all our deep disgust at Léo 
Taxil and his helpers we can not deny that they have, unintentionally of 
course, done some good,” one paper noted. “An end should be put to all 
the numerous stories which fantastic souls, addleheads, fake converts, 
and conscienceless liars continually offer the public in the shape of rev-
elations, secrets, and predictions.” Taxil’s confession was followed by his 
immediate retirement, which was funded in part by those who (literally 
and figuratively) bought his stories. He moved to a stately home outside 
Paris and lived a comfortable life until his death in 1907.35

t t t

Taxil’s mischief produced several unintended consequences. Most 
significantly, Albert Pike continues to live in infamy as a result of the 
satanic “Secret Instructions” that were attributed to him. Nesta Webster 
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popularized this lie, as did Lady Queenborough in her 1933 book Occult 
Theocrasy. Queenborough came across Taxil’s forgery in Woman and 
Child in Universal Freemasonry, an 1894 book by Abel Clarin de la Rive 
(who was just as guilty of incompetent research as those who cited his 
book). After the Christian Book Club of America reprinted Queen-
borough’s tome, “Pike’s” instructions became a staple of the conspiracy 
theories that were embraced by the John Birch Society, Pat Robert-
son, and others on the far right. This chain of citations helps explain 
why an obscure historical figure such as Pike continues to resurface in 
popular culture. Most recently, he was used as a key plot device in Dan 
Brown’s novel The Lost Symbol and in the Nicolas Cage film National 
Treasure: Book of Secrets. Another resilient Taxil-penned hoax involved 
the prominent liberal Italian politician Adriano Lemmi, who succeeded 
Pike as the “Luciferian pope.” Even though Taxil admitted at his press 
conference, “it was not in the Palazzo Borghese, but in my study that he 
was elected pope of the Freemasons,” this story has been persisted for 
over a century.36

 The Rosicrucian Brotherhood prank, the self-mythologizing tenden-
cies of the Freemasons, the post–French Revolution emancipation of 
Jews, the rise of Spiritualism, and Taxil’s dozen-year ruse all created a 
perfect storm. By the end of the nineteenth century, the Judeo-Masonic 
conspiracy theory evolved into an electrifying explanatory narrative. 
With the help of a thriving right-wing publishing industry, generations 
of religious and political conservatives have cited and recited a series 
of fabricated atrocity stories until they became gospel. Since the early 
1600s, a wild array of fantasies, forgeries, hoaxes, pranks, cons, and con-
spiracy theories merged, mutated, and took on a life of their own. This 
reshaped the modern world’s social, religious, and political landscape in 
ways that reverberate to this day. “It is self-evident that Masonic beliefs 
and rituals flow from the occult,” Robertson wrote in The New World 
Order. “Beliefs from Egyptian mysticism, Chinese Buddhism, and the 
ancient mysteries of the Hebrew Kabalah [sic] have been resuscitated 
to infuse their doctrines. What a splendid training ground for a new 
world / New Age citizen!”37
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The Golden A ge  
of Newspaper Hoaxes

In the 1830s, with literacy hovering around 90 percent for white New 
Yorkers, the city was primed to become America’s newspaper capital. 
But it wasn’t quite there yet. New York’s eleven daily newspapers had a 
combined total circulation of only 26,500, a small number compared to 
the total population of Manhattan and its surrounding boroughs. The 
top-selling papers (such as the Journal of Commerce and the Commer-
cial Advertiser) focused on political and economic news only of inter-
est to the mercantile and upper classes. And at a whopping six cents 
per issue, they priced most residents out of the market. The emerging 
penny presses stepped into this vacuum by catering to the middling 
classes, mixing straight news stories with the most sinful, outrageous, 
and tragic reports of the day. Of particular note was Benjamin Day’s 
New York Sun. This paper specialized in crime—if it bled, it led—and it 
featured other eye-popping articles geared toward the working masses. 
The Sun entertained its readers with huge headlines, slang-filled prose, 
sensational stories, and several bald-faced hoaxes.
 Since the eighteenth century, newspapers regularly mixed fac-
tual reports with fictional stories, but this changed by the early 1900s. 
Advances in communication technologies and shifts in journalistic 
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norms put the breaks on older, more frisky journalistic traditions. Nine-
teenth-century hoaxers and pranksters created a backlash that helped 
establish new standards of newsroom professionalism that frowned on 
overt deception. Nevertheless, these changes opened up possibilities for 
a new kind of hoaxer: the PR man. The types of trickery covered in this 
chapter certainly differ in terms of motive (such as a racist prank that 
was intended to undermine Abraham Lincoln’s presidency, a newspaper 
hoax designed to increase sales, and various corporate public-relations 
campaigns and government propaganda efforts meant to mold the 
minds of the masses). However, there are important similarities. In each 
case, the perpetrators didn’t just make mischief with media; they funda-
mentally remade media in the process.1

Moon and Balloon Hoaxes

During the summer of 1835, a Halley’s comet year, the Sun reported 
on shocking new astronomical discoveries made from a South Afri-
can observatory. The sightings were attributed to a famous astronomer 
named Sir John Herschel, who published his findings in the (nonex-
istent) Supplement to the Edinburgh Journal of Science. Knowing the 
world was waiting in anticipation for news from this remote outpost, 
reporter Richard Adams Locke unleashed his imagination within the 
pages of the Sun. The story began with Sir John scanning the moon 
and discovering a field of poppies: “Then appeared as fine a forest of 
firs, unequivocal firs, as I have ever seen cherished in the bosom of my 
native mountains.” This was an earthshaking discovery, for it proved 
that the moon had a life-sustaining atmosphere. Herschel had once and 
for all “affirmatively settled the question whether this satellite be inhab-
ited, and by what order of beings.” And what an order of beings it was! 
After panning across the poppies and a red-hilled valley, Herschel could 
hardly believe his eyes: Moon. Animals. With. Horns.2

 “The horned goats seemed to prefer the glades to the woods, rac-
ing fast over the gently sloped ground, pausing a while to nibble on the 
grass, then bounding and springing about as playfully as kittens.” Locke, 
the joker—and probable midnight toker—named this area “The Valley 
of the Unicorn.” By starting his tall tale in a lunar poppy field, he was 
surely alluding to the psychedelic states recently described in Thomas 



The Golden Age of Newspaper Hoaxes 

116

de Quincey’s Confessions of an English Opium Eater. The surreal sight 
grew trippier when the scientific team observed a group of man-bats, or 
Vespertiliohomo, who enjoyed active sex lives. (Their “improper behav-
ior,” Locke intoned, would “ill comport with our terrestrial notions of 
decorum.”) The Sun did report on the man-bats’ more G-rated activities, 
such as how they spent “their happy hours in collecting various fruits 
in the woods, in eating, flying, bathing, and loitering about.” Because 
the articles mentioned that Herschel’s team made engravings of these 
creatures, readers flooded the Sun with requests for lithographs. Sens-
ing a potential windfall, the paper commissioned a print titled Lunar 
Animals and Other Objects.3

 The man-bats bit the Big Apple, hard. An illustrated pamphlet com-
piling the entire series sold sixty thousand copies in under a month, and 
the Sun’s circulation soon topped eighteen thousand. It was now the 
biggest paper in the world. The famous journalist Horace Greeley spoke 
of the story’s “unquestionable plausibility and verisimilitude,” claiming 
it had fooled “nine-tenths of us, at the least.” It also made an impres-
sion on P. T. Barnum, who was launching a career in the deceptive arts 
the very same year. “The sensation created by this immense imposture, 
not only throughout the United States, but in every part of the civilized 
world,” he noted, “will render it interesting so long as our language shall 
endure.” Even such respectable outlets as the New York Times fell for it. 
The hoax-loving Edgar Allan Poe observed with an air of bemusement, 
noting that “the astonishment of that public grew out of all bounds.” He 
recalled, “A grave professor of mathematics in a Virginian college .  .  . 
told me seriously that he had no doubt of the truth of the whole affair!” 
A group of excited Yale professors also took the bait. After they traveled 
to New York City in search of the elusive Supplement, New York Sun 
publisher Benjamin Day sent them on a wild goose chase across Man-
hattan. They took the ferry back home empty-handed.4

 Doubts grew louder, and the buzz spread around town that Richard 
Adams Locke was—gasp—a hoaxer. He began drinking more heavily 
after his boss ordered him to keep quiet. One night at a bar, Locke con-
fessed to an old friend who worked at the Journal of Commerce, which 
was planning to publish the moon series. “Don’t print it right away,” 
Locke blurted out. “I wrote it myself.” News of the ruse quickly rip-
pled across the country. Papers in Europe piled on, but it took months 
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for this curious story to reach South Africa. Herschel first learned of 
it when a friend presented him with a pile of newspapers and a pam-
phlet titled A Complete Account of the Late Discoveries in the Moon. His 
good-humored mate took a dramatic bow and excused himself, leaving 
the astronomer to explore his own discoveries. “This is a most extraor-
dinary affair!” he exclaimed. “Is this really a reprint of an Edinburgh 
publication, or an elaborate hoax by some person in New York?” The 
astronomer was flooded with mail, including a missive from a Baptist 
missionary seeking advice on how to spread the word of God to lunar 
inhabitants. In a letter to his aunt, an exasperated Herschel wrote, “I 
have been pestered from all quarters with that ridiculous hoax about 
the Moon—in English French Italian & German!!”5

 Coincidentally, Edgar Allan Poe published a similar story three 
weeks before Richard Adams Locke’s news broke. As was the case for 
the Sun journalist, Herschel’s A Treatise on Astronomy provided the 
inspiration for Poe’s piece. “The Unparalleled Adventures of One Hans 
Pfaall” appeared in the June 1835 issue of the Southern Literary Mes-
senger. It was about a voyage to the moon in a hot air balloon “manu-
factured entirely of dirty newspapers.” His story sunk without a trace, 
another bitter reminder that the world didn’t appreciate his talents. Poe 
became convinced that Locke had ripped him off, and he also obsessed 
over the scientific flaws in his rival’s story. He harrumphed, “bat-men 
could not fly on the moon because the moon had no air.” Though Poe 
felt the Sun’s series was poorly written, he gave a backhanded compli-
ment by describing it as “the greatest hit in the way of sensation—of 
merely popular sensation—ever made by any similar fiction either in 
America or Europe.” Whereas Locke’s story appeared in a newspaper 
and struck a serious tone, Poe’s piece appeared in a literary journal and 
was marked as fiction. Given that the latter was “half plausible, half 
bantering,” as Poe later lamented, it had no chance of succeeding as a 
prank.6

 The dejected writer abandoned the second part of his Pfaall story 
after Locke’s success, though he got a second chance at mass-mediated 
mischief a decade later. In 1844, he convinced the Sun to publish his 
hoax about a seventy-five-hour hot-air-balloon ride across the Atlantic. 
In preparing it, Poe studied Locke’s story to avoid his earlier tactical 
errors. This time he used a well-known figure, Monck Mason, and paid 
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careful attention to the details—right down to the type of equipment 
the balloonist used in real life. The Sun’s five-thousand-word extra edi-
tion featured an explosion of random fonts, punctuation, italics, and 
boldface type.7

astounding news
by express via norfolk!
the atlantic crossed in three days!
signal triumph of mr. monck mason’s flying machine!!!8

On the day the story was published, Poe wobbled to the top of the news-
paper building’s steps, drunk on wine, and revealed to an assembled 
crowd that the great Edgar Allan Poe was the genius author of the hoax! 
“The crowd scattered,” one witness recalled, and “sales fell off.” Poe 
had a history of alcohol-fueled self-sabotage. In the next issue, the Sun 
printed a simple retraction: “we are inclined to believe that the intelli-
gence is erroneous.” Philadelphia’s Saturday Courier was the only paper 
that bothered reprinting parts of the Sun’s extra edition, but it skepti-
cally advised, “The celebrated ‘Moon Hoax,’ issued from the office of the 
New York Sun, many years ago, was an ingenious essay; but that is more 
than can be said of the ‘Balloon Story.’” Poe, who was clearly in total 
denial, gave a very different account of its success in a letter printed 
in the Columbia Spy. “I never witnessed more intense excitement to 
get possession of a newspaper,” he wrote. “As soon as the few first cop-
ies made their way into the streets, they were bought up, at almost any 
price, from the news-boys, who made a profitable speculation beyond 
doubt.”9

Miscegenation Shakes Up an Election

Sutured together from the Latin terms miscere (to mix) and genus (spe-
cies), the word miscegenation was invented at the tail end of 1863. It first 
appeared in a pamphlet titled Miscegenation: The Theory of the Blend-
ing of the Races, Applied to the American White Man and the Negro. 
This anonymous seventy-two-page publication was part of an elaborate 
political hoax timed for the presidential election season. Its endorse-
ment of race mixing and insistence that it was the Caucasian man’s 
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“noble prerogative to set the example of this rich blending of blood” 
caused an immediate sensation. Predictably, white supremacists went 
into apoplectic fits. David Goodman Croly, an editor at the New York 
World, wrote Miscegenation with one of his reporters, George Wake-
man. The World was like the Fox News of the mid-nineteenth century, 
and its reports regularly stirred up white, working-class racial resent-
ments. “And now, behold!” the authors sarcastically announced, “the 
great Republican party has merged into the little abolition party. The 
drop has colored the bucket-full.” Miscegenation drew on scientific the-
ories about race that were gaining traction at the time, as well as con-
cepts (“grafting,” “crossing”) borrowed from horticulture and animal 
husbandry. “All that is needed to make us the finest race on earth,” it 
stated, “is to engraft upon our stock the negro element.”10

 From a contemporary vantage point, Miscegenation reads like an 
ideologically confusing game of Mad Libs: “Look at those anti-white 
Republicans, with their awful progressive agenda! Who will they vote 
for next, a black president with a white mother?” The pamphlet was a 
big hit, and its passages were even read in the halls of the U.S. Congress. 
Representative Samuel Sullivan Cox, a Democrat from Ohio, quoted 
from it when he attempted to block the Freedman’s Bureau bill. The con-
gressman concluded his recitation by claiming that Republicans were 
“moving steadily forward to perfect social equality of black and white, 
and can only end in this detestable doctrine of—Miscegenation!” It was 
exactly the kind of pot-stirring reaction Croly and Wakeman hoped for, 
and they expertly managed the hoax like a public-relations campaign. 
First, they sent out advance copies to abolitionist tastemakers with a 
warm letter soliciting their opinions. Parker Pillsbury, the editor of the 
National Anti-Slavery Standard, wrote back to say that Miscegenation 
had “cheered and gladdened a winter morning.” Pillsbury’s paper ran a 
glowing review that hoped “there will be progressive intermingling and 
that the nation will be benefited by it.”11

 Croly and Wakeman quietly provided their political allies with 
ammunition. Congressman Cox crowed to his colleagues that Parker 
Pillsbury, Lucretia Mott, and many other Progressive leaders endorsed 
the doctrine. Some suspicious abolitionists did not take the bait, believ-
ing it would “retard” their efforts to end slavery. Mott acknowledged 
that her Massachusetts Anti-Slavery Society had lobbied to repeal the 
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law against interracial marriage, but she was careful to note that it 
had never advocated “such unions.” And even though Pillsbury liked 
the pamphlet, he still warned that it might do “more harm than good.” 
Proslavery forces also singled out Spiritualists for ridicule. The Lon-
don Times noted that “the advanced spirits” of the Republican Party 
believed blacks were “in many important respects the superior of the 
whites.” Similarly, the prosouthern London Morning Herald mocked the 
reactions of these “hare-brained spiritual mediums of the land—and 
there are a score or more of these ethereal individuals in every northern 
village.”12

 When the hoax was still under way, New Hampshire Patriot con-
cocted an article titled “Sixty-Four Miscegenation.” It implausibly 
claimed that sixty-four proabolitionist teachers in New England’s Port 
Royal school gave birth to mulatto babies. The New York World reported 
on a Democrat’s speech that insisted interracial unions would lead to 
polygamy. Sounding like a warped Benetton ad, the politician said, “a 
man could have a yellow wife from China, a brown wife from India, a 
black wife from Africa, and a white wife from his own country, and so 
have a variegated family and put a sign over the door: ‘United Matri-
monial Paint Shop.’” These racists may have been horrible people with 
hate in their soul, but you can’t say they were totally humorless. Misce-
genation successfully turned interracial marriage into one of the central 
campaign issues of the 1864 elections at a time when the electoral tide 
was turning against Lincoln. His campaign was in shambles, and the 
president privately believed it was “exceedingly probable” he would lose 
the election. The proslavery press reiterated the false claim that Lincoln 
advocated race mixing, which he most certainly did not (the president 
could be as racist as the worst of them).13

 The London Morning Herald was the first to reveal that the pam-
phlet was a politically motivated fake. “The ‘Moon Hoax’ in the Shade,” 
another headline declared, referring to Richard Adams Locke’s Sun 
series. A year later, Congressman Cox wrote in his memoirs, perhaps 
disingenuously, “No one in Congress thought of questioning the gen-
uineness and seriousness of the document.” Others were clued in that 
it was a hoax. The National Anti-Slavery Standard stated, “The little 
book upon ‘miscegenation’ has very generally been regarded here as 
a burlesque, or satire.” Miscegenation succeeded in turning interracial 
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mingling into an enduring political boogeyman, and only a few radical 
abolitionists continued to publicly endorse the concept. The hoax had 
very long legs, and it helped shape the course of American race rela-
tions well into the twentieth century. In 1864, the New York World noted 
that the word miscegenation had “passed into history” and accurately 
predicted that it “will live forever in the grateful midriff of a nation.” 
Miscegenation went into heavy rotation, and it remained a powerful 
rhetorical tool used to police color lines. It took until 1967, in the Loving 
v. Virginia decision, for the U.S. Supreme Court to rule that laws ban-
ning interracial marriage were unconstitutional.14

The Golden Age Ends

On November 9, 1874, the New York Herald whipped the city into a 
frenzy after it published a story about a Central Park Zoo animal riot 
that killed forty-nine people and injured over two hundred. The head-
lines screamed:

awful calamity
The Wild Animals Broken Loose
from Central Park
terrible scenes of mutilation
A Shocking Sabbath Carnival
of Death
savage brutes at large
Awful Combats Between The Beasts
and the Citizens15

Dozens of vicious animals stalked city residents after a cruel zookeeper 
poked Pete the Rhinoceros with a stick, making him go berserk. When 
another zoo employee fired his gun, the bullets bounced off the rhino’s 
hide as it charged the shooter. “The horrid horn impaled him against a 
corner cage and killed him instantly,” the Herald breathlessly reported, 
adding that Pete was “tearing the cage to pieces and releasing the pan-
ther.” Lincoln the Lion planted its paw on a human corpse, roaring as 
shots whizzed by his head. “Almost on the heels of the puma came the 
black and spotted leopard, followed by the jaguar, the African lioness, 
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and tiger.” People fled the blood-soaked avenues when a Bengal tiger 
killed over twenty bystanders on the corner of Thirty-Fourth Street and 
Madison Avenue. The city had never seen so much bloodshed; arms, 
legs, and heads littered the gutters. New York governor John A. Dix 
arrived with a gun in hand, and several other prominent New York-
ers took part in an animal hunt on Broadway. The Herald also quoted 
a proclamation by the city’s mayor warning citizens not to go outside: 
“There is a sharp lookout for the black wolf.”16

 Because of the slow speed at which news traveled back then—there 
was no telephone or radio, for instance—many New York City residents 
lived in fear until the following morning. Readers locked themselves 
indoors, and even journalists fell for the story. The editor of the New 
York Times reportedly left his home “with a brace of pistols, prepared to 
shoot the first animals that would cross his path.” Dr. George W. Hos-
mer, a celebrated war correspondent, appeared in the Herald’s offices 
with two large navy revolvers, shouting, “Well, here I am.” And James 
Gordon Bennett, the owner of the paper that published the hoax, col-
lapsed in his bed after reading the story and remained there all day. Like 
many of his paper’s readers, Bennett did not make it to the final para-
graph, which began, “Not one word of it is true.” The Herald contin-
ued, “Not a single act or incident described has taken place. It is a huge 
hoax, a wild romance, or whatever epithet of utter untrustworthiness 
our readers may choose to apply to it.” The article’s stated goal was to 
“test the city’s preparedness to meet a catastrophe,” though selling tons 
of papers was surely the main objective.17

 Before the turn of the century, pulling a successful hoax was consid-
ered as much a badge of honor as getting an exclusive is today. It was 
not uncommon for newspapers to print tall tales, which were some-
times marked with the preamble “important, if true.” Many of the yarns 
published in the American West were obviously preposterous, such a 
story about a bird that hid from its enemies by swallowing itself. In the 
South, newspapers printed similar tales that were typically provided 
by readers. Another form used by unreliable narrators was the sketch, 
which reported on real events using the literary tropes of fiction writ-
ing. In the eighteenth century, Daniel Defoe, Benjamin Franklin, and 
contributors to Addison and Steele’s Spectator routinely wrote sketches. 
This slippery journalistic style thrived well into the nineteenth century, 
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when Mark Twain wrote for the Virginia City Territorial Enterprise. 
His most significant hoaxes had a southwestern regional spin, such as 
an 1862 tale about a hundred-year-old “petrified man” who was found 
embedded in a cliff (simultaneously winking and thumbing his nose 
at the world). “I was a brand-new local editor in Virginia City, and I 
felt called upon to destroy this growing evil,” Twain said of a fad that 
was sweeping the area, where people obsessed over all things fossilized. 
“I chose to kill the petrifaction mania with a delicate, a very delicate 
satire.”18

 In another piece, “A Bloody Massacre Near Carson,” Twain described 
the misadventures of a man who went nuts after losing money in a min-
ing scheme. He murdered his family, rode into town clutching a chunk 
of his wife’s head, and died on a saloon’s steps “with his throat cut from 
ear to ear and bearing in his hand the reeking scalp from which the 
warm, smoking blood was dripping.” Much of Twain’s homegrown 
humor was an exaggerated version of the often-brutal everyday realities 
out West, where frauds, cons, and violence were regular occurrences. 
Years later, Twain recalled the “feats and calamities” that he “never hesi-
tated about devising when the public needed matters of thrilling slaugh-
ter, mutilation and general destruction.” Twain’s massacre story was no 
exception. “Well, in all my life I never saw anything like the sensation 
that the little satire created,” he boasted. “Most of the citizens dropped 
gently into it at breakfast, and they never finished their meal.” Twain 
pointed out that his story had many telltale signs of a hoax, including 
such impossibilities as the existence of a “great pine forest” in the mid-
dle of the desert. Local readers picked up on other clues, such as the fact 
that the murderer, Philip Hopkins, was known in those parts as a bach-
elor. Also, folks around town were well aware that Twain’s friend owned 
the saloon where the killer supposedly expired.19

 The Territorial Enterprise was among the most influential papers in 
the West, and several other news outlets reprinted the story. Those who 
weren’t in on the joke were outraged when Twain published a simple, 
unrepentant retraction the next day: “I take it all back.” Readers howled 
in protest “from Siskiyou to San Diego.” One newspaperman com-
plained, “The ass who originated the story doubtless thinks he is ‘old 
smarty’—we don’t,” and a San Francisco paper promised a boycott of 
the Enterprise until Twain was fired. The paper retorted in its defense, 



The Golden Age of Newspaper Hoaxes 

124

“Truth is not an indispensable requisite in the local columns of a news-
paper,” adding, “the more outrageous the hoax, the greater the evidence 
of talent.” Throughout the nineteenth century, newspaper articles were 
not judged solely on their “truthfulness.” The quality of their wit and 
storytelling was key, but by the beginning of the twentieth century these 
kinds of hoaxes would become an endangered species. However, that 
doesn’t mean deception would be completely erased from the pages of 
the newspaper.20

PR Is Merely the First Two Letters of the Word Prank

While working as a journalist and press agent in the 1910s, Edward Ber-
nays helped invent the field of public relations. During World War One, 
he sharpened his media persuasion skills while serving as a member of 
the U.S. Committee on Public Information (CPI). It was, Bernays said, 
“the first organized use of propaganda by our Government, and its work 
was the forerunner of modern psychological warfare.” CPI was charged 
with selling the war to the public, and the agency sought to “guide the 
mind of the masses” with a publicity apparatus that dwarfed every-
thing that came before it. Bernays’s colleague Walter Lippmann worked 
for years as a public intellectual and a shadow consultant to corporate 
power brokers and politicians—including President Woodrow Wilson, 
for whom he served as an adviser. The president ran for reelection in 
1916 on the slogan “He kept us out of war” but then shocked the coun-
try by changing course early in his second term. Wilson installed the 
esteemed Progressive investigative journalist George Creel as the head 
of CPI to deflect criticism from his electoral base, which was skepti-
cal of this “capitalists’ war.” Creel’s impeccable anticorporate credentials 
helped sell the American public on the campaign to “Make the World 
Safe for Democracy.”21

 Creel used his social and professional connections to bring Progres-
sive journalists, editors, and opinion leaders into line. CPI distributed 
its newspaper to opinion leaders, worked with college professors who 
published prowar pamphlets, printed millions of posters and buttons 
in a dozen languages, and weaved its messages into advertising, politi-
cal cartoons, and state fair exhibitions. It also coordinated the activities 
of the “Four-Minute Man” (not to be confused with the very different 
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“Sixty-Minute Man,” of popular music fame). The Division of Four-
Minute Men was primarily composed of businessmen and other well-
regarded professionals, who delivered weekly speeches to their com-
munities. CPI distributed a newsletter with government-sanctioned 
talking points, and over seven million speeches were delivered in fifty-
two hundred communities between 1917 and 1918. On any given week, 
hundreds of men addressed their friends and neighbors—all while 
sticking to a centrally coordinated script.22

 After the war, Edward Bernays assisted corporate efforts to persuade 
consumers and citizens. “Newsworthy events, involving people, usu-
ally do not happen by accident,” he said. “They are planned deliberately 
to accomplish a purpose, to influence our ideas and actions.” Bernays 
believed social-science-informed propaganda efforts would make 
America’s large-scale society operate more smoothly. (At the time, the 
p-word didn’t carry the same negative baggage it does today; it was 
originally conceived as a tool that could help citizens cut through the 
noise of media.) An “intelligent few” would be charged with shaping 
the minds of the masses, a technique that Walter Lippmann famously 
called “the manufacture of consent.” It could be achieved through a “an 
independent, expert organization for making the unseen facts intel-
ligible to those who have to make the decision.” Bernays’s influential 
handbooks Crystallizing Public Opinion (1923) and Propaganda (1928) 
helped popularize Lippmann’s ideas. Each of them believed that tech-
nocrats should frame stories for journalists, who would then deliver the 
prepackaged news for the public. Media critic Stuart Ewen character-
izes Bernays’s ideal model of communication as merely a hallucination 
of democracy: “A highly educated class of opinion-molding tacticians 
is continuously at work, analyzing the social terrain and adjusting the 
mental scenery from which the public mind, with its limited intellect, 
derives its opinions.”23

 Many conservatives draw a straight line from the nefarious Progres-
sive agenda of President Woodrow Wilson—a former university profes-
sor—to “Professor in Chief” Barack Obama, another Ivy League elite. The 
far right has long despised Wilson for his association with such figures as 
Lippmann, Bernays, and a social-science-loving philosopher named John 
Dewey. Talk-show host Glenn Beck seethed that Wilson “is an evil SOB” 
and a “horror show, possibly the spookiest president we’ve ever had.” Beck 
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was following the lead of the John Birch Society and its founder, Robert 
Welch, who loathed Wilson and his propagandistic social engineers. “It 
was under Wilson that the first huge parts of the Marxian program, such 
as the progressive income tax, were incorporated into the American sys-
tem,” he writes. “And they undoubtedly rejoiced at the success of their 
satanic schemes.” Welch also claimed that college professors pulled the 
strings of Adam Weishaupt’s Bavarian Illuminati: “the diligence and skill 
with which they worked at promoting each other is illustrated by the fact 
that within a comparatively few years all of the chairs at Weishaupt’s own 
University of Ingolstadt, with two exceptions, were occupied by Illumi-
nati.” With ruthless precision, they marched in lockstep to carry out their 
socialist plot. (Back in the land of reality, anyone who has witnessed a 
university faculty meeting is aware of the impossibility of getting some 
professors to agree on the sky’s color.)24

 President Wilson’s ally John Dewey, whose educational reforms helped 
establish kindergartens in America, is another pariah of the right. “Since 
Dewey began his notorious career at Columbia, twisting and shaping the 
values and behaviors of American scholars and teachers,” Pat Robertson 
declared, “the secular establishment has been patiently and persistently 
dismantling America’s value system and its ethical foundations.” Progres-
sivism’s sinister associations were further solidified by fact that Wilson 
was associated with mystics such as Edgar Cayce, who reportedly advised 
him during the planning stages of the League of Nations (an internation-
alist project that was another bogeyman feared by the right). Although 
no official record of the visit exists, there is plenty of evidence connecting 
the two. Cayce’s friendship with the president’s brother and his two first 
cousins is well documented, and they all received “readings” from Vir-
ginia Beach’s Sleeping Prophet. Also, just like Wilson, Cayce was a Free-
mason. Cue sinister music. Because Bernays was associated with Wilson, 
this public-relations man has made appearances in right-wing conspiracy 
theories involving mind control.25

 To be fair to Bernays’s more sane conservative critics, he did often 
sound like an elitist, technocratic puppet master. “We are dominated by 
a relatively small number of persons,” he wrote, admiringly. “It is they 
who pull the wires which control the public mind, and who harness old 
social forces and contrive new ways to bind and guide the world.” The 
consolidation of media ownership in the first decades of the twentieth 
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century promised to make Bernays’s dream-factory-of-persuasion a 
reality. During this time, newspaper chains gained a near stranglehold 
over publishing, and radio networks dominated the airwaves. Media 
messages were being steered by a decreasing number of news sources, 
which greased the wheels for centrally coordinated PR messages. This 
age of monopolistic media offered many opportunities for trickery, par-
ticularly in the world of propaganda and public relations. Today’s more 
decentralized communication landscape has rendered some of Ber-
nays’s and Lippmann’s methods less effective, though not entirely.26

 Back in 1955, Bernays succinctly summed up the role of the public-
relations man: “the engineer of consent must create news.” Lippmann 
outlined how this could be done. “He arranges a stunt,” he wrote, 
“obstructs the traffic, teases the police, somehow manages to entangle 
his client or his cause with an event that is already news.” A hoax, prank, 
or PR stunt is like a virus that needs a host body to carry it (such as a 
big story that is already in the news). Discussing how PR techniques 
were used to promote women’s equality in the early twentieth century, 
Lippmann wrote, “If the publicity man wishes free publicity he has, 
speaking quite accurately, to start something. . . . The suffragists knew 
this, and kept suffrage in the news long after the arguments pro and con 
were straw in their mouths.” Pranks, at their most productive, inspire 
critical inquiry and thoughtful reflection—goals that were not highly 
valued by Bernays. Nevertheless, he was happy to use social move-
ments in the service of corporate marketing efforts, such as when he 
convinced women’s liberation activists to march in the New York Easter 
Parade holding Lucky Strike cigarettes high in the air. Bernays dubbed 
them “Torches of Freedom,” and he enlisted the help of feminist leader 
Ruth Hale (who, in turn, used the event as an opportunity to advance 
her own cause). “Our parade of ten young women lighting ‘torches of 
freedom’ on Fifth Avenue on Easter Sunday as a protest against woman’s 
inequality caused a national stir,” he trumpeted. “Front-page stories in 
newspapers reported the freedom march in words and pictures.”27

t t t

By the turn of the twentieth century, newspapers were being reimag-
ined as instruments that could foster a healthy democracy. This ideal 
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coincided with a mounting faith in empiricism and social-scientific 
inquiry. There were these objective things called “facts,” and it was the 
role of journalists to transparently transmit them to citizens. Moreover, 
news was increasingly being compartmentalized into different sections 
of the newspaper: local news, entertainment, sports, political opin-
ion, and so on. This altered the way reporters framed their stories and 
described the world. More imaginative forms of journalism—such as 
hoaxes and sketches—were relegated to sections that weren’t explicitly 
marked as “news,” or they were left out completely. Advances in trans-
portation and communication technologies also disrupted older mod-
els of journalism. During Thomas Jefferson’s presidency, he set out to 
bolster the country’s roadways and canals—pathways that were later 
used to mount telegraph and telephone lines. At the same time, steam 
engines were dramatically increasing the speed of travel. By the cen-
tury’s end, those powerful engines made printing presses more efficient, 
inaugurating a publishing revolution that finally turned newspapers 
into a genuinely mass medium.28

 As Edward Everett Hale wrote in 1903 about the not-so-distant past, 
“It seems impossible” to express “how far apart the States were from 
each other, and how little people knew each other.” In 1861, the telegraph 
network beat the railroads in a race across the country, and London and 
New York were successfully connected via transatlantic cable in 1866. 
By the 1920s, the two major telegraph companies rolled out over a mil-
lion miles of wires, something that quite literally rewired the United 
States’ political and financial systems. In order to keep this economy 
ticking—including, famously, the Wall Street stock ticker—time had 
to be better managed. Previously, communities established the time 
of day on the basis of the position of the sun. “When it was noon in 
Chicago,” media historian Ruth Schwartz Cowan writes, “it was 12:30 in 
Pittsburgh (which is to the east of Chicago) and 11:30 in Omaha (to the 
west).” Train schedules were in disarray, so railroad managers and cap-
tains of industry lobbied for a law that established four uniform time 
zones. The capitalists won the Time Wars, despite howls of protest over 
the imposition of “railway time” and, along with it, industrial norms of 
punctuality and efficiency.29

 These technological, cultural, and economic factors changed the face 
of journalism. The newsroom grew more factory-like, and the massive 
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volume of information flowing through the wires turned news into a 
valuable commodity. This necessitated a spare economy of language, 
which further standardized news writing. “If the same story were to be 
understood in the same way from Maine to California, language had 
to be flattened out,” media scholar James Carey writes. “The telegraph, 
therefore, led to the disappearance of forms of speech and styles of jour-
nalism and story telling—the tall story, the hoax, much humor, irony, 
and satire.” These changes were also prompted by such folks as Richard 
Adams Locke, Edgar Allan Poe, and Mark Twain. Their shenanigans 
pushed the news industry to tame its wild side and adopt new codes of 
professionalism, but these impish impulses couldn’t be fully suppressed. 
As Orson Welles’s War of the Worlds radio broadcast reminds us, the 
twentieth century enjoyed its fair share of media hoaxes and pranks—
and no decade was marked by mischief more than the 1960s. During 
this time, the counterculture’s alternative network of underground 
newspapers and freeform FM radio stations crackled with irreverence. 
A new round of prank blowback was just around the corner.30
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Political  
Pranksters

The San Francisco Bay Area house occupied by Ken Kesey served as a 
communal spot where creative types hung out, took drugs, and pon-
dered the cosmos. From this launching pad, the Merry Pranksters 
drove their psychedelic vision right into the heart of Middle Amer-
ica. Their famous 1964 road trip was a rolling social experiment, or a 
“superprank,” as Tom Wolfe called it in The Electric Kool-Aid Acid Test. 
Sparks flew after Kesey bought a used school bus that the Pranksters 
dosed with traffic-accident-inducing swirls of color. They placed a 
“Caution: Weird Load” sign on the back and “Further” on the destina-
tion manifest up front. Kesey’s crew wired the bus for sound and cut a 
hole in the ceiling so they could rock out (or space out) with electric 
guitars, bass, and drums on the rooftop. They also “rigged up a system 
with which they could broadcast from inside the bus, with tapes or over 
microphones, and it would blast outside on powerful speakers on top 
of the bus.” It was a multimedia installation on wheels—equipped to 
turn on America with feedback, magnetic tape, and LSD. During the 
magic bus’s maiden voyage, pedestrians stopped and stared. Wolfe had 
an epiphany: “there was going to be holy terror in the land.” The same 
could be said of the Merry Pranksters’ Acid Tests, a series of mid-1960s 

6
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parties they hosted up and down the West Coast. The psychedelic songs 
of the Grateful Dead, the Acid Tests’ house band, complemented light 
designer Roy Seburn’s pulsating projections. It was like a prank on real-
ity, a way to yank people out of their daily routines and imagine a new 
world of weirdness.1

 The sixties exploded with pranks and provocations that challenged 
social conventions. Media was a key ingredient that rabble-rousers used 
to cook up trouble, and they deftly manipulated underground news-
papers and their aboveground, mainstream counterparts. Countercul-
ture activists didn’t just publicize their antiestablishment messages with 
press releases and other traditional techniques; they also staged street-
theater actions for an audience of television and newspaper report-
ers. During the 1968 Democratic National Convention protests, the 
Youth International Party, or the Yippies, ran wild in Chicago’s streets 
and lobbed quotable sound bites at journalists. A few weeks later, the 
women who founded the Women’s International Terrorist Conspiracy 
from Hell (WITCH) launched a carnivalesque feminist protest against 
the Miss America beauty pageant. Several civil rights leaders—from the 
more moderate Martin Luther King Jr. to Black Panther Party cofounder 
Huey Newton—used similar methods. While their tactics varied wildly 
in tone, they all shared the same basic goal of stirring up debate and 
inciting social change.

The Realist Brings the Weird

In 1958, a decade before Paul Krassner went on to cofound the Youth 
International Party, he started the Realist—a magazine that inspired 
a generation of satirists and alternative-media moguls. (When People 
dubbed him the “father of the underground press,” Krassner shot back, 
“I demand a blood test.”) Several other influences helped build the left’s 
raggedy indie media system—including the early 1960s “Mimeograph 
Revolution.” During this time, a growing number of micropresses 
pumped out everything from radical political pamphlets to incendiary 
literary magazines such as Ed Sanders’s Fuck You: A Magazine of the 
Arts. In 1964, the Los Angeles Free Press debuted and quickly became 
the first newspaper the youth movement could truly call its own. The 
underground papers that emerged in its wake connected dispersed 
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local scenes by sharing news, stories, comics, and information. Addi-
tionally, the Liberation News Service (LNS) and the Underground 
Press Syndicate (UPS) functioned as alternative wire services for the 
counterculture. This communication system also increased the pace 
at which pranks, hoaxes, and rumors spread. When an inflammatory 
lie about an American Vietnam War atrocity was planted in an under-
ground paper, LNS cofounder Raymond Mungo came to its defense—
insisting that the story was impressionistically true, even if it wasn’t fac-
tual. As far back as Benjamin Franklin’s Polly Baker hoax, people have 
embraced falsehoods when they feel authentic and resonate with their 
belief systems.2

 Although other independent publications such as I. F. Stone’s Weekly 
and the Village Voice debuted before the Realist, Paul Krassner’s maga-
zine had the biggest impact on the 1960s literary landscape. It pioneered 
an envelope-pushing style that laid the groundwork for “New Jour-
nalists” such as Tom Wolfe; its contributors included Ken Kesey, Kurt 
Vonnegut, Norman Mailer, Lenny Bruce, and Joseph Heller. Because 
Krassner launched it with nothing more than a title and some loose 
change, he relied on friends and favors to keep the magazine afloat in 
the early days. He reached out to Mad magazine art director John Fran-
cis Putnam, who designed its logo and contributed a regular column 
named “Modest Proposals.” The Realist emerged as an adult analogue to 
that subversive kid’s magazine, and its popularity grew throughout the 
1960s—reaching one hundred thousand subscribers at its peak. It had 
many taglines over the years, but the most apt was “The Truth Is Silly 
Putty.”3

 Krassner’s first prank was inspired by a 1960 news story about a 
southerner who went ballistic after seeing a black man kissing a white 
woman on a television program. It turned out that both actors were 
white, and there was something wrong with the local station’s equip-
ment. Nevertheless, the show’s sponsor flew in an account execu-
tive to give a private screening that proved the kiss was racially pure. 
If a company would go to such ridiculous lengths to appease a single 
viewer, Krassner thought, what if hundreds protested? And what if 
these complaints made zero sense? He targeted an innocuous television 
program—an NBC game show called Masquerade Party—and chose a 
future airdate when an incident would supposedly take place. Providing 
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his readers with NBC’s address, Krassner instructed them to “write a 
letter complaining about the offensive thing that was said on the pro-
gram. Use your own wording. But don’t mention anything specific.” The 
deluge of letters freaked NBC out, especially because no one could fig-
ure out what folks were so up in arms about. The network threatened 
legal action once it found out what Krassner did, though it never fol-
lowed through with a lawsuit.4

 The Realist’s infamous red, white, and blue “fuck communism!” 
poster was a kind of semiotic prank. “At the beginning of the 1960s, 
fuck was believed to be so full of bad magic as to be unprintable,” nov-
elist and Realist contributor Kurt Vonnegut recalled. “Communism was 
to millions the name of the most loathsome evil imaginable.” By having 
the two words battle it out in the same sentence, it showed how ridicu-
lous it was for people to react to these words “with such cockamamie 
Pavlovian fear and alarm.” One Realist subscriber bought twenty-five 
posters and had them sent to FBI director J. Edgar Hoover and the John 
Birch Society. Krassner joked, “If the post office interfered, I would have 
to accuse them of being soft on communism.” Unsurprisingly, “fuck 
communism!” triggered some unintentionally funny responses. After 
a student at a midwestern college held it up in a yearbook photo, agi-
tated administrators demanded that the naughty word be airbrushed 
out. This meant that he would be holding a “communism!” poster, 
so that word was deleted as well. In the end, the student was pictured 
holding up a blank sign.5

 The Realist was an underground publication, but it occasionally 
popped up on the mainstream media’s radar when Krassner went to 
extremes. And in 1967, he certainly did with a scandalous piece about 
John F. Kennedy’s death. After the 1963 assassination, the Kennedy clan 
tapped writer William Manchester to write The Death of a President. 
With JFK conspiracy theories reaching a boiling point, the situation was 
primed for a prank. “It only worked because it grew organically out of 
the situation,” Krassner explains. “Jackie Kennedy tried to have certain 
parts of it suppressed and nobody knew what.” Speculation intensified 
after Random House editor in chief Bennett Cerf said the manuscript 
disclosed “unbelievable things that happened after the assassination.” 
After a redacted version was published in 1967, Krassner was inspired to 
write and publish “The Parts Left Out of the Kennedy Book.” It reprinted 
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sections of the book that had supposedly been censored, such as the fol-
lowing: “During that tense flight from Dallas to Washington after the 
assassination,” Jacqueline Kennedy “inadvertently walked in on Johnson 
as he was standing over the casket of his predecessor and chuckling.”6

 “That man was crouching over the corpse,” Jackie was quoted as 
saying, “no longer chuckling but breathing hard and moving his body 
rhythmically. At first I thought he must be performing some mysterious 
symbolic rite he’d learned from Mexicans or Indians as a boy. And then 
I realized—there is only one way to say this—he was literally fucking 
my husband in the throat. In the bullet wound in the front of his throat.” 
The Realist piece included handwritten marginal notes that played to 
growing doubts about the Warren Commission’s lone-gunman theory: 
“Is this simply necrophilia, or was LBJ trying to change entry wound 
from grassy knoll into exit wound from Book Depository by enlarging 
it?” This was all too much for Krassner’s longtime printer, who refused 
to touch the issue. After finding a printing house that would, word of 
mouth spread like wildfire—though the commentary from the main-
stream media was confounding. For reporters to convey what made 
it so controversial, they needed to describe the lurid scenes. That was 
clearly out of the question, and so the ensuing coverage blended sensa-
tionalism and vagueness into a tasty absurdist stew.7

 United Press International correspondent Merriman Smith 
issued a cryptic denial. “One of the filthiest printed attacks ever 
made on a President of the United States is now for sale on Wash-
ington newsstands. The target: President Johnson.” Smith added, 
“The language referred to is not conventional hell or damn profan-
ity—it is filth attributed to someone of national stature supposedly 
describing something Johnson allegedly did. The incident, of course, 
never took place.” This impulse to refute the ridiculous reminded 
Krassner of another story involving LBJ. One of the president’s 
favorite jokes involved the election of a popular Texas sheriff, whose 
staff member suggested that they spread a rumor that his opponent 
“fucks pigs.” Another staffer objected, because the candidate actually 
did not have sex with swine. “I know,” came the reply, “but let’s make 
the son of a bitch deny it.” Krassner gambled that no one would sue 
him because legal action would imply that LBJ’s necrophilia was 
within the realm of plausibility. The bet paid off. Throughout the 
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Realist’s publishing run, Krassner went out of his way never to label 
anything as satire because he didn’t want to “deprive readers of the 
pleasure of discerning for themselves whether something was the 
truth or a satirical extension of the truth.” This is yet another exam-
ple of how pranks can cultivate critical-thinking skills.8

Yippies, Hippies, and Hipsters Dial Up the Chaos

“I started doing hoaxes to purposefully make a commentary about peo-
ple,” says Joey Skaggs, who is still at it today. “I thought humor was a 
great way of making people think, rather than hitting them over the 
head with something.” Instead of pencil, paint, or sculpture, his expres-
sive medium was mass media. For one of his first pranks—what he 
called a “Cultural Exchange Program”—Skaggs packed a bus full of hip-
pies and took them on a sightseeing tour of suburban Queens. “They 
reacted like we weren’t supposed to be there,” he says, “yet it was okay 
for straights and suburbanites and out-of-towners to come to the East 
Village with Instamatics and point them at long-haired bearded, beaded 
people.” After the Associated Press picked up the story, Skaggs’s prank 
landed on the front page of most major newspapers. There was plenty 
more where that came from, such as his “Cathouse for Dogs” project, 
which began with a classified ad in the Village Voice. “Cathouse for 
dogs: Featuring a savory selection of hot bitches,” the notice read. 
“From pedigree (Fifi, the French Poodle) to mutts (Lady the Tramp). 
Handler and Vet on duty. Stud and photo service available. No weirdos, 
please.” Owners could sit down, have a drink, and take a photo of the 
dog-on-dog action.9

 “The response was unbelievable,” Skaggs says. “I had people willing 
to pay fifty dollars to have their dog sexually gratified, as well as peo-
ple who came ‘out of the closet’—people who wanted to have sex with 
dogs, both male and female.” On cue, the press came calling, so he hired 
twenty-five actors to play veterinarians, dog owners, customers, and 
so on. “The media were there—they were the only ones who weren’t 
actors—and they just took it hook, line and sinker,” Skaggs recalls. After 
the Cathouse debuted, ABC News asked to do a profile, but he couldn’t 
go through the trouble and expense of reproducing the event. “Every 
hoax I do is like doing a film or a theater piece or a commercial,” Skaggs 
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says. “It’s conceived, written, produced, directed, staged, acted; there are 
locations, props—it’s very complicated. Rather than do that every time 
some other media source wanted to see the Cathouse, I provided them 
with a videotape of the dogs humping.” ABC used it as b-roll for a short 
documentary that got an Emmy nomination for Best Newscast of the 
Year. City newspapers ran a campaign against the Cathouse for Dogs, 
as did the ASPCA, the Bureau of Animal Affairs, and the NYPD vice 
squad. When Skaggs was subpoenaed by the New York attorney gen-
eral’s office, he showed up with his entourage of actors and explained 
that it was a conceptual art piece. The AG staff was not pleased.10

 Skaggs emphasizes that the most valuable work comes after the 
prank—by educating audiences about mass media’s role in spreading 
misinformation. That can be hard, because most news organizations 
don’t like to report on their own follies. For instance, ABC News never 
retracted its Emmy-nominated story, likely because it didn’t want its 
credibility as a news outlet questioned. “My message is: You’re already 
being pranked every day,” he says. “If you think I’m the prankster, you 
are sadly mistaken. I’m just ringing the alarm.” Skaggs also empha-
sizes that he doesn’t take money from people who are fooled by his 
stunts. “Deceit—yes, fraud—no,” he says, distinguishing his pointed 
pranks from criminal cons. The primary goal of Skaggs’s spectacles is to 
encourage dialogue and contemplation, which is why he goes through 
the trouble of urging news outlets to correct the record once he reveals 
his ruse. “What worries me is when I’m not able to tell the truth,” he 
says, “when for its own reasons the media doesn’t want the truth to be 
told.”11

 Joey Skaggs wasn’t the only counterculture joker of his kind, for 
the 1960s was bursting with trickster figures who manipulated media. 
“As a co-founder of the Yippies with Abbie Hoffman and Jerry Rubin,” 
Paul Krassner recalls, “I observed how they were able to manipulate 
the media to further their antiwar mission. If you gave good quote, you 
got free publicity.” Pranks allow people with few monetary resources 
to turn media outlets into their own personal megaphone. Hoffman 
added, “If you don’t like the news, why not go out and make your own? 
. . . Guerrilla news events are always good news items and if done right, 
people will remember them forever.” The Yippies’ first great prank tar-
geted the United States Stock Exchange in 1966. Krassner tells me that 
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street-theater performer and gay-rights activist Jim Fouratt came up 
with the idea, but Hoffman ran with it. “We had $200 in dollar bills—
enough to look like a lot of money—and we went and threw them 
down from the gallery of the Stock Exchange,” Hoffman says. “Trading 
stopped for about six minutes; the tickertape stopped—it was great!” At 
first the police wouldn’t let them in the building, so Hoffman and Rubin 
loudly accused the cops of being anti-Semitic in front of reporters. 
Pandemonium erupted after they were grudgingly allowed in. “Stock-
brokers weren’t used to seeing real money there,” Krassner says, “and 
they immediately switched from screaming ‘Pork Bellies!’ to diving for 
dollars.”12

 The Yippies plotted ever-larger spectacles, including, as Krassner 
puts it, “an event in the nation’s capital that would publicly cross-fer-
tilize political protesters with hippie mystics.” This 1967 protest/prank 
brought together the politicized antiwar wing of the counterculture and 
the spiritual descendants of Ken Kesey’s Merry Pranksters. “There were 
50,000 warlocks in costumes with noise-makers,” Hoffman recalled. 
“We all drove across the freeways to Virginia and attacked.” The East 
Village Other (known as EVO) colorfully described it as a “mystic rev-
olution” led by “witches, warlocks, holymen, seers, prophets, mystics, 
saints, sorcerers, shamans, troubadours, minstrels, bards, roadmen, and 
madmen.” To publicize this antiwar rally, the Yippies held a press con-
ference that demonstrated a (fake) new drug. “So we invented a drug 
called Lace,” Hoffman says, which makes “you take your clothes off and 
fuck! We had it in water guns. We held a Press Conference and demon-
strated this with live hippies who fucked in front of all the press. It was 
a good put-on.” Time magazine, the New York Post, and several other 
news outlets covered it.13

 Krassner was to play the reporter who accidentally got sprayed—and 
laid—but to his dismay he was scheduled to speak at a literary confer-
ence at the University of Iowa. While in Iowa City, Krassner procured 
a bag of cornmeal the Yippies used to encircle the Pentagon for their 
magic ritual. “We applied for permits to raise the Pentagon 100 feet,” 
Abbie Hoffman said, but the request was rejected. They appealed the 
ruling, and Krassner tells me that bemused officials finally agreed on a 
compromise: they could only levitate the Pentagon three feet in the air. 
When Hoffman was arrested while measuring the sides of the Pentagon, 
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he explained to journalists that he was merely “finding out how many 
witches” they would need. Occult ideas circulated within the counter-
culture, much like how Spiritualism was associated with feminism, abo-
litionism, and other progressive causes of the nineteenth century. But 
with some notable exceptions, the hippies’ interest was more aesthetic 
and intellectual than deeply felt. In the case of the levitation prank, the 
co-conspirators were inspired by a comment by Lewis Mumford sug-
gesting that peace could only be achieved by expelling the evil embod-
ied in the Pentagon.14

 “Someone came up with the idea for exorcism and levitation mod-
eled on the Catholic or Episcopalian exorcism,” Ed Sanders recalled, 
“so we said, ‘Let’s do it.’” The poet-provocateur studied linguistics 
in college, so he consulted a Hittite book and wrote some “magical” 
incantations. The event’s music was provided by Sanders’s riotous 
band, the Fugs, which wrapped biting political messages in a cloak of 
satire. “Kill for Peace,” performed at that 1967 rally, is positively Swift-
ian in spirit. The Fugs played on a flatbed truck, weaving chants into 
their musical performance. “Out, demons, out—back to darkness,” 
Sanders screamed, flashing his Lucifer-tattooed chest. “Ye servants 
of Satan—out, demons, out!” More tongue-in-cheek incantations fol-
lowed. “In the name of the Amulets of Touching, Seeing, Groping, 
Hearing and Loving we call upon the powers of the Cosmos to pro-
tect our ceremonies,” Sanders howled. “For the first time in the his-
tory of the Pentagon, there will be a grope-in within a hundred feet of 
this place.” These “superhumans,” EVO reported, “cast mighty words of 
white light against the demon-controlled structure”—that is, until the 
riot police kicked their teeth in.15

 The following year, this loose confederation of radicals formed a 
political party of sorts. “The Yippies themselves were kind of a mas-
sive hoax,” Krassner says. “I came up with the name, although all I did 
was give a name to a phenomenon that already existed.” He started with 
the exclamation yippee!—a reference to the newly coined word hippy—
and reverse engineered an acronym. They were young, their movement 
was international, and it was a party, man. “Hippies are dead,” Hoffman 
shouted during their brainstorm session. “Youth International Party—
Y.I.P.—YIP—YIPPIE! We’re all jumping around the room, Paul Krass-
ner, Jerry Rubin, and I.” The Realist and other underground newspapers 
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spread the word about the Yippies’ plans to disrupt the 1968 Democratic 
National Convention (DNC). Soon after, mainstream newspapers ran 
headlines such as “Yipes! The Yippies are Coming!” Instead of building 
a sustainable political party, the ragtag gang of Yippies was more inter-
ested in moving people to action. “We are faced with this task of getting 
huge numbers of people to come to Chicago,” Hoffman recalled. “How 
do you do this starting from scratch, with no organization, no money, 
no nothing? Well, the answer is that you create a myth. Something that 
people can play a role in, relate to.” The key ingredients for a power-
ful prank are imagination, fun, play, and—last but not least—audience 
participation.16

 “Join us in Chicago in August for an international festival of youth 
music and theater,” one announcement read. “Come all you rebels, 
youth spirits, rock minstrels, truth seekers, peacock freaks, poets, bar-
ricade jumpers, dancers, lovers and artists. . . . We will create our own 
reality, we are Free America.” During the DNC, the Yippies ran an 
actual pig for president (named “Pigasus”) and jokingly threatened to 
dose the entire city’s water supply with LSD. Unfortunately for the Yip-
pies, Chicago cops didn’t share their sense of humor. The protopunk 
band MC5 provided the soundtrack for a summer day in Lincoln Park 
that grew increasingly sinister, culminating in bloody violence later that 
evening. “Contrary to common legend,” writes music journalist Don 
McLeese, who was there that day, “the MC5 didn’t spark a riot with their 
free concert on the eve of the 1968 convention. They simply lit the fuse, 
escalating the tension energizing the crowd to a fever pitch of musical 
militancy as the police encircled the park, with their riot gear and billy 
clubs, maintaining a stone-faced vigil.” That night, the city exploded.17

 In what became known as the Chicago 8 trial, eight protest leaders—
including Abbie Hoffman, Jerry Rubin, and Black Panther leader Bobby 
Seale—were prosecuted for conspiring to incite riots. Paul Krassner tes-
tified as a character witness, but he made a disastrous decision to take 
the stand while on LSD (as you can imagine, it didn’t go well). The pre-
siding judge was the cantankerous Julius Hoffman, whom Abbie Hoff-
man annoyed by calling him “Uncle Julie,” rather than “Your Honor.” 
Defending his lack of formality, the Yippie quipped, “I believe in equal-
ity.” The defendants wore a variety of costumes throughout the trial, 
such as Revolutionary War outfits. On another occasion, they came to 
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court dressed in judicial robes. When the judge ordered them removed, 
they complied, only to reveal Chicago police uniforms underneath. 
“We came to Chicago in August, 1968, to disrupt the ritual and sham 
which is ordinarily put over as the democratic process,” said defendant 
Rennie Davis. “Now we are disrupting the ritual and sham which Judge 
Hoffman calls the judicial process.”18

 Much like how tricksters profane that which society holds most 
sacred, the Chicago 8 ceremonially defrocked Judge Hoffman and 
upset the court’s stately decorum. During the trial, Abbie Hoffman 
tried to legally change his first name to Fuck, so that Judge Julius Hoff-
man would be forced to say the words “Fuck Hoffman.” (The Yippie 
also listed his home address as “Woodstock Nation.”) Because of these 
stunts, he was sentenced to eight months in jail for contempt of court. 
“When decorum is [political] repression,” Hoffman seethed, “the only 
dignity that free men have is to speak out.” And with that furious dec-
laration, the trial came to an end. But before it did, Bobby Seale’s out-
bursts angered the judge so much that he was bound and gagged in 
his courtroom chair. As the Black Panther Party chairman’s co-defen-
dants howled in protest, he was finally jailed for contempt. “This image 
of Seale,” American studies scholar T.  V. Reed writes, “the sole black 
defendant, receiving not blind but shackled and gagged justice in the 
white man’s courtroom played powerfully in the court of black public 
opinion, confirming the Panthers’ longstanding claim that they faced 
only kangaroo courts, not courts of justice.”19

Mutual Escalation

A year before the Chicago 8 conspiracy trial, in the fall of 1967, the Black 
Panther Party made a dramatic nationally televised debut. Dressed in 
black berets and leather jackets—and carrying loaded rifles, handguns, 
and twelve-gauge shotguns—thirty African American men and women 
entered the California state capitol. Then-governor Ronald Reagan 
made a quick exit as a Panther shouted, “Look at Reagan run!” The 
group then returned to the building’s steps, where newspaper reporters 
and network news crews were assembled. Chairman Huey Newton read 
a statement that began, “The Black Panther Party for Self-Defense calls 
upon the American people in general and the black people in particular 
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to take careful note of the racist California Legislature which is now 
considering legislation aimed at keeping black people disarmed and 
powerless.” The Panthers’ provocative performance—complete with 
menacing costumes and props—ensured their access to the nation’s 
airwaves. This scripted drama helped circulate a radical message that 
would typically never be broadcast through mainstream channels.20

 At the height of the Black Panther Party’s notoriety in the late 1960s 
and early 1970s, its members grew quite adept at media manipulation. 
But the black community also had to be won over in practical ways, 
such as with the Panthers’ free-breakfast program, antiheroin crusade, 
and other public services. They pulled off a mixture of the pragmatic 
and the playful during a campaign to put a stoplight in an intersection 
where several children had been run over. Municipal authorities had 
taken no action, so the Panthers got creative. They informed city offi-
cials and the press that, until the stoplight was installed, armed Party 
members would be stationed on that corner (serving as a revolutionary 
crossing guard, of sorts). The ploy worked. Plenty of other civil rights 
leaders used street-theater tactics to make serious points, such as when 
Martin Luther King Jr. launched a massive protest campaign in Bir-
mingham, Alabama. He knew it would provoke a vicious reaction from 
the racist commissioner of public safety, who unleashed police dogs 
and fire hoses. Eugene “Bull” Connor’s tactics backfired when those 
televised images shocked the public and helped shift opinion on racial 
equality. The violent reality of American racism was often hidden from 
view, and King’s performance shined a cathode-ray spotlight on it.21

 In what social-movement scholar Doug McAdam described as 
“a genius for strategic dramaturgy,” civil rights leaders harnessed the 
power of broadcast media. Even Rosa Parks’s famous refusal to leave 
her bus seat was carefully staged by activists. She was not, as the oft-told 
story goes, a frustrated black woman who simply wanted to sit down 
after a hard day of work. Parks was the secretary of the local NAACP 
chapter and a community organizer trained at the progressive High-
lander Institute. Nevertheless, this deliberately perpetuated fiction still 
resonates within the popular imagination. It’s a modern-day fairy tale 
that has inspired people to embrace social justice much more than a 
fact-checked laundry list of civil rights trivia ever could. Media scholar 
Stephen Duncombe rhetorically asks, “What’s more important, the 
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history lesson or the myth?” Unfortunately, the Black Panthers’ confron-
tational mythmaking resulted in a brutal U.S. government crackdown. 
Their posturing was one factor that prompted FBI director J. Edgar 
Hoover to call them the “most dangerous extremist group in America.” 
The 1967 memo that kicked off COINTELPRO (the FBI’s new coun-
terintelligence program) stated, “The purpose of this new counterintel-
ligence endeavor is to expose, disrupt, misdirect, discredit, or otherwise 
neutralize the activities of black nationalist, hate-type organizations 
and groupings.” Undercover-agent provocateurs played a key role, and 
these “extras” helped turn the Panthers’ violent iconography into a self-
fulfilling prophecy.22

 When COINTELPRO targeted an underground newspaper that col-
laborated with the Detroit Black Panther Party, it resorted to the most 
juvenile of ideas: a stink bomb. “The Bureau is requested to prepare and 
furnish to Detroit in liquid form a solution capable of duplicating a scent 
of the most foul smelling feces available,” an internal memo stated. The 
plan was to force underground papers to “fold and cease publication” 
by using dirty tricks. The day President Nixon was elected in 1968, an 
emboldened Hoover directed field operatives to study “New Left-type 
publications” and to compile lists of advertisers, staffs, and printers. The 
FBI even created two fake newspapers—Armageddon News, in Indiana, 
and Longhorn Tales, in Texas—to promote more moderate views within 
the counterculture. COINTELPRO agents did use prankish tactics, but 
they were more like frat-hazing rituals than something that would kick 
open the doors of perception. This kind of mean-spirited mischief was 
a common feature of Greek life back when Abbie Hoffman attended 
college. “I’ve hated fraternities ever since,” he says. “I could see there 
were good pranks and evil pranks.” COINTELPRO definitely fell into 
the latter category.23

 The ever-inventive FBI covertly distributed a variety of forgeries: 
pamphlets, posters, and even a bizarre Miscegenation-like hoax, The 
Black Panther Coloring Book. African American children were pictured 
doing the darndest things—such as wielding knives and guns or killing 
cops. “The pig is afraid of black children because they are brave war-
riors,” one caption stated; another read, “The only good pig is a dead 
pig.” The FBI designed it to look like an official publication of the Pan-
thers to unnerve their white liberal supporters. In another evil prank, 
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operatives distributed a “Wanted” poster sporting the likenesses of 
Yippies Paul Krassner and Jerry Rubin. It stated, “The only solution to 
Negro problems in America would be the elimination of the Jews. May 
we suggest the following order of elimination?” Under photos of Krass-
ner and Rubin was a Nazi-atrocity-invoking caption: “lampshades! 
lampshades!” It was part of a broader government campaign to drive a 
wedge between African Americans and Jewish Americans, two groups 
that were close allies in the early years of the civil rights struggle.24

 A few COINTELPRO memos struck absurdist tones that resembled 
Yippie tracts. One emphasized that a plot “must be approached with 
imagination and enthusiasm if it is to be successful.” Another 1968 com-
muniqué planted juicy ideas in the heads of FBI agents. “Some leaders 
of the New Left, its followers, the Hippies and the Yippies, wear beads 
and amulets.” The memo proposed that “a few select top-echelon lead-
ers of the New Left be subjected to harassment by a series of anony-
mous messages with a mystical connotation.” Attached to the memo 
was a series of sketches, including a drawing of a beetle accompanied by 
text engineered to strike fear in the hearts of stoned hippies: “Beware! 
The Siberian Beetle,” one caption warned, while another intoned, “The 
Siberian Beetle Can Talk.” COINTELPRO operatives kept busy writing; 
after Life magazine profiled Krassner, one sent a pseudonymous letter 
to the editor. “Gentlemen, you must be aware that The Realist is noth-
ing more than blatant obscenity. . . . To classify Krassner as some sort of 
‘social rebel’ is far too cute. He’s a nut, a raving, unconfined nut.” Years 
later, the Yippie titled his memoir Confessions of a Raving, Unconfined 
Nut.25

Feminist Rage and Laughter

As in most counterculture groups of the 1960s, men dominated the 
Yippies. One minor exception was the Women’s Caucus Within the 
Youth International Party, which formed a Yippie subgroup named 
SCREWEE!—or “Society for Condemning the Rape and Exploitation 
of Women, Etc., Etc.” But for the most part, women were marginal-
ized from leadership positions in New Left groups. Feminist trailblazer 
Robin Morgan noted at the time that they were relegated to typing 
speeches delivered by men and, as she put it, “making coffee but not 
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policy.” Ironically, the roles women played mirrored the straight society 
that chest-thumping radicals claimed they were making a break from. 
Many leftist men were dismissive and patronizing toward feminist 
activists or were openly hostile to the cause. One pamphlet published 
by a chapter of Students for a Democratic Society cluelessly stated, “The 
system is like a woman; you’ve got to fuck it to make it change.”26

 The 1968 demonstration against the Miss America Pageant was a 
turning point for the women’s liberation movement. The sisters were 
doing it for themselves—coordinating with local governments, get-
ting permits, and organizing press events. They designed their “zap 
action” to provoke a debate about beauty pageants and the patriarchal 
society that props them up. “There were about thirty-five of us,” says 
Roz Payne, a member of the Newsreel Film Collective. “We got on the 
bus and traveled down from New York to Atlantic City to have a little 
fun.” To dramatize women’s enslavement to “beauty standards,” some 
chained themselves to a gigantic Miss America puppet. They took a 
cue from the Yippies’ pig-for-president campaign by using a sheep to 
“parody the way the contestants (all women) are appraised and judged 
like animals at a county fair,” as one leaflet stated. “We crowned the 
sheep Miss America,” Payne tells me. “Some men would give us thumbs 
down. I remember one guy saying, ‘I like the ladies.’” The New York 
Times reported that the women performed their guerrilla-theater event 
on the boardwalk for “650 generally unsympathetic spectators.”27

 The action was collaboratively conceived, but Robin Morgan did 
much of the organizing work. She was a former child actress, and her 
extensive media contacts helped generate plenty of coverage. Her press 
release promised “Picket Lines; Guerrilla Theater; Leafleting; Lobbying 
Visits to the contestants urging our sisters to reject the Pageant Farce 
and join us; a huge Freedom Trash Can (into which we will throw bras, 
girdles, curlers . . .).” It slyly added, “In case of arrests, we plan to reject 
all male authority and demand to be busted by policewomen only. 
(In Atlantic City, women cops are not permitted to make arrests—dig 
that!)” A few did get arrested when an “inside squad” of twenty women 
disrupted the pageant’s live broadcast. They screamed “Freedom for 
Women!” and unfurled a banner that trumpeted “women’s liberation,” 
which stopped the pageant for ten excruciating seconds. The television 
audience could tell something was wrong—Miss America trembled and 
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stuttered after the shouting began—but it was unclear what exactly was 
going on. Another woman was arrested for spraying the mayor’s seating 
area with Toni hair conditioner, a pageant sponsor. The police arrest 
report referred to it as a “noxious odor,” which wasn’t exactly the best 
product placement for the company.28

 The women refused to speak with male reporters. Although this 
was spun by critics as knee-jerk man hating, it was a calculated ges-
ture meant to highlight women’s marginalized place in the newsroom. 
Morgan says, “We estimated correctly that it would raise consciousness 
about the position of women in the media—and help more women get 
jobs there (as well as helping those who were already there escape from 
the ghetto of ‘the women’s pages’).” They had good reasons to distrust 
mainstream media, especially because the protest’s most memorable 
event—bra burning—never took place. “I never saw a bra burn in my 
entire life,” says Roz Payne, who filmed the Miss America protests. She 
adds, laughing, “It was probably a man who started that story.” Actu-
ally, the bra-burning urban legend can be traced to a young female 
reporter at the New York Post. Lindsy Van Gelder wrote an article that 
drew parallels between the Miss America protest and another contem-
porary form of mass resistance: draft-card burning. Her satirical article, 
“Bra Burners and Miss America,” backfired after its ironic tone was lost 
in translation. An annoyed Art Buchwald criticized the protestors in a 
syndicated column titled “Uptight Dissenters Go Too Far in Burning 
Their Brassieres.”29

 Bitch magazine cofounder Andi Zeisler reminds us that today’s bras 
are nothing like the ones those women railed against. “Bras, girdles, 
and—oof—nylon hose were both restrictive and compulsory for women 
in professional settings, and dumping these underpinnings really was a 
tangible act of defiance.” The mental image of bra burning quickly took 
root in public memory, even though there was no photographic evi-
dence to verify it happened. People just filled in the blanks with their 
imagination. Robin Morgan noted at the time that the bras tossed in the 
Freedom Trash Can “was translated by the male-controlled media into 
the totally fabricated act of ‘bra-burning,’ a non-event upon which they 
have fixated constantly ever since.” What she didn’t say was that event 
organizers actually did plan to set fire to the trash can, but Atlantic City 
officials denied their permit on the grounds that it was a fire hazard 
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(the boardwalk was made of wood). In feminist historian Alice Echols’s 
history of the movement, she notes that at least one of the organizers, 
hoping to stir up media interest, leaked word of the planned bra burn-
ing to the press beforehand. “Those feminists who sanctimoniously dis-
avowed the bra-burning as a media fabrication,” Echols insists, “were 
either misinformed or disingenuous.”30

 Once the bra-burning meme was unleashed, the women’s movement 
lost control of the narrative, and it was used as a bludgeon to carica-
ture feminism. The organizers also admitted other tactical mistakes. 
Morgan laments that their flyers, press statements, and public protests 
didn’t make it clear enough that they were not attacking the pageant 
contestants themselves. It also didn’t help that protesters brought their 
own posters that read “Miss America Goes Down” and chanted victim-
blaming slogans such as “ain’t she sweet / making profit off her meat.” 
This had the unfortunate effect of alienating some women who might 
have been brought into the feminist fold. Participant Carol Hanisch 
recalled, “Posters which read ‘Up Against the Wall, Miss America,’ ‘Miss 
America Sells It,’ and ‘Miss America Is a Big Falsie’ hardly raised any 
woman’s consciousness and really harmed the cause of sisterhood.”31

 Despite those criticisms, there were plenty of radical feminists who 
were drawn to Yippie-style shock tactics. “Abbie, Jerry, and Paul called 
themselves ‘The Crazies,’” Roz Payne tells me. “I was good friends with 
Abbie and Jerry. They were really wild and funny and were people I 
liked hanging out with.” Payne was one of the founding members of 
WITCH, a.k.a. the Women’s International Terrorist Conspiracy from 
Hell. Though the group originated in New York City, “Covens” soon 
popped up throughout America. One WITCH leaflet explained, “A cer-
tain common style—insouciance, theatricality, humor, and activism—
unite the Covens, which are otherwise totally autonomous, and unhi-
erarchical to the point of anarchy.” Each cell was free to define WITCH 
however it wanted, including its acronym. One Coven changed its 
name to “Women Infuriated at Taking Care of Hoodlums” on Mother’s 
Day. This (dis)organization was conceived when Krassner, Hoffman, 
and other movement men were called before the House Un-American 
Activities Committee (HUAC). Roz Payne, Robin Morgan, Peggy Dob-
bins, Judy Duffett, Cynthia Funk, and about half a dozen other women 
founded the group. Payne recalls that they dressed as witches and put 
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a hex on the all-male members of the HUAC committee. They asked, 
“How come we, the real subversives, the real witches, aren’t being 
indicted?”32

 The most confrontational and carnivalesque WITCH action took 
place in 1969, at a bridal fair in Madison Square Garden. “There was a 
wedding event at a convention center near midtown,” Payne recalls, “so 
we caused a little trouble.” A WITCH promotional flyer read,

Come witches, gypsies, feminists, students, our black and Puerto Rican 
sisters, professional women, housewives, welfare women—come all 
oppressed women of every age and marital status. Come to New York’s 
first and last “Bridle Un-Fair.” We will create our own rituals and festivals, 
perform our own anti-fashion shows, meet each other and the brides-to-
be attending the fair in self-defense against the common enemy. We will 
distribute WITCH “shoplifting” bags, share free cocoa and experiences, 
cast spells, celebrate guerrilla theater, and demand an end to the patriar-
chal structure and the profit-oriented society.33

During the bridal fair, the witchy women performed an Un-Wed-
ding Ceremony for an unwilling audience. “We promise to love, 
cherish, and groove on each other and on all living things,” they 
said in unison. “We promise to smash the alienated family unit. 
We promise not to obey.” The witnesses were not amused, espe-
cially when the protesters circulated a “Confront the Whoremakers” 
flyer (which was a play on the then-popular counterculture slogan 
“Confront the Warmakers”). “Incredibly,” Alice Echols writes, “they 
had not considered the possibility that the women attending the 
fair might resent WITCH’s characterization of them as prostitutes 
in the making.” When the Coven released live mice into the crowd, 
the brides-to-be didn’t jump onto chairs screaming, as the sexist 
stereotype would suggest. Instead, they scrambled to save the mice. 
As with the Miss America protests, some of the more pragmatic 
feminist activists criticized this action for turning off potential con-
verts. Morgan later dismissed WITCH’s tactics as “clownish proto-
anarchism,” adding, “[We hadn’t] raised our own consciousness very 
far out of our own combat boots.” Morgan’s former colleague Roz 
Payne, on the other hand, sees a place for this sort of activism. “It 
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was a great way of making an impression, and I still do stuff like 
that. I don’t want to just stand there with a sign and chant slogans.”34

 The wild confrontations planned by WITCH and others like them 
produced some severe blowback effects. First and foremost, the reli-
gious right interpreted their spoofs as proof that Satanism and witch-
craft were poisoning society. “WITCH was featured in the New York 
Times Magazine,” Payne recalls, “though it was for a story about actual 
witches and interest in the occult that was happening at the time.” 
Andrew Greeley, a Roman Catholic priest affiliated with the University 
of Chicago’s Sociology Department, wrote the article. “There’s a New-
Time Religion on Campus” opens with one of Greeley’s departmental 
colleagues being hexed by members of a WITCH Coven. “Fie on thee, 
Morris Janowitz! A hex on thy strategy!” Although Greeley acknowl-
edged that the women’s actions contained a mix of the serious and the 
put on, he still worried, “WITCH is only one manifestation—though a 
spectacular one—of a resurgence of interest in the occult on the college 
campuses of the country.”35

 Greeley’s piece made a big splash. For years, it and other similar 
stories were reprinted and disseminated by evangelical churches and 
conservative organizations. Another article that circulated widely in 
far-right religious communities was David Emerson Gumaer’s “Satan-
ism: A Practical Guide to Witch Hunting.” The article was published by 
the John Birch Society magazine American Opinion, and it sarcastically 
observed that we shouldn’t “be concerned when a revolutionary Com-
munist group calling itself the Women’s International Terrorist Con-
spiracy from Hell—the W.I.T.C.H.—makes front-page news for one of 
its radical forays in New York or Chicago or wherever.” On the other 
side of the Atlantic, in England, Wicca tapped into the sexy Swinging 
Sixties zeitgeist. Flamboyant personalities such as Gerald Gardner, the 
self-styled high priest of the contemporary Wicca movement, actively 
courted the British press (whose bread and butter was sensationalism 
mixed with a dollop of disapproval). In the 1980s, during the height of 
the Satanic Panics, Christian radio host Bob Larson warned of a similar 
threat in his book Satanism: The Seduction of America’s Youth. In a sec-
tion titled “Witchcraft and Radical Feminism,” he maintained that god-
dess worship “is one way teenagers, particularly young girls, are being 
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influenced by witchcraft.” From Wicca, it was a lubed slippery slope 
into hell.36

t t t

We can learn a lot about media and the culture we inhabit by study-
ing the ripple patterns produced by pranks. Tracing these mischievous 
memes as they weave their way back and forth through underground 
and aboveground channels shows how alternative and mainstream 
media are deeply intertwined. This sort of boundary blurring was also 
on display when the government borrowed tricky tactics from the 
counterculture, and vice versa—which contributed to a cycle of mutual 
escalation that pitted the FBI’s COINTELPRO operation against the 
Black Panthers, Yippies, and other outrageous lefty groups. These were 
crazy, uneasy times. The 1968 assassinations of Martin Luther King Jr. 
and Robert F. Kennedy rocked America, and the movements for black, 
female, and gay equality also tore at the social fabric. Illuminatipho-
bia returned with a vengeance, especially after conservatives misinter-
preted the ironic put-ons of those Pentagon-protesting warlocks and 
wedding-crashing WITCHes. The ensuing prank blowback reshaped 
America’s political map by prompting the “silent majority” to scream 
bloody murder. Many leaders of the religious right (Pat Robertson, 
Tim LaHaye, and the John Birch Society’s Robert Welch, in particular) 
genuinely believed that the counterculture was an Illuminati plot. These 
Christian warriors led a counter-counterculture that was enabled by the 
independent media systems they helped pioneer. Mass media picked up 
on these dissonant noises and amplified them, producing a feedback 
loop that lasted for decades.
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Prank  
Blowback

During the 1960s, pranking and paranoia exploded across the politi-
cal spectrum—from the left, right, and those Möbius-like spaces where 
the two extremes joined up. Right-wing media, in particular, simmered 
with conspiracy mania. It occasionally bubbled to the surface and was 
picked up by mainstream media and lefty alternative newspapers before 
going back underground—only to resurface again, and again, and again 
in the decades that followed. This cycle has been repeating ever since 
those Rosicrucian pranksters first tweaked conservative church author-
ities four centuries ago. Each incarnation of the Illuminati myth was 
shaped by its historical moment, and during the mid-twentieth century, 
Cold War anxieties added new wrinkles to this grand narrative. Most 
influential was the brainwashing myth, a meme that entered popular 
culture in the 1950s through books and films such as The Manchurian 
Candidate and Invasion of the Body Snatchers. The John Birch Society 
adapted these fictions about mind control and synthesized them with 
paranoid fantasies involving social science, secret societies, witchcraft, 
and collectivism. The far right wove these threads into an overarch-
ing conspiracy theory whose evidence was drawn from a hodgepodge 
of factual historical events, literary forgeries, satirical pranks, and the 
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products of other unreliable narrators. This condition of suspicion was 
duly satirized by a group of mind-bending pranksters known as the 
Discordians. Their irreverent actions, combined with those of other six-
ties troublemakers, helped fuel a conservative backlash that fundamen-
tally altered America’s social and political landscapes.

Just Because You’re Paranoid Doesn’t Mean 
Someone Isn’t Brainwashing You

The Cold War, a period when communist plots seemingly lurked 
around every corner, was the backdrop to this madness. During the 
early 1950s, Americans learned that a majority of captured Ameri-
can POWs signed confessions or petitions calling for the end of the 
Korean War. There could only be one reasonable explanation for this 
behavior: brainwashing. A 1953 report noted that POWs leaving North 
Korea via the Soviet Union “apparently had a blank period or period 
of disorientation while passing through a special zone in Manchuria” 
(a rumor that later provided the premise for The Manchurian Candi-
date). The CIA-sponsored journalist Edward Hunter tackled this issue 
in newspaper articles, in books, and as the editor of the psychosocial-
warfare journal Tactics. In his 1956 book Brainwashing, Hunter said that 
this technique could literally “change a mind radically so that its owner 
becomes a living puppet—a human robot—without the atrocity being 
visible from the outside.”1

 Cold warriors such as Senator Joseph McCarthy and FBI director J. 
Edgar Hoover sounded similar warnings. Hoover believed that a “com-
munist thought-control machine” could wipe out any “undigested lump 
of independence.” Pop culture dramatized this anxiety, especially in the 
1956 film Invasion of the Body Snatchers. Alluding to the Leninist model 
of political subversion, one character says, “They’re taking you over, cell 
by cell!” The fiction of mind control also sprung from a growing body 
of social-science literature that examined the propaganda efforts of 
Nazis and communists. From this fairly modest starting point, Edward 
Hunter turned it into a conspiracy of epic proportions. Within a few 
years, he was characterizing these techniques as a mix of oriental mysti-
cism and hard socialist rationality. Brainwashing, Hunter insisted, was 
“like witchcraft, with its incantations, trances, poisons, and potions, 
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with a strange flair of science about it all, like a devil cancer in a tuxedo 
carrying his magic brew in a test tube.” This was little more than a Cold 
War spin on nineteenth-century conspiracy theories about the occult, 
and it had a quick uptake in conservative anticommunist circles. Sev-
eral other scholars across the political spectrum—such as MIT’s Edgar 
Schein—also lent this idea credibility.2

 By the late 1950s, brainwashing had become a powerful cultural 
fantasy. When the CIA began testing LSD as a psychological weapon, 
it was a reflex reaction caused in part by Hunter’s research. In other 
words, the CIA fell for its own propaganda! Director Allen Dulles was 
growing increasingly concerned about the Eastern Bloc’s “parrotlike” 
population. Responding to this “brainwashing gap,” he directed secret 
funds to MK-ULTRA, a project that conducted the LSD experiments. 
These government men concluded that America’s only defense against 
the communist menace was tripping (in fact, it was army scientists 
who coined the term trip, not the counterculture). Starting in the mid-
1950s, Technical Support Services quietly began dosing unsuspecting 
members of the TSS team and other interagency personnel. Surprise 
acid trips got so out of hand at the CIA that supervisors finally stepped 
in. The author of a security memo dated December 15, 1954 soberly 
advised that he did “not recommend testing in the Christmas punch 
bowls usually present at the Christmas office parties.” There would be 
no government-sponsored electric Kool-Aid acid tests, at least not at 
holiday celebrations.3

 A few years later, the CIA cooked up a plan to dose socialist and 
lefty leaders in other countries with P-1 (the agency’s code name for 
LSD). That way, the logic went, Fidel Castro would speak gibberish 
to the public and provoke a regime-toppling chain reaction. In 1959, 
Major General William Creasy—the chief officer of the Army Chemical 
Corps—testified before Congress. It was a year after Richard Condon’s 
best-selling book The Manchurian Candidate was published, and mind-
control mania was sweeping the nation. In a session of the House Com-
mittee on Science and Astronautics, Representative James Fulton fret-
ted, “What is the test to see whether we are already being subjected to 
them? Are we under it now?” He continued, “Are we the rabbits and the 
guinea pigs? . . . How do we know?” Creasy responded that if LSD were 
administered to members of Congress, “we could possibly have you 
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dancing on the desks, or shouting Communist speeches.” Taken aback, 
Rep. Fulton wanted to know if the CIA had ever tried this experiment 
on Congress. “I can assure you of one thing,” came the army official’s 
dry reply, “the Chemical Corps of the Army has not found it necessary 
to do it up until now.”4

The Discordians versus the Conspiracy

The assassination of John F. Kennedy sunk the sanity of many people. 
One victim was Kerry Thornley, who had the unfortunate luck of being 
stationed briefly with Lee Harvey Oswald in 1959. Before joining the 
Marines, Thornley helped create a joke religion called Discordianism 
with his pal Greg Hill. The pair met in the mid-1950s at California High 
School, where they bonded by messing with other students (includ-
ing an elaborate War of the Worlds–type hoax played over the school’s 
intercom). Thornley and Hill also loved Mad magazine, which served as 
a touchstone for many countercultural pranksters. Their “religion” was 
invented in 1957, at a bowling alley. Thornley had been writing juvenile 
poems about how, through chaos, “order would at last unfold”—but 
his friend disagreed. Over the clattering of pins, Hill insisted that was 
impossible. “Order is something that the human mind projects on real-
ity,” he said, claiming that everything is chaos. The Greeks even had a 
deity for it: Eris, a troublemaking goddess. Soon after, the two wrote the 
first draft of the Discordian holy book, Principia Discordia. The number 
of coauthors expanded a decade later when the book evolved into a sur-
realist chain letter that invited recipients to add their own collaged text 
and images.5

 Through the doctrine of Chaos, the Discordians half seriously 
believed, one could attain higher wisdom by upending the naturalized 
routines of everyday life. Because their motto was “We Discordians 
Must Stick Apart,” it comes as no surprise that faux factionalism was 
central to their absurdist belief system. The first major splinter group 
was the Erisian Liberation Front (ELF), which espoused a more anar-
chist, antiauthoritarian worldview. Thornley, a.k.a. Ho Chi Zen, led this 
branch. Malaclypse the Younger, a Hill alias, led the Paratheo-Anameta-
mystikhood of Eris Esoteric (POEE). Its mystical approach was imbued 
with a heavy amount of silliness.6
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POEE (pronounced “POEE”) is an acronym for the paratheo-anam-
etamystikhood of eris esoteric. The first part can be taken to 
mean “equivalent deity, reversing beyond-mystique.” We are not really 
esoteric, it’s just that nobody pays much attention to us. . . .

how to become a poee chaplin
1. Write the erisian affirmation in five copies.
2. Sign and nose-print each copy.
3. Send one to The President of the United States.
4. Send one to

The California State Bureau of Furniture and Bedding
1021 “D” Street, Sacramento CA 94814

5. Nail one to a telephone pole. Hide one. And burn the other.
Then consult your pineal gland.7

“Many people consider Discordianism a complicated joke disguised as 
a religion,” said Robert Anton Wilson, another co-conspirator. “I prefer 
to consider it a new religion disguised as a complicated joke.” Wilson 
was a fledgling writer who, in 1959, began contributing to Paul Krass-
ner’s Realist after it published his article “The Semantics of God.” He 
asked readers to draw a mental picture of the divine one’s private parts. 
“The Believer had better face himself and ask squarely: Do I literally 
believe that ‘God’ has a penis?” Wilson wrote. “If the answer is no, then 
it seems only logical to drop the ridiculous practice of referring to ‘God’ 
as ‘he.’” Wilson entered the Discordian universe in 1967 after striking up 
a correspondence with Kerry Thornley. He recalled how their political 
philosophies aligned perfectly: “We were both opposed to every form 
of violence or coercion against individuals, whether practiced by gov-
ernments or by people who claimed to be revolutionaries.” The liber-
tarian-leaning Discordians responded to physical, psychological, and 
social repression with unbridled absurdity.8

 It was all fun and games, until Thornley lost his mind. The trouble 
started on May 18, 1964, when he was called before the Warren Com-
mission to discuss his association with Lee Harvey Oswald. “You might 
say I was [Oswald’s] best buddy,” he testified, “but I don’t think he had 
any close friends. I was a close acquaintance.” The commission reported 
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that Oswald abruptly broke off ties with his fellow marine after Oswald 
overreacted to a lighthearted quip. “Well, come the revolution you will 
change all that,” Thornley said when the soon-to-be assassin complained 
about having to march in a parade. Oswald looked at Thornley “like a 
betrayed Caesar” and then walked away for good. The commission’s 
report also stated that Thornley “later wrote an unpublished novel in 
which he drew heavily on his impressions of Oswald.” The commission 
seized The Idle Warriors manuscript, and after decades of collecting gov-
ernment archive dust, it was finally published in 1991. (It has the distinc-
tion of being the only fictional work written about Oswald before 1963.) 
All told, the star-crossed buddies spent no more than three months 
together before Thornley was shipped out to Japan. Even though they 
later lived near each other in the French Quarter neighborhood of New 
Orleans, the Discordian insisted they never crossed paths.9

 At the time of Thornley’s Warren Commission testimony, he 
believed Oswald was Kennedy’s sole killer, but he later changed his 
mind. Thornley headed off to New Orleans for several discussions with 
district attorney Jim Garrison, who opened an investigation into JFK’s 
assassination. Garrison was building a case around the testimony of a 
few unsavory characters who he claimed had ties to a shadow govern-
ment. He believed Oswald was a closeted homosexual who conspired to 
kill Kennedy with the help of the CIA, the FBI, and a gay businessman 
named Clay Shaw. “Thornley and Garrison did not make a good team, 
to put it mildly,” Wilson recalls. “In fact, at their last interview each 
told the other to go to hell. Discordianism and law do not mix.” Gar-
rison’s office subpoenaed Thornley in early 1968. “I feel like I’m going to 
a mad hatter’s tea party,” Thornley told a Tampa newspaper after being 
deposed. A month later, the Discordian wrote much the same in an 
anxious letter to his old friend Greg Hill:10

At the moment I have every reason to believe I may get 20 years in a 
Louisiana prison for: 1) having gone to USC at the same time [alleged 
spy] Gordon Novel did; 2) having written a novel based on Oswald 
which re-inforced [sic] his apparent Marxist cover; 3) having been from 
that point out the victim of either the most fantastic chain of incriminat-
ing co-incidences or the most satanically evil plot in history.11
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The New Orleans district attorney filed perjury charges against Thorn-
ley for lying under oath and sent out a press release that boldly asserted, 
“Kerry Thornley and Lee Oswald were both part of a federal opera-
tion operating in New Orleans.” Because many lefty newspapers were 
in the thrall of Garrison’s JFK conspiracy theories, they parroted these 
charges against Thornley. Wilson recalled, “In the underground press, 
Thornley and the other Garrison suspects were pictured as a weird gang 
of homosexual Satanic CIA Nazi fanatics. It was the McCarthyism of 
the ’50s all over again, coming from the left this time.” Thornley pled 
not guilty but then started introducing himself to strangers in ways 
that could not possibly have helped his case. “I’m Kerry Thornley,” the 
Discordian would say. “I masterminded the assassination—how do you 
do?” Later, one of Garrison’s aides concluded that the killing of JFK was 
the work of the Bavarian Illuminati. This was a strange turn of events, 
given that the Discordians had previously included that secret society 
in their comic cosmology. The crazy train totally went off the rails after 
Garrison theorized that the Discordian Society was in reality a clandes-
tine CIA front.12

 Ironically, Garrison unwittingly aided the production of a key Dis-
cordian tract. Back in the early 1960s, the DA employed a friend of 
Thornley’s—who surreptitiously used the office Xerox machine to print 
an early version of Principia Discordia. Little did Garrison know that 
he too was a dupe of a Discordian/CIA/Illuminati conspiracy! “Syn-
chronicity, by Goddess, was afoot,” Wilson says, “and the weirdness was 
increasing.” When Thornley was set to go on trial in 1970, he started to 
doubt himself. Garrison’s investigation, Thornley recalled, “had laid out 
so many reasons on me for thinking that I was part of the conspiracy 
that I began very seriously questioning the validity of my own con-
sciousness. I wondered if I was not some kind of Manchurian Candi-
date or if I had not been drugged or hypnotized to forget my role in the 
assassination. Fortunately for my sanity, very few ‘coincidences’ with-
stood the test of independent research.”13

 Around this time, Thornley created a Do-It-Yourself Conspiracy 
Kit that included Bavarian Illuminati letterhead stationery and other 
prankish paraphernalia. The Discordians also started a half-serious 
secret-society membership drive (the serious part helped raise money 
for the Kerry Thornley Defense Fund, whose slogan was “Don’t let 
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Garrison wreck the Illuminati!”). “For only five bucks, folks—or a larger 
donation if you can afford it—you get a Bavarian Illuminati Member-
ship Card, which is to Illuminate the Opposition,” Thornley wrote in a 
letter to his friend Lady L. “You also get other junk and especially some 
illumination stickers, which .  .  . feature the Illuminati Pyramid, 
and say on them either conspire or (depending on the sticker in ques-
tion) illuminate.” The Discordians’ twisted version of the Illuminati 
myth was a satire of the far right’s longstanding obsession with that 
mythical secret society. “There simply were no real Illuminati,” Wilson 
observed; “it was all a right-wing fantasy—a sanitized version of the 
tired old Elders-of-Zion mythology.”14

Talkin’ John Birch Paranoid Blues

By 1961, the John Birch Society boasted more than one hundred thou-
sand members and had taken command of parts of the Republican 
Party in California, Arizona, and Texas. Mainstream Republicans such 
as William F. Buckley openly criticized the Birchers, and predictably, 
liberal entertainers ridiculed them. Jazz trumpeter Dizzy Gillespie, who 
was born John Birks Gillespie, made a satirical run for president in 
1964 (he organized “John Birks Societies” in twenty-five states). In Bob 
Dylan’s 1962 song “Talkin’ John Birch Paranoid Blues,” he sings, “Now 
Eisenhower, he’s a Russian spy / Lincoln, Jefferson and that Roosevelt 
guy.” Dylan exaggerated for comic effect when his narrator searched 
inside his toilet bowl and car glove compartment for “Reds.” Never-
theless, the Birchers actually believed Eisenhower was a diabolical 
communist stooge, or worse. Founder Robert Welch, a former candy 
manufacturer, insisted the president “had been planted in that posi-
tion, by Communists, for the purposes of throwing the game.” Eisen-
hower, he claimed, was “a dedicated, conscious agent of the Communist 
conspiracy”—a sinister plot that stretched all the way back to Adam 
Weishaupt’s Bavarian Illuminati.15

 The original conspirators (“all of whom,” Welch reminds us, “were 
professors”) went underground before the French Revolution. Work-
ing behind the scenes, these nefarious academics sowed the seeds of 
socialism and Satanism throughout the nineteenth century. During this 
time, utopians such as Charles Fourier threatened the traditional order 
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with their progressive vision of the future. Not only did these dreamers 
attempt to displace Christianity as the center of daily life; their ideas 
about social engineering were at odds with conservative notions of 
individual freedom. Fourier advocated communal living, radical social 
arrangements, and—as the celebrated Illuminatiphobe Nesta Webster 
fretted—“promiscuous intercourse.” He also had an eccentric notion 
that the “three sexes” (women, men, and children) should eat in dif-
ferent dining rooms within the communes. “They will sometimes eat 
together in groups of various sizes at lunch or supper,” Fourier wrote. 
“But ordinarily there will be no mixing at dinner, which is a meal dur-
ing which each of the sexes will engage in its own gastrosophic cabals.” 
This is exactly the sort of rhetoric that drives liberty-loving conserva-
tives nuts, then and now.16

 Robert Welch outlined the Bavarian Illuminati’s monstrous plans, 
which went far beyond mere gastrosophic cabals. “The purpose of the 
Order was to rule the world,” he said in a 1966 speech. “This incred-
ibly ambitious undertaking was to be conducted as a conspiracy, and 
secrecy at every point and at all times was of utmost importance.” The 
Illuminati assisted Karl Marx by teaming him with Freemasons and 
other secret societies that orchestrated European revolutions. “All of 
these objectives and methods,” Welch insisted, “had either been spe-
cifically set forth by Weishaupt for his Order of Illuminati, or were the 
practical applications of his program.” By the twentieth century, “there 
had evolved an inner core of conspiratorial power, able to direct and 
control subversive activities which were worldwide in their reach.” At 
the center of Welch’s alternate reality were the “Insiders,” an all-purpose 
term for an omnipotent “ruling clique.” It is essentially the ideological 
flipside to left-wing sociologist C. Wright Mills’s “Power Elite” (though 
without the empirical evidence). Welch claimed that the Insiders first 
took control of popular culture by using the brainwashing powers of 
the novel. Charles Dickens, Upton Sinclair, and Sinclair Lewis were 
pinned as conspirators, and when radio and television came along, the 
Insiders seized these media as well. Welch assures us, “it has all been 
planned that way.”17

 In addition to the anti-Semitic fascist Nesta Webster, the Birch-
ers regularly cited the Judeo-Masonic conspiracy theories of William 
Guy Carr. His 1958 book Pawns in the Game claimed that the Bavarian 
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Illuminati was the brainchild of a group of rabbis and high priests who 
followed the teachings of “Lucifer during the performance of their 
Cabalistic Rites.” Citing Webster and her early-twentieth-century con-
temporary Lady Queenborough, Carr claims that Weishaupt conspired 
with Rothschild moneylenders. This prominent family of Jewish bank-
ers followed “the age-old ‘protocols’ designed to give the Synagogue of 
Satan ultimate world domination.” Carr’s turn of phrase “Synagogue of 
Satan” was an artifact of Léo Taxil’s extended prank on French Catholic 
right-wingers, and it wasn’t the only time Carr cited one of his hoaxes. 
Pawns in the Game also credulously quoted the “Secret Instructions” 
allegedly authored by Freemason Albert Pike (but which were actu-
ally written by Taxil). The unhinged author wrote, “Can any thinking 
person deny that the conspiracy as revised by Weishaupt in the lat-
ter 1700’s, and the plans drawn up by Pike in the latter 1800s, haven’t 
matured exactly as intended?”18

 The John Birch Society’s massive publishing operations disseminated 
these ideas far and wide. Robert Welch’s articles and speeches kept 
Carr’s basic arguments intact but sanitized the anti-Semitism by delet-
ing his references to “the Synagogue of Satan,” “International Bankers,” 
and “Jewish influence.” Rather than blaming the creation of the Federal 
Reserve on the Jews, as Carr did, Welch attributed it to “highly placed 
Marxian influences in the Woodrow Wilson administration.” The John 
Birch Society was sometimes characterized as a right-wing hate group, 
but it actually did go out of its way to recruit members of other races 
and religions. However, Welch didn’t do himself any favors by asserting 
that Vladimir Lenin was the true author of The Protocols of the Elders of 
Zion. He claimed that Lenin and his allies planted the document among 
anticommunist sympathizers as part of an evil long-range plan to dis-
credit conservatives. In a twisted kind of pretzel logic, Welch claimed 
some right-wingers hated Jews because they had been tricked into doing 
so. Leftists, he asserted, worked “both sides of this ‘anti-Semitic’ battle-
ground in their efforts to weaken or destroy The John Birch Society.”19

Operation Mindfuck Gets Out of Hand

Accused conspirator Kerry Thornley amused himself while under 
indictment by kicking off a mind-bending Discordian Society 
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propaganda campaign. Under the pseudonym Lord Omar Khayyam 
Ravenhurst, he sent missives on Bavarian Illuminati letterhead to 
organizations such as the Christian Anti-Communist Crusade. “We’re 
amused you’ve discovered that we’ve taken over the Rock Music busi-
ness. But you’re still so naïve,” he wrote. “We took over the business in 
the 1800s. Beethoven was our first convert.” The Discordians stirred 
up trouble by, as Robert Anton Wilson put it, “issuing position papers 
offering non-violent anarchist techniques to mutate our robot-society.” 
They planted stories in the underground press about how the Discord-
ian Society had been waging a long-running, centuries-old war against 
the Ancient Illuminated Seers of Bavaria (AISB). Wilson recalls, “We 
accused everybody of being in the Illuminati—Nixon, Johnson, Wil-
liam Buckley Jr., ourselves, Martian invaders, all the conspiracy buffs, 
everybody.” It was an irreverent sociological research project, an 
attempt to figure out how conspiracy theories are born and spread. The 
Discordians experimented by dropping pebbles in the proverbial pond 
and then observed the ripple patterns that were created as the memes 
morphed and spread.20

 They didn’t view their behavior as conventional hoaxing. It was 
“guerrilla ontology,” says Wilson, who gave it a more colloquial name: 
Operation Mindfuck. They hoped that “some less gullible souls, over-
whelmed by this embarrassment of riches, might see through the whole 
paranoia game and decide to mutate to a wider, funnier, more hopeful 
reality-map.” The turbulence of 1968 kicked their experiment into high 
gear. Wilson and Thornley wrote a pseudonymous letter that claimed 
the Illuminati was responsible for the assassinations of Martin Luther 
King Jr. and Robert F. Kennedy. They published the letter, along with 
an accompanying answer, in the “Forum” section of Playboy (which 
Wilson edited at the time). “I recently heard an old man of right-wing 
views—a friend of my grandparents—assert that the current wave of 
assassinations in America is the work of a secret society called the Illu-
minati,” it stated. “At first all this seemed like a paranoid delusion to 
me. Then I read in The New Yorker that Allan Chapman, one of Jim 
Garrison’s investigators in the New Orleans probe of the John Kennedy 
assassination, believes that the Illuminati really exist.”21

 New exposés began popping up in both lefty underground papers 
and conservative newsletters. A 1969 article in the Los Angeles Free Press 
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reported on the “Black Mass,” a supposed Afro-Discordian conspiracy 
that Wilson, Thornley, and the rest of the gang had nothing to do with. 
Then, in 1970, the John Birch Society’s American Opinion magazine 
published an article that further stirred the pot. Sticking to the age-old 
script, author David Emerson Gumaer linked the Illuminati, Satanists, 
and Communists in a plot to overthrow capitalism and Christianity. But 
in a pattern that has become all too familiar by now, some of Gumaer’s 
“evidence” was based on pranks and misunderstood satires. The impish 
acts of the Discordians, WITCHes, and other like-minded troublemak-
ers deepened the siege mentality that coursed through the fringes of 
the political spectrum. It is interesting to note that the far right and far 
left mirrored not only each other’s extreme rhetorical styles but also the 
media technologies they employed. For example, evangelical churches 
and antiwar radicals each used mimeograph machines and other cheap 
reproduction technologies to spread their messages.22

 When Operation Mindfuck was going full steam, Robert Shea and 
Robert Anton Wilson began writing their cult classic, the Illuminatus! 
trilogy. It drank from the rich well of Illuminatiphobia. The first book 
of the series was dedicated to Discordian co-creators Thornley and Hill, 
and its epigraph was taken from Ishmael Reed’s 1972 novel Mumbo-
Jumbo: “The history of the world is the history of the warfare between 
secret societies.” Shea explained in 1976, “Illuminatus! began with the 
idea of satirizing conspiracy mania.” The book depicted several assas-
sination teams racing to kill John F. Kennedy in Dealy Plaza and also 
floated the theory that Adam Weishaupt went to Virginia, murdered 
George Washington, and assumed his identity. Parodying the obsessive 
style of conspiracy researchers, Shea and Wilson supported this claim 
with several citations—including an innocuous NBC press release for 
a program called Meet George Washington, which mentioned that no 
one is sure what he truly looked like. “Contemporary portraits of the 
first President,” it stated, “do not even seem to be the same man.” Shea 
and Wilson also made much of the fact that Washington/Weishaupt 
wrote in his diaries about separating “the Male from the Female hemp” 
(implying that he and the other Founders were under the influence of 
the devil’s weed).23

 The Illuminatus! trilogy’s barely comprehensible “plot”—about the 
Illuminati’s plan to slaughter the audience at a rock festival held in 
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Ingolstadt, Bavaria—weaves together several conspiracy-theory staples. 
The book blurs fiction and nonfiction, reality and fantasy, in excerpts 
such as this:

illuminati project: memo #13

J.M.:
The survival of the Bavarian Illuminati throughout the nineteenth 

century and into the twentieth is the subject of World Revolution by 
Nesta Webster (Constable and Company, London, 1921). Mrs. Webster 
follows Robison fairly closely on the early days of the movement, up to 
the French Revolution, but then veers off and says that the Illuminati 
never intended to create their Utopian anarcho-communist society: that 
was just another of their masks. . . . I see no way of reconciling this with 
the Birchers’ thesis that the Illuminati has become a front for the Rhodes 
Scholars to take over the world for English domination.24

Much of the Illuminati research popularized by Pat Robertson would 
feel at home in Illuminatus! The tone is equally ridiculous (though in the 
televangelist’s case, the humor is unintentional). Exhibit number one: 
“[Weishaupt’s] conspiracy was sufficiently successful from that point 
on to use French Freemasonry as a vehicle for placing members of the 
French Illuminati into key governmental positions.” Exhibit number two: 
“This lodge, in turn, was made up of Rosicrucians—high Freemasons—
and its preoccupation was mourning the death of the feudal system.” You 
might have a hard time telling which passage is Robertson’s and which is 
deadpan satire (for the record, the latter quote is from Illuminatus!). Shea 
and Wilson also heavily drew on Principia Discordia, and they incorpo-
rated many of the real-life pranks perpetrated by Thornley’s motley crew. 
Greg Hill described Illuminatus! as “a rare example of extended and sus-
tained Discordian art, and also makes an exemplary textbook of Discord-
ian theory and practice.” Timothy Leary loved this satire. The psychedelic 
guru told Wilson that his “experiences with the DEA, FBI, CIA, PLO, 
Weather Underground, Mansonoids, Aryan Brotherhood, Al Fattah, etc., 
were precisely like the most absurd parts of Illuminatus!”25

 Thomas Pynchon’s Gravity’s Rainbow, Ishmael Reed’s Mumbo Jumbo, 
and other 1970s novels also wrestled with conspiracy culture. The era’s 
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unease was also on display in popular motion pictures such as The Par-
allax View and Three Days of the Condor (whose main character sums 
up the zeitgeist: “Maybe there’s another CIA inside the CIA.”) These 
films departed from Hollywood conventions by making the U.S. gov-
ernment the bad guy. The Watergate scandal, the Pentagon Papers, and 
revelations about corporations covering up unsafe products created a 
fretful, uneasy feeling. Thomas Hine writes in The Great Funk, his cul-
tural history of the 1970s, “Sometimes it seemed that rational thought 
had ventured into the Bermuda Triangle, that area in the Atlantic 
where, it was believed, boats and airplanes disappeared without a trace.” 
Robert Shea later lamented, “Conspiracy mythology is a cop-out. .  .  . 
It’s a way of evading our responsibility for history.” To a certain extent, 
however, Shea and Wilson ended up reinforcing the very thing they 
were critiquing. Their mix of libertarianism, anarchism, mysticism, and 
sexual experimentation sometimes undercut their book’s subversive 
pretentions. At its worst—in the way it embodied the regressive gender 
politics typical of the counterculture—the Illuminatus! trilogy was little 
more than a nerdy adolescent male’s wet dream. But at its best, the book 
offered a blueprint for decades of mind-expanding pranks.26

 Unfortunately for Thornley, this conspiracy-soaked alternate uni-
verse drove him insane. “We were all having a lot of fun with Discord-
ianism,” Wilson recalled. “None of us were aware, yet, that Operation 
Mindfuck could get out of hand.” After Thornley had been targeted 
by the New Orleans district attorney for five years, the charges against 
him were finally dropped in 1973 when Jim Garrison lost an election to 
Harry Connick, Sr., the father of the jazz-pop singer (somewhere out 
there, there must be a JFK conspiracy theory involving Harry Connick 
Jr.—if not, someone needs to invent one, ASAP!). Thornley kept obsess-
ing, and obsessing, believing that he had been set up like Lee Harvey 
Oswald. “At one point,” Wilson recalled, “he went to a hypnotist to 
attempt to discover if Naval Intelligence could have brainwashed him, 
erased the memory of that, and controlled him for years.” Thornley’s 
letters to his friend became more unhinged, and by the late 1970s he 
insisted that “Robert Anton Wilson was murdered and replaced by a 
double on orders from Gerald Ford.” He also became convinced, as was 
Garrison, that CIA agents really did infiltrate the Discordian Society 
and use it as a front for their assassination bureau.27
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 “The logic of this was brilliant in a surrealistic, Kafkaesque sort of 
way,” Wilson says. “Try to picture a jury keeping a straight face when 
examining a conspiracy that worshipped the Goddess of Confusion, 
honored Emperor Norton as a saint, had a Holy Book called ‘How I 
Found Goddess and What I Did to Her After I Found Her,’ and fea-
tured personnel who called themselves Malaclypse the Younger, Ho 
Chi Zen, Mordecai the Foul, Lady L, F.A.B., Fang the Unwashed, Har-
old Lord Randomfactor, Onrak the Backwards, et al.” Wilson said he 
stopped speaking to Thornley because “it’s hard to communicate with 
somebody when he thinks you’re a diabolical mind-control agent and 
you’re convinced that he’s a little bit paranoid.” Greg Hill told an inter-
viewer that the two high school friends once discussed how their choice 
of deity—Eris, the goddess of discord—became a self-fulfilling proph-
ecy. “You know,” Thornley told him, “if I had realized that all of this 
was going to come true, I would have chosen Venus.” His mental health 
deteriorated along with his physical well-being, and in 1998 Thornley 
died in an Atlanta hospital. At his memorial service, longtime friend 
Barbara Joye lovingly quipped, “Kerry had the best sense of humor of 
any paranoid schizophrenic I ever knew.”28

A False Report from Iron Mountain

The Report from Iron Mountain: On the Possibility and Desirability of 
Peace emerged from the same milieu that pushed Kerry Thornley over 
the edge. This was, after all, the decade that produced the catchphrase 
“Just because you’re paranoid doesn’t mean they aren’t out to get you.” 
When Iron Mountain was published in 1967, this alleged government 
document was discussed everywhere from mainstream and under-
ground media to serious sociology and political science journals. Five 
years later, the writer Leonard Lewin stepped forward to claim author-
ship of this lefty lampoon, and then it descended into obscurity. That 
should have been the end of the story, but by the early 1990s members 
of the far right were snapping up out-of-print editions. When those 
ran out, the Liberty Lobby and others began pirating it. In 1995, the 
Wall Street Journal ran a front-page story about how the patriot mili-
tia movement had embraced Iron Mountain as a “sort of bible.” It was 
widely read in fringe circles alongside William Pierce’s racist novel The 
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Turner Diaries and Pat Robertson’s The New World Order. “The book 
is, of course, a satirical hoax,” Lewin wrote in the 1996 reprint of Iron 
Mountain, “a fact not so obvious in 1967 when it first appeared and, dis-
turbingly, still lost on some people today.”29

 “Its acceptance by super-patriots and conspiracy theorists of the far 
right,” said Victor Navasky, who played a role in publishing the book, 
“is roughly akin to the Irish Republican Army considering Jonathan 
Swift’s A Modest Proposal proof that eating babies is official British pol-
icy.” Navasky (who went on to edit the Nation) was the editor and pub-
lisher of Monocle, a magazine of political satire that was active during 
the late 1950s and early 1960s. Its writers and editors had an irreverent 
streak. For instance, Navasky recalls that “when J.F.K. failed to inte-
grate publicly assisted housing with ‘a stroke of the presidential pen,’ 
as he had promised he would, we started the Ink for Jack campaign, 
urging our subscribers to deluge the White House with bottles of ink.” 
When Monocle folded, members of the editorial board paid back their 
creditors by writing quickie books for the thriving paperback market. 
They published The Illustrated Gift Edition of The Communist Manifesto, 
The Beatles, Words without Music—a transcribed collection of the Fab 
Four’s press conferences—and The Report from Iron Mountain.30

 Iron Mountain was originally inspired by a 1966 New York Times 
article about a “Peace Scare” that created a temporary downturn in the 
stock market. This unintentionally funny story, Navasky said, was “wor-
thy of Jonathan Swift, H. L. Mencken, Mark Twain.” The Monocle edi-
torial board hatched the idea to fake a suppressed government report 
commissioned by the JFK administration. “To give the book credibility 
we needed an ultra-respectable mainstream publisher,” Navasky wrote, 
“but one with a sense of humor and the pluck to pull off a hoax.” Dial 
Press agreed to publish Iron Mountain sight unseen and placed it in the 
nonfiction section of its catalog. Satirizing the prose style of think tanks 
such as the RAND Corporation, the book’s introduction dryly empha-
sized the importance of writing “about war and strategy without getting 
bogged down in questions of morality.” Iron Mountain’s treatment of 
the conflict in Southeast Asia was similarly ironic: “The Vietnam war 
alone has led to spectacular improvements in amputation procedures, 
blood-handling techniques, and surgical logistics.” The introduction 
concluded with the following summary of the benefits of war.31
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1. Economic. War has provided both ancient and modern societies 
with a dependable system for stabilizing and controlling national 
economies. . . .

2. Political. The permanent possibility of war is the foundation for 
stable government; it supplies the basis for general acceptance of 
political authority. . . .

3. Sociological. War, through the medium of military institutions, has 
uniquely served societies, throughout the course of known history, 
as an indispensable controller of dangerous social dissidence and 
destructive antisocial tendencies. . . .

4. Ecological. War has been the principal evolutionary device for 
maintaining a satisfactory ecological balance between gross 
human population and supplies available for its survival. . . .

5. Cultural and Scientific. War-orientation has determined the basic 
standards of value in the creative arts, and has provided the fun-
damental motivational source of scientific and technological 
progress.32

A reporter for the New York Times, John Leo, spotted the listing in the 
Dial catalog and inquired if it was a hoax. The publisher told Leo that if 
he felt it was a fraud, he should look into the footnotes, which checked 
out, so he inquired with government agencies. An official from the State 
Department’s Arms Control and Disarmament Agency issued a vague 
denial: “To our knowledge no such special study group ever existed.” 
When Leo called the White House, he got a “no comment,” which fur-
ther fueled speculation. The Times ran a front-page news story on Iron 
Mountain, and later that year the paper published a book review that 
noted, “It is, of course, a hoax—but what a hoax!—a parody so elabo-
rate and ingenious and, in fact, so substantively original, acute, inter-
esting and horrifying, that it will receive serious attention regardless 
of its origin.” Henry Kissinger took the joke personally and called Iron 
Mountain idiotic, while RAND Corporation president Henry S. Rowen 
dismissed it as a clunky satire that missed its mark.33

 Leonard Lewin finally admitted that he wrote Iron Mountain in a 1972 
New York Times Book Review essay. It came on the heels of a few recently 
leaked documents such as the Pentagon Papers, which exposed the gov-
ernment’s lies about the Vietnam War. Lewin said he was inspired to 
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confess because those genuine leaks seemed more like parodies of Iron 
Mountain, rather than the reverse. Some people continued to believe 
it was the real deal, including a national-security aide to the Kennedy 
administration named Colonel Fletcher Prouty. He later worked as an 
adviser for Oliver Stone’s 1991 feature JFK, which used New Orleans 
district attorney Jim Garrison as its lead character. (The film’s shadowy 
government whistleblower played by Donald Sutherland was modeled 
after the colonel.) Prouty’s book JFK: The CIA, Vietnam, and the Plot to 
Assassinate John F. Kennedy is laced with many credulous references to 
the fictional Special Study Group. “All leaders of all nations know that, 
as stated in Report from Iron Mountain, ‘The organization of a society 
for the possibility of war is its principal political stabilizer,’” he writes. 
The colonel convinced himself that Lewin had merely fictionalized real 
events, which explains his bizarre claim that Iron Mountain was actually 
a “novel.”34

 Prouty said the Special Study Group was an “organization whose 
existence was so highly classified that there is no record, to this day, of 
who the men in the group were or with what sectors of the government 
or private life they were connected.” He of course was overlooking the 
most obvious answer: this group only existed in the mind of Leonard 
Lewin! Oliver Stone is similarly delusional when he writes, “The key 
question of our time, as posed in Colonel Prouty’s book, comes from 
the fabled Report from Iron Mountain on the Possibility and Desirability 
of Peace by Leonard Lewin.” Because Lewin revealed his prank decades 
before, his use of the word “fabled” is ironic, or merely moronic. Some 
of Iron Mountain’s prose was incorporated into JFK’s dialogue, which 
means Oliver Stone’s film—which claims to uncover the truth—is based 
on a fictional satire posing as a footnote-slathered nonfiction title. No 
wonder Prouty, Stone, and patriot militia members all had their brains 
scrambled. Iron Mountain was so perfectly pitched that it had Birchers 
and neo-Nazis dancing in unison with JFK-obsessed lefties and Holly-
wood liberals.35

 After Lewin discovered that far-right groups were bootlegging his 
book, he sued them for copyright infringement. In an ingenious move, 
the militias defended their actions by arguing that Iron Mountain really, 
really was a government document. (Works produced by federal agen-
cies are public domain, which means there is no copyright to infringe.) 
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Lewin prevailed in court, but the legal struggles over Iron Mountain’s 
authorship nevertheless demonstrate how difficult it is to disprove 
a conspiracy theory. In the book Conspiracy against God and Man, 
Bircher Clarence Kelly mournfully writes that true believers “are the 
victims of a conspiracy of silence when they are not made the objects of 
witch hunts (as McCarthy in his time and The John Birch Society have 
been).” Similarly, Pat Robertson laments, “Authors who expose sub-
versive secret organizations are usually ridiculed because, when asked 
for proof of the identity of participants in secret societies, they have to 
answer, ‘That is impossible, since the names are secret.’” Conspiracy 
theories are inherently unfalsifiable, and any attempt to disprove a 
nefarious plot is considered suspect.36

 Recall the discussion of the Realist’s “Parts Left Out of the Kennedy 
Book” prank in the previous chapter. Lots of folks bought Paul Krass-
ner’s big lie about LBJ having intercourse with JFK’s bullet wound. 
“Lyndon Johnson’s peculiar behavior on Air Force One was a meta-
phorical truth,” he notes, “yet it was perceived as literal truth by liter-
ate people.” An ACLU official, a Peabody Award–winning journalist, 
members of the intelligence community, and several others fell for it. 
Daniel Ellsberg, the man who leaked the Pentagon Papers, admitted to 
the Realist editor, “Maybe it was just because I wanted to believe it so 
badly.” Krassner adds, “I also received a call from Ray Marcus, a critic of 
the Warren Commission Report, who had discovered a chronological 
flaw in my article. . . . Marcus deduced that The Realist must have been 
given the excerpts by a CIA operative in order to discredit valid dis-
sent on the assassination.” After Krassner revealed that it was a prank, 
many people assumed the CIA pressured him into retracting the story. 
Similarly, Lewin’s confession that he authored Iron Mountain was seen 
as proof of a cover-up. As any good conspiracy theorist knows, it’s the 
oldest trick in the book.37

Behold a Pale Horse

Aside from Pat Robertson’s The New World Order, William Cooper’s 
Behold a Pale Horse was the most influential conspiracy book of the 
1990s. This doorstop of a paperback became a word-of-mouth hit after 
it was published in 1991, moving hundreds of thousands of units. It is 
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a dizzying mix of fact and fantasy that draws from all the usual sus-
pects: Robison’s and Barruel’s late-eighteenth-century urtexts, con-
spiracy classics by Nesta Webster and Lady Queenborough, and the 
John Birch Society’s vast publishing output. Behold a Pale Horse also 
extensively quotes from a newer entry in the conspiracy canon—you 
guessed it—The Report from Iron Mountain. (Once again, a satiri-
cal prank was transformed into proof of a satanic scheme.) America’s 
steady swing to the right primed a receptive audience to embrace Coo-
per’s book. In 1994, during the rise of the patriot militia movement, the 
Oklahoma state legislature went so far as to pass a resolution calling on 
the U.S. Congress “to cease any support for the establishment of a ‘new 
world order’ or any form of global government.” A year later, Timothy 
McVeigh blew up the Oklahoma City Federal Building in a first strike 
against this impending takeover.38

 McVeigh was a fan of William Pierce’s 1978 cult novel The Turner 
Diaries, which gained thousands of new followers in the 1990s. It told 
a story, set in 2099, about a white terrorist group called the Organi-
zation. Its members battled the System, a Jewish-run cabal propped 
up by armies of angry black men and the federal government (which 
banned all firearms under the Cohen Act). In a case of life imitating art, 
if you can call The Turner Diaries “art,” the Organization’s first major 
act was blowing up an FBI building. An extremist named Ray Lamp-
ley also embraced The Turner Diaries. He was a founder of the Uni-
versal Church of God and the Oklahoma Constitutional Militia, which 
networked with other militias and white-supremacist groups. In 1994, 
Lampley began sending out unhinged newsletters—with the confident 
tagline “Revealing Events Before They Occur”—that detailed dreadful 
events just over the horizon. Unlike some who hedge their bets with 
vague forecasts, the self-proclaimed “Prophet of the Most High God” 
was quite specific. “08/21/94 Activities: 30 Days until the blood-red 
moon. 16 days until the Jewish Feast of Trumpets and the False Mes-
siah.” In the first week of October, Lampley predicted, “plagues of 
destruction continue to fall on the earth. you should 
continue to remain indoors.”39

 What followed came straight out of the Judeo-Masonic conspiracy-
theory playbook, by way of the John Birch Society. Lampley warned 
of an all-out assault on the United States coordinated by a UN-backed 



Prank Blowback 

170

coalition of Russian and Asiatic forces. “The American people are 
quickly waking up and the New Worlders know it,” he wrote on August 
12, 1994. “The planned invasion we spoke of will come to pass before 
September 23rd, this year.” Lampley grew more urgent a couple of weeks 
later. “We are getting reports that the Communist/Edomite/Sodomite-
loving federal government in Washington, DC, is preparing to begin its 
attacks upon American people.” The assault would be coordinated by 
the U.S. government’s Multi-Jurisdictional Task Force and carried out 
by sheriff ’s departments and Postal Service employees. Lampley said 
there were already 650,000 foreign troops moving on American high-
ways and many more just over the border in Mexico. In making these 
claims, the millenarian militiaman recycled right-wing fears of a bor-
derless North American government. Back in 1963, Republican Thomas 
R. Kuchel (then the minority whip of the Senate) said he received 
about six thousand letters a month warning of such plots. One claimed 
“35,000 Communist Chinese troops bearing arms and wearing decep-
tively dyed powder-blue uniforms, are poised on the Mexican border, 
about to invade San Diego.”40

 A few days after Lampley’s predictions did not come to pass, he sent 
out one last mailing. “I made a mistake,” he admitted. “The blame for 
this is not going to be placed on my co-workers here at the office. I am 
solely responsible for pushing the concept that we would see a blood-
red moon before the Messiah returns. . . . I do not feel good about this 
at all.” This wasn’t the first false prediction of its kind. A New England 
farmer named William Miller claimed the Rapture would take place on 
March 21, 1844. After that date passed, his followers endured jeers from 
people on the street: “We thought you’d gone up!” or “Wife didn’t go 
up and leave you behind to burn, did she?” Regardless, the Millerites 
remained confident that Judgment Day was coming. Sociologists have 
noted that strong ties to a like-minded community can maintain beliefs, 
though this faith can’t survive forever. After Prophet Miller’s revised 
prediction failed to transpire, Millerism crashed and burned on Octo-
ber 22, 1844. “Our fondest hopes and expectations,” one adherent cried, 
“were blasted.” As for Ray Lampley, the world would unfortunately hear 
from him one more time. As with the Millerites, his failed prophecy 
did not dampen the convictions of his followers, who adopted a bunker 
mentality. A year later, Lampley, his wife, and two others were arrested 
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for plotting to bomb gay bars, abortion clinics, and civil rights groups 
such as the Southern Poverty Law Center. They were convicted on all 
counts.41

 A sinister cast of characters populated the conspiracy theories that 
the 1990s patriot movement embraced. The Rothschilds, the Rockefell-
ers, the Bilderberg Group, the Council on Foreign Relations, and Cecil 
Rhodes’s English Round Tables all made frequent appearances. But for 
many people in the movement, the Rothschild family was the most 
satanic. Since the nineteenth century, that family has been singled out 
as the archetype of Jewish banking power. In The New World Order, 
Pat Robertson sticks to the script by linking together the occult, high 
finance, and Judaism. “It is reported that in Frankfurt,” he writes, “Jews 
for the first time were admitted to the order of Freemasons.” Robertson 
also claims that the Rothschilds took control of the Bavarian Illuminati 
and worked their wicked magic throughout Europe. But as I pointed 
out in chapter 4, many of his sources were drawn from a mixture of 
pranks, hoaxes, satires, and genuine historical documents. Not surpris-
ingly, Robertson fell for Léo Taxil’s most notorious fabrication. His book 
credulously discusses the “Secret Instructions” supposedly authored by 
Albert Pike (the evil Freemason who maintained an underground tele-
phone network operated by devils).42

 In addition to Robertson’s The New World Order, Pike also shows up 
in William Cooper’s Behold a Pale Horse. This confused, confusing book 
also reprints the entirety of the Protocols of the Elders of Zion, but with 
a twist. In the author’s note, he says that the document actually dates 
back to the late 1700s and that everything contained in it has come to 
pass. Cooper tells readers that the word Zion should be replaced with 
Sion and that Jews should be substituted with the word Illuminati. In 
addition to standard-issue New World Order conspiracy theories, 
Cooper claimed aliens forged a secret pact with the U.S. government 
to use humans in mind-control experiments. These eerie ideas infected 
mainstream media like a virus. Discussing the popular 1990s television 
show The X-Files, journalist Jeff Chang writes, “Fox Mulder’s Cooper-
esque rantings about one-world government, master-race plotters, alien 
abductees, secret torture chambers and Tuskegee-style bioterror experi-
ments felt realer than reality, a speculative history of the Cold War in 
which the actual struggle had always actually been between the leaders 
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and the people, the Illuminati and the cattle, the one-worlders and the 
sheeple.”43

 The case of The X-Files serves as another example of how alternative 
and mainstream media are entangled in a dialogic relationship. This 
prime-time network television show fed on ideas that quietly circu-
lated via small publishing houses, talk radio, and the Internet. In doing 
so, The X-Files led some audience members back to the obscure source 
material that originated in underground media. The online world, 
which at the time was much more of a marginal medium, played a 
huge role in accelerating the spread of New World Order and Illumi-
nati conspiracy theories. It was used by radical groups on the left and 
right to communicate with other believers and to win new converts. 
William Cooper, for instance, hosted one of the Internet’s first stream-
ing talk shows, which was also broadcast through the much-older 
technology of shortwave radio. On his show—and in Behold a Pale 
Horse—Cooper declared that the Federal Emergency Management 
Agency was planning a coordinated assault on American democracy. 
(Considering FEMA’s incompetent response to Hurricane Katrina in 
2006, it’s difficult to conceive how that agency could pull off such a 
feat.)44

 This assumption about FEMA’s omnipotence highlights how con-
spiracy theories rely on a perfect model of communication—one that 
doesn’t allow for mistakes, misunderstandings, chance occurrences, 
and failure. In this dystopia, plans are flawlessly executed with the help 
of Masonic long-distance relay runners, devilish telephone systems, 
Cold War mind-control techniques, and, more recently, the hypnotiz-
ing rhetoric of President Barack Obama. The only way to uncover these 
secret plots is to carefully study signs and symbols hidden in plain view, 
whether they are pyramids on the dollar bill or statues outside Rock-
efeller Center. The following passage by William Cooper illustrates this 
habit of mind. “The numbers 3, 7, 9, 11, 13, 39 and any multiple of these 
numbers have special meaning to the Illuminati,” he writes. “The Con-
stitution has 7 Articles and was signed by 39 members of the Consti-
tutional Convention. The United States was born on July 4, 1776. July 
is the 7th month of the year. Add 7 (for July) and 4 and you have 11; 
1+7+7+6=21, which is a multiple of 3 and 7. Add 2+1 and you get 3. Look 
at the numbers in 1776 and you see two 7s and a 6, which is a multiple 
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of 3.” Then comes the kicker: “Coincidence, you say? I say, ‘Baloney!’ 
and I’d really like to say something a lot stronger.”45

 By the late 1990s, Cooper became more closely affiliated with the 
militia movement, and his delusions were inflamed by an ongoing 
conflict with the Internal Revenue Service. He believed he was being 
singled out by “The Illuminati Socialist President of the United States 
of America, William Jefferson Clinton” and the “bogus and unconstitu-
tional Internal Revenue Service.” By 2001, Cooper holed himself up in 
a trailer home in a desolate part of Arizona. He lived out the rest of his 
days with his dogs, a chicken, a rooster, and shortwave radio. When two 
Apache County sheriffs came to arrest him for an outstanding warrant, 
he was shot dead on November 5, 2001, after killing one of the officers. 
This incident forever secured William Cooper’s martyr status among 
high-plains tax protestors. Illuminatiphobia enjoyed a revival during 
Bill Clinton’s presidency, but it was the election of Barack Obama in 
2008 that pushed these fantasies over the top.46

A Right-Wing Prankster

The history of political pranks is littered with lefty characters. Conserva-
tives, on the other hand, do not gravitate toward irreverent hijinks. One 
exception is James O’Keefe, a right-wing prankster who uses hidden 
cameras to stage encounters with his ideological enemies. At the same 
time that progressive organizations such as MoveOn.org were hailed for 
their savvy uses of online media, O’Keefe, Andrew Breitbart, and other 
conservatives employed similar DIY methods. O’Keefe’s provocations 
began in 2004 while attending Rutgers University. In a satire of politi-
cal correctness, what he viewed as a pious sensitivity to ethnicity on 
college campuses, he launched a campaign to remove Lucky Charms 
from the dining hall. He secretly videotaped himself complaining to a 
food-service employee about the leprechaun on the cereal box. While 
the school official earnestly scribbled notes, O’Keefe deadpanned, “As 
you can see, we’re not short and green—we have our differences of 
height—and we think this is stereotypical of all Irish Americans.” While 
at Rutgers, he gained notoriety by organizing an “affirmative-action 
bake sale,” in which whites paid exorbitant prices and African Ameri-
cans got discounts.47
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 In developing his craft, O’Keefe read Saul Alinsky’s Rules for Radi-
cals, the bible of many liberal activists. Rule Four especially inspired 
him: “Make the enemy live up to its own book of rules.” He applied this 
directive in 2007 when he punked Planned Parenthood in an attempt 
to expose white liberal hypocrisies about race, abortion, and eugen-
ics. It is certainly true, for instance, that some early-twentieth-century 
Progressives could be racist. Planned Parenthood founder Margaret 
Sanger is a women’s rights pioneer, but some of her projects ran hand 
in hand with a desire to reduce the size of “undesirable” populations. 
Particularly unsettling was Sanger’s “Negro Project,” which was argu-
ably a thinly veiled eugenics scheme. This sordid history has enabled 
conservative commentators to take the moral high ground by claiming 
that white liberals are the real racists. To dramatize this claim, O’Keefe 
secretly taped a phone conversation with a Planned Parenthood staffer, 
who was asked if his donation could be used to abort black babies (so to 
prevent his future son from being discriminated against through affir-
mative action). He was told the organization would accept the money, 
for whatever reason. Even though Planned Parenthood dismissed the 
tapes as “heavily edited,” the public-relations damage was done.48

 An unsettling amount of racial resentment runs through O’Keefe’s 
stunts, from his Rutgers University “affirmative-action bake sale” to 
one of the pranks he is most known for: the ACORN pimp tapes. In 
2009, he targeted the Association of Community Organizations for 
Reform Now, or ACORN, which advocated for working-class citizens 
and minorities. Conservative talk-show hosts such as Rush Limbaugh 
and Glenn Beck turned it into a political punching bag during and after 
the 2008 election campaign, and O’Keefe piled on. Posing as a pimp—
and accompanied by his associate Hannah Giles, who played the role 
of the prostitute—he videotaped low-level employees who appeared 
to endorse his proposed tax-fraud and child-prostitution schemes. 
The footage contained misleading cutaway shots of the skinny, white 
twenty-something in a pimp costume, making it look like he dressed 
this way in ACORN’s offices. It was one of many manipulations in 
O’Keefe’s viral videos (which, to be fair, are not unlike some edits found 
in films by liberal documentarian Michael Moore).49

 The incendiary footage prompted multiple criminal investigations, 
though no charges were ultimately filed. A report on ACORN activities 
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produced by the California attorney general found that the organiza-
tion suffered from mismanagement, but the AG also concluded that 
the videos were “heavily edited to feature only the worst or most inap-
propriate statements of various ACORN employees.” The report stated, 
“the impression of rampant illegal conduct . . . is not supported by the 
evidence related to the videos.” Additionally, at least one employee who 
seemed to play along while on camera contacted the police after the 
“pimp’s” visit. The District Attorney’s Office in Brooklyn, where another 
hidden-camera sting occurred, also reported that “no criminality has 
been found.” O’Keefe’s tactics did not constitute investigative journal-
ism, but as a prank—a staged provocation designed to persuade—they 
were very effective. The U.S. House of Representatives overwhelm-
ingly voted to deny federal funding to ACORN, and by 2010 it was 
on the verge of bankruptcy. “That 20-minute video ruined 40 years of 
good work,” a former Maryland chapter co-chairwoman lamented. In 
2011, O’Keefe pulled a similar prank on National Public Radio, which 
prompted legislation to defund public broadcasting. This was change 
the right could believe in.50

Tea Parties and Mad Hatters

As a former community organizer with ties to ACORN, Barack Obama 
was the perfect foil that helped unify a conservative movement that was 
in disarray. His rise to power unleashed a torrent of repressed politi-
cal energy: the formation of Tea Parties, the instant stardom of talk-
show host Glenn Beck, the growing popularity of libertarian politicians 
Ron and Rand Paul, and the return of Illuminatiphobia. Demographic 
and economic shifts were transforming America, whose shrink-
ing white majority was less prosperous than ever before. This created 
the impression that educated elites and racial minorities were closing 
down opportunities for Tea Partiers. Their ideas and slogans seemed to 
come from out of left field—or, more accurately, right field—but they 
had been lurking just below the surface for decades. In 1964, the John 
Birch Society lost its influence within top Republican Party circles after 
playing a key role in getting Barry Goldwater nominated as the party’s 
presidential candidate. “Extremism in the defense of liberty is no vice,” 
the candidate famously said, in a nod to the Birchers. “Moderation in 
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the pursuit of justice is no virtue.” His campaign slogan, “In your heart 
you know he’s right,” was easily lampooned by Democrats: “In your guts 
you know he’s nuts.” Goldwater was too out there for most voters and 
was trounced in the general election.51

 After years in the political woods, the John Birch Society made 
a comeback in the Age of Obama. The month after his inauguration, 
it cosponsored that year’s Conservative Political Action Conference 
(CPAC), which featured a wild keynote speech by Glenn Beck. On his 
radio and television programs, Beck helped reintroduce the organiza-
tion to America. “When I was growing up, the John Birch Society, I 
thought they were a bunch of nuts,” he told spokesman Sam Antonio 
during an on-air interview, but now “you guys are starting to make a lot 
more sense to me.” Antonio earnestly confirmed, “Yes, we at the John 
Birch Society are not nuts.” Echoing The X-Files’ famous tagline, he 
added, “We are just exposing the truth that’s been out there for many, 
many years.” The society’s website proudly ran Glenn Beck program 
clips that highlighted the similarities between the host’s views and its 
own, and it lauded him for “presenting American history in the way 
that The John Birch Society has been doing it for over 50 years.” That 
story goes: Woodrow Wilson socially engineered America’s downfall; 
Dwight Eisenhower was a communist dupe, or worse; Richard Nixon 
was more treacherous; and his secretary of state was most certainly an 
Illuminati agent. In Kissinger: The Secret Side of the Secretary of State, a 
1976 book published by the John Birch Society, Gary Allen concludes, 
“It is not too late to tell Henry Kissinger and his masters and mentors 
in the Shadow government that we want no part of their New World 
Order.” You can only imagine what the Birchers think of (the foreign-
born?) Barack Hussein Obama.52

 Liberals smugly portray Glenn Beck as a crackpot who makes up 
crazy stuff off the top of his head, but a consistent logic and a large 
body of literature structure his worldview. When he devotes an entire 
program to exposing the evil forces behind the Federal Reserve or 
Rockefeller Plaza, he is mining the same paranoid load as the Birch-
ers. Beck also draws heavily from a former Brigham Young University 
professor named W. Cleon Skousen, who never saw a progressive social 
cause, such as the civil rights movement, that didn’t have a conspiracy 
stamped on it. When the Church of Jesus Christ of Latter-Day Saints 
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was being pressured to allow African Americans to be ordained to the 
priesthood—it took until 1978 to do so—Skousen insisted that commu-
nist agitators were behind the movement. Finally, after accusing Presi-
dent Carter of being a puppet of an international conspiracy, the Mor-
mon Church issued a national order to “avoid any implication that the 
Church endorses” his views.53

 Skousen had been famous in far-right circles ever since he wrote 
1972’s The Naked Capitalist: A Review and Commentary on Dr. Carroll 
Quigley’s Book “Tragedy and Hope.” It presented itself as an exposé of a 
relatively obscure academic book by Quigley, a Georgetown University 
history professor who was Bill Clinton’s college mentor (a bright red 
flag raised by many a conspiracy theorist). Since then, the 1,348-page 
Tragedy and Hope has been held up as a smoking gun. Skousen called it 
“a bold and boastful admission by Dr. Quigley that there actually exists 
a relatively small but powerful group which has succeeded in acquiring 
a choke-hold on the affairs of practically the entire human race.” By the 
early 1970s, The Naked Capitalist’s print run topped fifty-five thousand 
copies—far more copies than Quigley’s book ever sold—and in 1972 
the Washington office of the Liberty Lobby reported that it was selling 
twenty-five copies a day. As a result of this attention, Tragedy and Hope 
was checked out of libraries and never returned. This made the out-of-
print book even harder to find, provoking conjecture that lefty librar-
ians were pulling it from the shelves to suppress its revelations.54

 “Skousen’s book is full of misrepresentations and factual errors,” an 
exasperated Quigley insisted at the time. “He claims that I have writ-
ten of a conspiracy of the super-rich who are pro-Communist and 
wish to take over the world and that I’m a member of this group. But 
I never called it a conspiracy and don’t regard it as such.” He was actu-
ally describing a web of corporate and nongovernmental bodies, such 
as the Council on Foreign Relations and J. P. Morgan, which sought to 
“coordinate the international activities” of commerce and governance. 
Unfortunately, the professor made the mistake of calling this network 
an “elaborate, semi-secret organization.” Skousen believed that the Ivy 
League establishment—with its penchant for internationalism—was 
carrying out its wicked goals using the tentacles of the Rockefeller 
and Rothschild dynasties, the Federal Reserve, the Bilderberg Group, 
and the Council on Foreign Relations. None Dare Call It a Conspiracy, 



Prank Blowback 

178

a book by Birchers Gary Allen and Larry Abraham, echoed Skousen’s 
assertions. Four decades later, Glenn Beck was telling radio listeners, “I 
know it’s not popular to quote Carroll Quigley but if you’ve ever read 
Tragedy and Hope from the 1960s, you see this being played out.”55

 In addition to reviving sales of The Naked Capitalist, the conser-
vative talk-show host made Skousen’s The Five Thousand Year Leap a 
best-seller. It was premised on the notion that the U.S. Constitution 
was based solely on biblical law, not Enlightenment principles. America 
was so remarkably different from any previous governmental system, 
Skousen argued, that it represented a five-thousand-year leap forward 
for civilization. Beck’s foreword to the book begins, ironically enough, 
“This is a story you won’t believe.” Skousen’s history was misleading, 
to say the least (the Mormon journal Dialogue condemned him for 
“inventing fantastic ideas and making inferences that go far beyond the 
bounds of honest commentary”). For instance, The Five Thousand Year 
Leap selectively quotes a letter written by Benjamin Franklin to make 
it appear that he was a champion of marriage and fidelity. Beck’s intel-
lectual hero neglects to quote the rest of the letter, in which the Founder 
says married men should seek out older mistresses (“the pleasure of 
corporal enjoyment with an old woman is at least equal, and frequently 
superior”). Hundreds of study groups throughout America now teach 
Skousen’s unique “originalist” interpretation of the Constitution.56

 Beck, Skousen, and the Birchers all believe that their beloved Consti-
tution suffered a deathblow after the election of President Wilson. “As I 
study history,” Beck told his audience, “I see that a lot of the problems—
most of the problems, in fact—stem from Woodrow Wilson and the 
Progressive movement.” John Birch Society founder Robert Welch sim-
ilarly claimed, “By 1920 the Insiders attained such Communist goals for 
the United States as a graduated income tax, the Federal Reserve Sys-
tem, and”—the horror!—“the Seventeenth Amendment for the direct 
election of Senators.” One of the most pronounced aspects of modern 
conservative thought is a deep-seated distrust of elites: international 
bankers, well-connected Ivy Leaguers, unelected technocrats, atheistic 
social scientists, and the like. In the book Liberal Fascism, Jonah Gold-
berg argues that early-twentieth-century Progressives were far greater 
warmongers, crueler jingoists, worse racists, and more fascist than the 
right ever was. The National Review contributing editor conveniently 
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ignores a few elephants in the Conservative Hall of Shame, but he 
makes some valid points. Some Progressives were racist eugenicists, 
and a few even supported Hitler and Mussolini (though so did plenty of 
right-wing capitalists).57

 New Republic founding editor Herbert Croly, an archetypical Wood-
row Wilson Progressive, was an early backer of the Italian fascist. He 
was also a big booster of social science, another longtime conservative 
foil. In 1925, Croly asked, “Who will be the prophets and pilots of the 
Good Society?” He concluded that a “better future would derive from 
the beneficent activities of expert social engineers.” The New Republic 
editor’s father, David Goodman Croly, also promoted positivism (the 
application of the scientific method to explain and regulate human 
events). You may also remember him from chapter 5 as the racist news-
paper editor who invented the word miscegenation. Five years after 
his hoax, the elder Croly founded an American branch of the Church 
of Humanity, which was dedicated to ideas espoused by sociologist 
Auguste Comte. Given that most antiabolitionists used biblical argu-
ments to justify slavery, the fact that Croly embraced secularist ratio-
nalism is unusual. But history is littered with odd ideological bedfel-
lows (sometimes quite literal bedfellows—his wife, Jane Croly, was one 
of the first syndicated feminist columnists in America).58

 As for New Republic coeditor Walter Lippmann, there were times 
when he could sound downright conspiratorial when expressing his 
love of social engineering. Likewise, his colleague Edward Bernays 
enthusiastically noted, “It is now possible to control and regiment the 
masses according to our will without their knowing it.” A century later, 
these Progressive dreams of a social-scientific utopia still strike fear in 
the hearts of conservatives. In 2010, Tea Party–backed candidates took 
control of North Carolina’s Wake County school board, sweeping into 
power with the campaign slogan “Say No to the Social Engineers!” The 
majority Republican board promptly dismantled one of the America’s 
most successful and celebrated integration efforts as a rebuke to pointy-
headed bureaucrats. Two years after Obama was elected, Tea Party can-
didates in Republican primaries began unseating incumbents such as 
South Carolina congressman Bob Inglis. During the 2010 primaries, 
angry voters confronted the representative about how the existence of 
Social Security numbers was proof they had been sold into slavery by 
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a secret bank. “And then, of course,” Inglis adds, “it turned into some-
thing about the Federal Reserve and the Bilderbergers and all that 
stuff.”59

 Throughout the twentieth century, the political and religious right 
quietly disseminated these ideas through underground media channels. 
But by the new millennium, conservatives had Fox News, America’s 
number-one cable news network. It helped popularize views that were 
previously relegated to small-print-run newsletters and AM talk radio. 
Fox News gave Glenn Beck a platform to broadcast numerous con-
spiracy theories, such as “FEMA camps” that were secretly being con-
structed in Montana. Just like Iron Mountain, it was a project so clan-
destine that no one could find evidence of its existence. When rumors 
about those detention centers first circulated in 2009, Beck interviewed 
Texas congressman Ron Paul, a longtime champion of the John Birch 
Society. In an awkward balancing act, they both implied that the FEMA 
camps might exist while also doing their best to sound sane. “So in 
some ways,” the U.S. representative told Beck, “they can accomplish 
what you might be thinking about, about setting up camps, and they 
don’t necessarily have to have legislation, you know, to do the things 
that we dread. But it is something that deserves a lot of attention.”60

 Paul has also sounded alarms about a “NAFTA Superhighway” that 
will supposedly bisect the United States. “Proponents envision a ten-
lane colossus with the width of several football fields,” Paul writes, 
“with freight and rail lines, fiber-optic cable lines, and oil and natural 
gas pipelines running alongside.” Ron’s son, Senator Rand Paul, said 
much the same thing while campaigning in Montana for his father’s 
presidential bid in 2008. “So, it’s a real thing,” he said, “and when you 
talk about it, the thing you just have to be aware of is that, if you talk 
about it like it’s a conspiracy, they’ll paint you as a nut.” Both father and 
son take care to present themselves as reasonable people, but they don’t 
always succeed. The Ron Paul Survival Report, which the elder Paul 
published in the 1990s, contained the usual warnings about the Rock-
efellers, black helicopters, America’s “disappearing white majority,” and 
other far-right talking points. The senior Paul has also been a frequent 
guest on Alex Jones’s bat-crap-crazy radio show, where the congress-
man railed against a “cataclysmic shift toward a new world order,” made 
possible by “a new monetary order. . . . A world central bank, worldwide 
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regulation and world control of the whole system, of all the commodi-
ties and all the natural resources, what else can you call it other than 
world government?”61

 Paul’s endorsement of G. Edward Griffin’s The Creature from Jekyll 
Island: A Second Look at the Federal Reserve—along with several other 
positions he holds—has made him an icon for New World Order 
conspiracy theorists. Griffin’s book is laced with standard-issue refer-
ences to the Council on Foreign Relations, W. Cleon Skousen, Carroll 
Quigley, the Rothschild family, and the Bavarian Illuminati (a branch 
of which, the author suggests, played a role in assassinating Abraham 
Lincoln). Griffin was also a longtime affiliate of the John Birch Soci-
ety, which published several of his nutty books. In Paul’s blurb for The 
Creature from Jekyll Island, he calls it “a superb analysis deserving seri-
ous attention by all Americans. Be prepared for one heck of a journey 
through time and mind.” It sure is. The congressman is a principled 
libertarian conservative whose positions on civil liberties, the wars in 
Iraq and Afghanistan, and the legalization of drugs overlap with those 
of many people on the left. He is a learned man and not a nut. How-
ever, when this congressman appears on Alex Jones’s show, endorses 
Bircher books about a Federal Reserve conspiracy, and warns of nonex-
istent plans for a NAFTA Superhighway, it shows how the fringe ideas 
discussed throughout this book have infiltrated substantial parts of the 
political mainstream.62

t t t

William Cooper’s Behold a Pale Horse, Pat Robertson’s The New World 
Order, and the John Birch Society’s massive output of books and peri-
odicals resonated widely because they used simple, gripping stories to 
explain complex socioeconomic changes. But their foundations were 
built on a sinkhole of deception. Few believers know, or care, that those 
books mixed citations of genuine historical documents with mean-
spirited forgeries (The Protocols of the Elders of Zion), self-deluded his-
torical scholarship (John Robison’s Proofs of a Conspiracy and Abbé 
Barruel’s Memoirs Illustrating the History of Jacobinism), government 
propaganda (CIA-sponsored brainwashing research and the FBI’s 
COINTELPRO program), and several satirical pranks (the invention of 
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the Rosicrucian Brotherhood, Léo Taxil’s stories about Masonic devil 
worship, the Discordians’ Operation Mindfuck, the playful protests 
staged by the Women’s International Terrorist Conspiracy from Hell, 
and Leonard Lewin’s The Report from Iron Mountain, to name but a 
few). Since the beginning of the modern era, an interconnected, self-
referential web of evidence has been recycled and expanded on by new 
generations of credulous conspiracy theorists. By the late 1960s, the 
mounting paranoia had reached a tipping point. The prank blowback 
caused by the Discordians, WITCH, and other like-minded mischief 
makers helped reconfigure American politics and, as the next chapter 
reveals, religious life as well.
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A  Satanic  
Panic

Shadow secret societies and Satanism have been intertwined in the 
right-wing imagination throughout the modern era. This conspiratorial 
worldview helped American evangelicals make sense of the tumultu-
ous 1960s, which witnessed several radical breaks from tradition. Many 
people in the youth movement came to believe that Western rational-
ism was dehumanizing, and they expressed their rebellion by retreating 
into Eastern religions, mysticism, and paganism. Social historian Theo-
dore Roszak points out that there is nothing new about the existence of 
Theosophists, Spiritualists, Satanists, and other kinds occultists. “What 
is new,” he wrote in the late 1960s, “is that a radical rejection of science 
and technological values should appear so close to the center of society, 
rather than the negligible margins.” Hippies sent the far right into hys-
terics, and by the decade’s end Charles Manson became a cautionary 
symbol of the movement’s perceived immorality. The California press 
often portrayed him as the head of a satanic cult, and reported details 
about the Manson Family’s killing spree provided the grist for many a 
far-fetched fantasy. Regional disruptions such as the Watts riots, Berke-
ley campus antiwar protests, and San Francisco’s “Summer of Love” also 
put the fear of God—or Satan—in conservative Christians.1

8
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 Although tensions exploded in the 1960s, the fuse was lit decades 
earlier by the “New Thought” utopians and other like-minded souls 
who set up communes in California. The West Coast has been carica-
tured as a hotbed of leftist radicalism, but the religious right has also 
enjoyed a long and strong presence in the Golden State. Back in 1953, 
the California State Senate Committee on Education reported, “So-
called modern communism is apparently the same hypocritical and 
deadly world conspiracy to destroy civilization that was founded by the 
secret order of the Illuminati in Bavaria on May 1, 1776.” Additionally, 
the Los Angeles–area enclave of Orange County boasted more chap-
ters and members of the John Birch Society than the rest of the country 
combined. Those households regularly received mailed warnings about 
the Illuminati from the Birchers, and they watched in horror as deca-
dence and drug use crept closer to their own backyards. Orange County 
played a key role in sending Ronald Reagan to the governor’s mansion 
in 1966 and, in 1980, the White House (the president half joked that the 
OC is where “all good Republicans go to die”). As the 1960s and 1970s 
wore on, it became clear that California wasn’t big enough for both 
conservatives and the counterculture. They passionately competed for 
elbow room, and this close proximity led to more than a few ideological 
dustups.2

Shouting “Satan!” in a Crowded Theater

Anton LaVey’s First Church of Satan, founded in San Francisco three 
years before the Manson murders, was an important backdrop for Cali-
fornia’s conservative backlash. Its high priest was a natural-born show-
man who previously worked as a calliope operator in carnivals and 
burlesque houses. He also played the pipe organ in churches, where he 
saw the same men who lusted after half-naked ladies the previous night 
dutifully sitting with their wives during Sunday service. This deepened 
LaVey’s disdain for Christianity and the hypocrisies of its believers. 
He acquired a variety of occult books and looked around for satanic 
churches to join, but they were way too dull. “The true magus knows,” 
LaVey wrote in The Satanic Bible, “that occult bookshelves abound 
with the brittle relics of frightened minds and sterile bodies, meta-
physical journals of self-deceit, and constipated rule-books of Eastern 
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mysticism.” Very much the sixties swinger, LaVey began putting on bur-
lesque shows with witch- and vampire-costumed strippers. In 1966, he 
founded his own place of worship, which he publicized with a colorful 
series of pranks. The high priest officiated a “Satanic wedding” that got 
worldwide press coverage, which was followed by the “Satanic baptism” 
of his six-year-old daughter, Zeena. “My mother was mortified,” Zeena 
recalled, “because she just wanted to be like the Addams Family, but it 
all took off so quickly and spun very much out of his control.”3

 LaVey’s lascivious shock tactics were akin to shouting “Satan!” in a 
crowded theater filled with members of the Moral Majority. The anxi-
eties he created were heightened by a 1970 article that appeared in the 
John Birch Society’s American Opinion magazine, which became one 
of the anti-Satanism movement’s urtexts. Churches distributed pho-
tocopies of the article, and by the 1980s its outrageous assertions and 
anecdotes were appearing in Christian books, pamphlets, newsletters, 
and magazines. Author David Emerson Gumaer linked establishment 
media, Manson, Satanism, LaVey, and the Illuminati in a grand anti-
Christian plot. “Satanism,” he wrote, “next to Communism, has become 
the fastest growing criminal menace of our time.” Gumaer then quotes 
a Los Angeles policeman who said it was dangerous to travel alone on 
his beat—in, um, Beverly Hills—because of the heavy “influx of Satanist 
dope fiends.” When Gumaer interviewed Anton LaVey, the high priest 
was more than happy to give the Bircher what he wanted. He confirmed 
that Bavarian Illuminati founder Adam Weishaupt was “a practicing 
Satanist” and said Weishaupt’s secret society was “quite a powerful force 
for evil.”4

 LaVey, however, wasn’t the most reliable of mystical narrators. He 
had a habit of ripping off those who preceded him, particularly the 
nineteenth-century French magus Eliphas Lévi (who also took ideas 
that sprang from his imagination and presented them as ancient and 
arcane). It was Lévi who imbued the pentagram with its modern-day 
satanic connotations. When the “five-pointed star of occult masonry” 
was turned upside down, Lévi writes in his book The Key of the Mys-
teries, it became “a hieroglyphic sign of the goat of Black Magic.” Léo 
Taxil prominently incorporated this “Baphomet” image into his anti-
Catholic hoaxes in the 1890s, which cemented its devilish associa-
tions. Then, in 1969, LaVey reprinted it on the cover of his book The 
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Satanic Bible. LaVey also featured Baphomet in Roman Polanski’s 1968 
film Rosemary’s Baby, for which he served as an adviser and played the 
role of Satan. It was all fantastic PR for his church. His rapid rise to 
pop-culture stardom was a symptom of widespread curiosity about the 
occult. J. R. R. Tolkien’s Lord of the Rings trilogy was a massive hit in 
the 1960s, and it practically became required reading on college cam-
puses. By 1968, about fifty million people had read Tolkien’s books—
which introduced readers to wizards, magic, and other fantasy-litera-
ture staples.5

 Occultism seemed to lurk in every corner of mass media, even in 
the most innocuous places. Sammy Davis Jr. became affiliated with 
the Church of Satan after attending one of LaVey’s nightclub parties 
(which Mr. Entertainment later described as “dungeons and dragons 
and debauchery”). In the early 1970s, Davis could be seen onstage wear-
ing a Baphomet amulet, sporting a painted red fingernail, and flashing 
the devil horns. He also starred in a failed 1972 television-show pilot, 
Poor Devil, in which he played a bumbling demon who was instructed 
by Satan to procure a man’s soul. Satan’s office featured a giant upside-
down pentagram, his minions wore Baphomet pendants, and the Dark 
One even gave a shout-out to LaVey’s Church of Satan. As you can 
imagine, the show’s silly and sympathetic take on Satanism provoked 
protests from religious groups. Eeriness was in the airwaves. During an 
episode of NBC’s Tonight Show in 1968, Truman Capote told Johnny 
Carson that the recent King and Kennedy assassinations were part of 
an occult conspiracy. He claimed that the nineteenth-century mother of 
Theosophy, Madame Blavatsky, instructed followers to provoke revolu-
tions through political assassinations. News media repeated this story 
about Blavatsky’s “Manual for Revolution,” even though Capote had 
made it all up. No such idea appeared in her writings, but that didn’t 
stop the John Birch Society from purchasing full-page ads in California 
newspapers warning of the Russian mystic.6

 Anton LaVey’s irreverent publicity stunts and devilish product place-
ments played a huge role in popularizing the tropes that currently sig-
nify Satanism. In addition to copying Eliphas Lévi, he also aped an 
infamous “black magician” named Aleister Crowley (another mystic 
who constructed an occult cosmology mostly from his opium-addled 
brain). Born in 1875, at the height of the occult revival, Crowley became 
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fascinated with séances, hypnotism, and other ideas that circulated in 
the era’s popular culture. Crowley was a mystery writer, Freemason, 
British intelligence agent, drug addict, and all-around creep who pro-
moted himself with the nickname “The Great Beast 666.” (“The Great 
BSer” might be a more apt title.) After being run out of Europe, he set-
tled in—where else?—California. Crowley still sends the religious right 
into apoplectic fits, despite being little more than a self-promoting P. T. 
Barnum–like character with a warped wit. He once stood before report-
ers at the Statue of Liberty, ripped up his British passport, declared war 
on England, and called for Irish independence. “How can you expect 
people to take your Magick seriously,” his followers complained, “when 
you write so gleefully about it, with your tongue always in your cheek?” 
Crowley’s sense of humor often ran dark, especially when it came to the 
topic of ritual sacrifice. His critics can be forgiven for their credulity 
because the only clear indication he wasn’t serious about killing babies 
was buried in footnotes. “There is a traditional saying that whenever 
an Adept seems to have made a straightforward, comprehensible state-
ment,” Crowley writes, “then is it most certain that He means some-
thing entirely different.”7

 A snob, Crowley used shock tactics to separate the cool kids from 
the gullible, uptight squares. This was also true of LaVey, who was 
known as a flamboyant hipster who took his pet panther for strolls 
around San Francisco. Even though he rocked a medieval-magus style, 
he was clearly indebted to the tackiest pop-culture products he grew up 
with. With his shaved head and goatee, LaVey had more than a pass-
ing resemblance to Ming the Merciless from the Flash Gordon serials 
and comic strips. As a kid in Chicago, he devoured B-grade flicks and 
the horror pulp magazine Weird Tales, which published H. P. Lovecraft 
(LaVey said Lovecraft was a far greater occult teacher than Crowley 
was). The Bay Area was crawling with hippies, whom he despised for 
their groovy egalitarianism, cookie-cutter nonconformity, and dippy, 
half-baked Eastern mysticism. I am the true individual, the high priest 
sneered, literally cursing the tie-dyed masses. LaVey’s “Rising Forth” 
ceremony, another prankish stunt, gathered a black-clad group of 
Satanists who urinated on marijuana, crushed an LSD-soaked sugar 
cube, and hung a picture of Timothy Leary upside down. “Beware, you 
psychedelic vermin! Your smug pomposity with its thin disguise of 
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tolerance will serve you no longer!” These spectacles ensured that the 
showman would soon be spreading his message on such talk shows as 
Donahue and The Tonight Show.8

 News outlets also reported that Susan Atkins, who was part of the 
Manson Family killing spree, once belonged to LaVey’s Church of Satan. 
Another murderous Charles Manson associate, Bobby Beausoleil, pro-
vided music for Kenneth Anger’s Lucifer Rising, an art film that featured 
Beausoleil in the role of Satan. These associations solidified the links 
in the public’s mind between the counterculture and Satanism. One of 
Manson’s victims was Sharon Tate, the wife of Rosemary’s Baby director 
Roman Polanski—whose movie, it was said, generated such bad mojo 
that it killed her. (Tate actually had the horrible luck of moving into a 
house recently vacated by a record producer who Manson believed had 
sabotaged his music career. The closest the soon-to-be mass murderer 
ever got to a hit was when the Beach Boys covered one of his songs on 
the B-side of a 1968 single.) A month after Manson’s arrest in 1969, the 
Los Angeles Herald Examiner carried the headline “hippie commune 
witchcraft blood rites told.” Los Angeles–area police told reporters that 
certain “hippie types” were mixing animal blood with LSD to “heighten 
their trances.” People read these stories and unleashed their sordid 
imaginations. One teen told police that he witnessed hippies “engaged 
in a weird dance around a parked auto that had five skinned animals, 
apparently dogs, on its hood.”9

 Anton LaVey, exasperated by this unsolicited infamy-by-association, 
told a Los Angeles Times reporter that he found the Manson murders 
“damned sickening.” Claiming that his shtick was mainly “showman-
ship,” he insisted that the Church of Satan was nothing more than “Ayn 
Rand’s philosophy, with ceremony and ritual added.” One ironic thing 
about the Birchers’ antagonism toward LaVey is that they shared a fun-
damentally individualist and anticollectivist worldview. Rand’s The 
Fountainhead and Atlas Shrugged—a favorite of the Church of Satan, 
the John Birch Society, and today’s Tea Party movement—celebrated 
the “virtues of selfishness.” The only difference is that one group wor-
ships God and the other “worships,” wink wink, Satan. But they were 
all united in their loathing of hippies. The Satanic Bible’s “Nine Satanic 
Statements” highlights LaVey’s mix of playful irreverence and rational 
self-interest.10
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1. Satan represents indulgence, instead of abstinence! . . .
 4.  Satan represents kindness to those who deserve it, instead 

of love wasted on ingrates! . . .
 6.  Satan represents responsibility for the responsible, instead 

of concern for psychic vampires! . . .
 9.  Satan has been the best friend the church has ever had, as 

he as kept it in business all these years!11

 The rise of “Jesus Freaks” and other unconventional religious sects 
simultaneously stirred up trouble. The members of the Process Church, 
a Scientology splinter group, projected a sinister vibe by wearing black 
uniforms, red emblems, and capes. They were also notorious for walk-
ing attack-trained Alsatian dogs through San Francisco’s Haight dis-
trict. “Black is the color of the Bottomless Void to which the human 
race is doomed,” the group declared, using language straight out of a 
teen’s angst-filled notebook. “So Black we shall wear in mourning for 
the doom mankind has brought upon itself.” They also had a loose con-
nection to Manson, who contributed an article for the “Death issue” of 
the Process Church’s magazine. Creepy associations aside, the Process 
Church was little more than a radical Christian sect that wanted to 
shock the bourgeoisie, sixties style. (Members got such a bad rap that 
they eventually traded in their black capes for gray leisure suits.) These 
sorts of flamboyant characters freaked out conservative Christians, who 
began trading all sorts of far-fetched stories. “There was a very active 
but behind-the-scenes satanic community here,” disgraced mega-
church pastor Ted Haggard said of Colorado’s post-1960s landscape. 
He claimed it was littered with “covens, thousands of Satanists, sixties 
leftovers into really bloody Satanism.” Those who were predisposed to 
believe that the devil walked among them feared the worst, and the reli-
gious right’s emerging media system eagerly dialed up the paranoia.12

Fighting Mediums with Media

Preachers have populated the airwaves since the earliest days of radio, a 
time that coincided with the emergence of Christian fundamentalism. 
That religious movement pushed back against nineteenth-century Prot-
estant leaders who adapted to more “modern” ways of thinking (such 
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as interpreting biblical stories through the lens of science). Funda-
mentalists are often caricatured as backward and antimodern, but this 
perception masks the fact that they have regularly been early adopters 
of new media technologies. The first known Christian radio broadcast 
occurred in 1921, and during the 1930s Charles Fuller’s Old-Fashioned 
Revival Hour was the most popular American radio program of any 
kind. (Fittingly, the preacher got his start in Orange County, Califor-
nia.) But in the second half of the twentieth century, mainstream media 
tended to shy away from religious programming. Evangelicals, fed up 
with the secularism creeping into their living rooms, began to build 
a vast alternative communication network during the 1960s. Using 
church sermons, religious tracts, books, magazines, radio, and televi-
sion, they spread chilling tales about Satanism and the Illuminati to 
millions of Americans.13

 Pockets of nuttiness peppered the Midwest, but California and Vir-
ginia formed a formidable axis of insanity. Hippies provoked a siege 
mentality in conservative West Coast strongholds, and on the other 
side of the country Edgar Cayce’s flighty followers deeply troubled Pat 
Robertson, who fretted, “The Spiritualist Church was making a resur-
gence.” Despite Robertson’s animosity toward Spiritualists, the televan-
gelist often invoked metaphors originally used by nineteenth-century 
mediums. Recounting his first experience speaking in tongues, he 
recalled, “It seemed as if a heavenly teletype machine had mysteriously 
been activated.” Robertson and Cayce both ended up in Virginia Beach 
because their spiritual guides—God and The Source, respectively—
instructed them to go. The evangelical was told to start a television sta-
tion there, and the mystic was led to believe he could make better use of 
his powers near a large body of water. Upon arriving in this small beach 
town in the middle of winter, Cayce and his family found little more 
than a hardware store, a drugstore, a restaurant, and some boarded-up 
souvenir shops. They wondered aloud, “Why did the readings send us 
to Virginia Beach?”14

 I asked similar questions while growing up in this seedy tourist trap. 
Even though my mom and dad were never hardcore cultish followers, 
they were each curious enough about the Sleeping Prophet to move 
across the country to Virginia Beach. There, Dottie’s and Dallas’s paths 
to illumination crossed, and they had a baby boy named Kembrew. (I 
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was born on Halloween in 1970, the dawning of the Age of Aquarius, 
and grew up to be a university professor—which likely makes me the 
devil incarnate in Pat Robertson’s eyes.) My parents’ bookshelves were 
littered with standard-issue 1970s accouterments such as pyramid 
paperweights, along with several Edgar Cayce paperbacks. They were a 
treasure trove of wacky ideas: Astral projection! Atlantis rising! Death 
rays! Perpetual Motion Machines! Reincarnation! I also grew up watch-
ing Robertson’s local UHF channel, which broadcast cartoons and sit-
com favorites such as The Dick Van Dyke Show. It inundated me with 
Christian fundamentalist PSAs, such as an antidivorce spot that is still 
drilled in my head: “Love is not an emotion. Love is a decision.” Those 
years of Cayce whispering in one ear and Robertson in the other helped 
me cultivate a fairly good BS detector.
 “Virginia Beach was renowned as the prime receiving station of 
the Universal Transmitter (Satan),” the televangelist wrote. “Mediums, 
clairvoyants, and necromancers flocked to Virginia Beach saying the 
‘vibrations’ in the air made their work easier.” The fact that Cayce’s Asso-
ciation for Research and Enlightenment was practically in Robertson’s 
backyard further inflamed his obsession with Satan and Spiritualism. 
Overestimating the power of a handful of starry-eyed esoteric souls, 
he set out to fight mediums with mass media. In 1960, God instructed 
Robertson to buy a defunct television station for $37,000. This made for 
a strange negotiation with then-owner Tim Bright, especially after Pat 
pulled the old Jesus Mind Trick. “Yes, Tim, you’ve got to sign it. God 
wants you to,” he said. “And $37,000 is your top figure?” Nodding, Rob-
ertson replied, “That’s the top and bottom figure. . . . God said that was 
how much I was to pay you.” He planned to call the station WTFC—
Television for Christ—but when those call letters weren’t available, it 
became WYAH (as in YAHweh). WYAH signed on the air on October 
1, 1961 as the country’s first television station to exclusively offer reli-
gious programming.15

 Because alternative media is typically associated with the left, Pat 
Robertson rarely gets credit as an independent media pioneer. But he 
most certainly was, and WYAH was flying on a wing and a prayer dur-
ing those early years. “Everything spoke of utter desolation,” Robertson 
said of the station’s poorly maintained state. A writer for the magazine 
of National Religious Broadcasters recalled, “When I visited WYAH-TV 
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in 1962, about a year after it went on the air, I certainly didn’t expect it 
to amount to much. . . . The studio looked like something put together 
with coat hangers.” To produce a miracle, Robertson flooded sympa-
thizers with prayer cards asking for “(1) wisdom to know how to start 
a TV station, (2) God’s blessing in the negotiations to buy it, (3) favor 
with the Federal Communications Commission, (4) a nationwide min-
istry on radio and television tape.” The $37,000 he paid turned out to be 
a mind-bogglingly profitable investment. The Christian Broadcasting 
Network (CBN) grew from its humble beginnings—decrepit studios, 
ancient equipment, and all—into a terrestrial network that boasted 
twenty-five affiliates by 1975. Two years later, it began distributing its 
programs via satellite, and now CBN has long been established as a for-
midable media behemoth. Robertson regularly uses it to rail against 
Satanists, New Agers, One Worlders, and the Illuminati.16

 The CBN founder wasn’t the first to broadcast these warnings. Radio 
preacher Gerald Winrod enjoyed massive popularity throughout the 
1930s sermonizing about “the fundamentals.” His Wichita, Kansas–
based Defenders of the Christian Faith published a journal that spouted 
anti-Semitic views for a national readership in the tens of thousands. 
Winrod kept the Judeo-Masonic conspiracy-theory flame alive by 
drawing on The Protocols of the Elders of Zion and the Illuminatiphobic 
texts of Lady Queenborough and Nesta Webster. His 1935 tract Adam 
Weishaupt, a Human Devil concluded, “The real conspirators behind 
the Illuminati were Jews.” In another pamphlet, Communism Prophecy 
History America, Winrod miraculously discovered and reprinted the 
Illuminati founder’s private letters. (No one bothered to ask how this 
midwesterner found those documents, 150 years after the fact.) “My cir-
cumstances necessitate that I should remain hidden from most of the 
members as long as I live,” Weishaupt allegedly wrote, explaining why 
he went underground to pull the strings from behind the scenes. “I am 
obliged to do everything through five or six persons. . . . In this way I 
can set a thousand men in motion and on fire in the simplest manner.”17

 Winrod’s Catholic analogue was Father Coughlin, who eventually 
founded a political party with at least four million members. In 1931, the 
CBS network began broadcasting the radio priest’s sermons nationwide, 
but his show was dropped after he accused international bankers—
wink, nudge, Jews—of causing the Great Depression. Coughlin started 
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out as a supporter of President Roosevelt’s New Deal, but by 1938 he 
was attacking FDR on the air and advocating for an authoritarian cor-
porate state. He asserted that foreign conspirators were manipulating 
the working class (the president’s electoral base) into carrying out their 
wicked plans. In testimony before the U.S. Congress, Coughlin blamed 
America’s moral decay on the Illuminati and paraphrased Weishaupt 
as saying, “Destroy Christianity and civilization will be happy.” Social 
Justice, the preacher’s newspaper, regularly repeated Nazi propaganda 
about a global Jewish conspiracy. After Coughlin aligned himself with 
the profascist Christian Front, the government finally shut the paper 
down—securing his martyr status among Illuminatiphobes.18

 The bloody aftermath of World War Two made anti-Semitism 
unfashionable, and for the most part, conspiracy politics were not a 
large part of the fundamentalist scene when Oral Roberts, Billy Gra-
ham, and Pat Robertson embraced the new medium of television. Dur-
ing these years, the religious right tended to stay out of politics, but pro-
gressive winds of change agitated a formidable social movement into 
action. Catholics, fundamentalists, and evangelicals fought back after 
a 1963 Supreme Court case banned prayer in public schools, the first of 
many perceived assaults on their faith. As President Ronald Reagan’s 
“Morning in America” dawned, religious leaders turned their churches 
into powerful communication hubs. In addition to sermons, informal 
gossip, and leafleting, they used shortwave and AM radio, fax net-
works, videotapes, syndicated satellite transmissions, electronic bulle-
tin boards, and every other media technology under the sun. Luddites, 
they were not.19

 The cassette tape was another popular medium, and John Todd 
gained fame in the 1970s with his audiotape series. In 1973, evangelicals 
invited him to come to California—where he connected with Jack T. 
Chick, known for his comic-styled “Chick tracts.” The religious pub-
lisher based a few of his tracts on Todd’s stories, including tales of 
Masonic devil worship ripped directly from the pages of Léo Taxil’s 
forgeries. Among other nutty pronouncements, the traveling minister 
said he was raised a witch and had been initiated into something called 
the “Grand Druid Council.” (The military medical report that led to his 
discharge for psychiatric problems stated, “Todd finds it difficult to tell 
reality from fantasy.”) He also said that the Illuminati installed one of 
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their own—Jimmy Carter—who was preparing to declare martial law 
and ban firearms. Citing secret documents he claimed to be privy to, 
Todd piled up an ever-higher tower of babbling craziness: President 
Nixon had been removed from power and replaced by Carter; the presi-
dent’s sister Ruth Carter Stapleton was the “most powerful witch in 
the world”; and there would be a “world takeover” by the Illuminati in 
1980s.20

 The election of Ronald Reagan temporarily fended off this planned 
coup. Evangelical leader Tim LaHaye claimed the religious right foiled 
the Illuminati’s plot by playing a crucial role in registering voters during 
the 1980 presidential election. Even though Reagan didn’t solve all of 
America’s moral problems, LaHaye maintains that his election “lit the 
way for other Christians who could turn the conspirators back another 
decade.” The John Birch Society also claimed credit for this victory. 
“The Christmas holiday season,” founder Robert Welch said, “would 
have been converted largely into a pagan festival, celebrating the broth-
erhood of man under the aegis of the United Nations.” If not for Welch’s 
efforts, these events surely would have come to pass. He may have been 
exaggerating, but the John Birch Society was quite effective in promot-
ing its worldview. Through its publishing arm and other media hold-
ings, the group helped lay the foundation for the religious right’s alter-
native communication network. It began taking shape in the 1960s, and 
by 1983 one out of every seven radio stations in America was Christian 
owned (totaling thirteen hundred broadcasters with a listenership of 
150 million). This massive communication network rivaled Léo Taxil’s 
devil-operated telephone system, and its first order of business was to 
scare the hell out of believers.21

The Satanic Panics

The Satanic Panics swept America in the 1980s, when thousands of chil-
dren were allegedly kidnapped, defiled, and murdered in devilish ritu-
als. Even though police statistics made it clear there was no such epi-
demic, a nation of millions believed the hype. The most infamous case 
was sparked in 1983 by allegations that 360 children had been victim-
ized by a “Devil worship” cult at the McMartin Preschool in Manhat-
tan Beach, California. Judy Johnson (who had a history of making wild 
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accusations and was later diagnosed with schizophrenia) claimed her 
son Matthew had been abused by preschool workers dressed as witches. 
She claimed that they put crayons in Matthew’s rectum and made him 
“ride naked on a horse and then molested him while dressing as a cop, a 
fireman, a clown, and Santa Claus.” There were also black candles, muti-
lated animals, oven-cooked infants, force-fed feces, liquid snacks of 
baby’s blood, subterranean tunnels, and airplane rides to secret sites. It 
was the longest running and most expensive criminal trial in American 
history, and it ended in 1990 with all charges dropped (and many lives 
ruined). A similar case in Jordan, Minnesota reinforced the impression 
that satanic crimes were sweeping this country.22

 Sociologists use the term “rumor panics” to describe how folk leg-
ends spread by word of mouth until they explode via mass media. As a 
teenager growing up in Virginia Beach, I vividly remember how these 
worries echoed through my school’s hallways. One state over, students 
at Panther Valley High School in Lansford, Pennsylvania warned each 
other about a bloodbath that would take place at their 1987 prom. This 
rumor panic spread to a neighboring high school that was also hold-
ing a prom that weekend, and soon the entire community was freaking 
out. The high school’s principal contacted the police department, which 
installed metal detectors and hired extra security to protect the stu-
dents. Traveling “experts” on satanic ritual abuse popped up regularly in 
schools throughout the country, and several police departments offered 
public seminars. Virginia Beach detective Don Rimer warned parents 
of the evils of not only rock music but also The Smurfs: “Papa Smurf, a 
seemingly innocuous cartoon character, has appeared in several televi-
sion episodes wearing a pentagram, symbolic of satanic worship.” For-
mer police officer Robert Hicks estimates that in Virginia, cops gave 
at least fifty of these seminars in 1988 alone—mostly in churches and 
schools.23

 Research done by French anthropologist Sherrill Mulhern reveals 
that a powerful, interconnected social network was formed by religious 
leaders, police cult experts, and concerned parents’ groups. Mulhern 
argues that this network “is sufficient to completely explain the cre-
ation, elaboration, and spread of the satanic-cult rumor.” The hysteria 
was also stoked by civilian lecturers such as Jerry Johnston, who report-
edly spoke at twenty-seven hundred schools in the 1980s. His book The 
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Edge of Evil: The Rise of Satanism in North America offers up a menu 
of the usual suspects, including the Illuminati and other “diabolically” 
evil secret societies. The always-reliable Geraldo Rivera insisted in The 
Edge of Evil’s introduction that Satanism “exists and it’s flourishing,” 
and the book’s dust-jacket copy warned, “Satanism is a growing teenage 
subculture phenomenon, and not just among metalhead underachiev-
ers.” Devil worshipers could even be found among—gasp!—“intelligent, 
upper-middle-class honor students.” In another telling expression of the 
cultural anxieties at play, the most prevalent atrocity stories involved 
plots to defile blond, blue-eyed children—especially white, female vir-
gins. Parents kept their kids home from school, and police departments 
were inundated with phone calls about satanic graffiti, mutilated ani-
mals, and human corpses.24

 Even though rumors of Satanism seemed to explode from nowhere 
during the 1980s, these collective fantasies had already taken root for 
at least two decades. In the 1970s, stories circulated in the American 
Midwest and Southwest about thousands of dead cattle whose blood 
had been drained. Their eyes, lips, and genitals had been meticulously 
cut out, and no footprints could be found. The mutilation myth proved 
hard to quell, even after a three-hundred-page report by an FBI foren-
sic expert identified animals, not humans, as the culprits. (The missing 
body parts were the same ones typically removed by scavengers.) Even 
multinational corporations such as Procter & Gamble did not escape 
scrutiny. Starting in 1980, it received a growing stack of letters com-
plaining about devilish imagery in its logo—a crescent moon facing 
thirteen stars. The company insisted that the stars represented the origi-
nal thirteen states of America, but more creative minds connected the 
dots and saw “666.” From there, the rumors grew weirder. The owner of 
the company pledged all profits to the Church of Satan! He announced 
this on a nationally televised talk show!! Unbelievable!!!25

 The rumor certainly was far-fetched, but Proctor & Gamble’s prof-
its still suffered. Retailers stopped selling its products, vandals attacked 
company cars, and by 1982 it received five hundred letters a day about 
this issue. The company hired traditional public relations consultants, 
but it was no use because those stories were being spread through 
informal communication networks such as church sermons, gossip, 
parking-lot leafleting, and the like. Proctor & Gamble finally changed 
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its logo in 1985, but by 1990 a new set of tales surfaced about its sup-
posedly sinister activities. What in the hell was going on? Sociologist 
David Bromley suggests that these rumor panics arose in response to 
the upheavals of the 1960s, and they galvanized the right by provok-
ing moral indignation among believers. These fantasies were powerful 
and convincing, and they followed a similar pattern. Bromley’s research 
shows that one reoccurring theme in those atrocity stories was a loss 
of individual freedom in the face of collectivism (of the satanic-cult or 
socialist-state varieties). This concern resonates with conservative pre-
occupations with personal and familial liberty that go back to the early 
days of modernity. It was the same old song, a record that refused to 
stop skipping.26

Mediated Madness

Mike Warnke’s The Satan-Seller, published in 1973, provided the source 
material for many fantastical tales that proliferated in the 1980s. The 
surreal memoir details the exploits of a satanic salesman who climbed 
Lucifer’s ladder of success. Warnke says he became a “Master Coun-
selor” after impressing his supervisors with novel ideas such as sacrific-
ing cats and luring victims with “hypnotic rock music.” The Satan-Seller, 
which sold a reported two million copies, is a brain-scrambling occul-
tic stew that pours adolescent fantasy on fantasy (with devilish babes 
thrown in for good measure). One night when Warnke was studying 
incantations and alchemistic formulas, “flash!—this chick materialized 
in the middle of my living room,” he wrote. “I was not high; I was not 
hallucinating or flashing back. I fervently wished I was.” He said one 
of the most disquieting things about the association of Satan-Sellers 
was how normal they all appeared. “We could have called ourselves 
Satan and Sons, Inc.,” Warnke quipped. Then someone told him about 
a secret group within this group, the fourth step. “The fourth step?” he 
asked. “Yeah,” came the reply. “Some people think it’s the Illuminati, but 
you’d better not breathe that word to anyone!”27

 In spinning this yarn, Warnke recycled fantasies that go back to the 
seventeenth-century Rosicrucian prank. “A worldwide, super-secret 
control group with perhaps as few as a dozen at the very top,” he writes, 
“pulling the strings on every major international event.” The Illuminati 
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must be run by Satan, because “the most efficient human organization 
on earth could not possibly keep track of everything.” Warnke claimed 
he met Anton LaVey at an Illuminati convention and crossed paths 
with Charles Manson twice. Manson was actually in jail the entire time 
Warnke said he was a Satanist—one of many details that didn’t add up. 
The Satan-Seller also describes a 1967 visit to Scott Memorial Baptist 
Church in San Diego, where he informed pastor Tim LaHaye about the 
Illuminati’s existence. “I brought up the term Illuminati first,” LaHaye 
later retorted. “I tried testing him to see if he really knew anything 
about it. He didn’t seem to have ever heard the word before.” The pas-
tor’s version is more trustworthy because he has some serious anti-Illu-
minati street cred. For half a century, LaHaye has studied, as he puts it, 
“the satanically inspired, centuries-old conspiracy to use government, 
education, and media to destroy every vestige of Christianity within 
our society and establish a new world order.”28

 In addition to making a living as an author, occult crime expert, and 
anti-Antichrist motivational lecturer, Mike Warnke enjoyed an implau-
sibly successful comedy career. He billed himself as “Former Satanist 
High Priest, Now America’s Number 1 Christian Comedian.” 1978’s 
Hey Doc! was his breakout hit, and he recorded several other popu-
lar albums (A Jester in the King’s Court, Live . . . Totally Weird, and the 
noncomedy 1979 spoken-word A Christian’s Perspective on Halloween). 
They sold over one million copies, a rare achievement for this niche 
market. But as the Satanic Panics wound down, Warnke suffered an 
abrupt financial and reputational decline. An exposé by Cornerstone 
magazine, which earned an award for investigative journalism from the 
Evangelical Press Association, was largely responsible for his downfall. 
When Mike Hertenstein and Jon Trott contacted his former fiancée, she 
said, “I’ve been waiting twenty-five years for someone to ask me about 
Mike Warnke’s story. He’s a pathological liar.” Warnke received millions 
of dollars in donations after reciting the sad story of “Jeffy,” a nonexis-
tent ritual-abuse survivor who was reduced to a vegetative state by devil 
worshipers. His ministry lost its tax-exempt status when the IRS dis-
covered that, out of $800,000 brought in during 1991, only $900 went 
to charitable donations.29

 “A generation of Christians learned its basic concepts of Satanism 
and the occult from Mike Warnke’s testimony in The Satan Seller,” 
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Hertenstein and Trott wrote. “We believe The Satan Seller has been 
responsible, more than any other single volume in the Christian mar-
ket, for promoting the current nationwide ‘Satan-scare.’” Warnke’s 
fame as a ritual-abuse expert skyrocketed after his appearance on a 
1985 ABC news program. “Tonight, the startling, sobering results of a 
20/20 investigation,” the voice-over warned. “Satanism, devil worship 
is being practiced all over the country.” It exploded like a mass-medi-
ated bomb, and soon the airwaves, churches, and schools were buzzing. 
“Boy, after Mike appeared on 20/20 things really started happening,” a 
former Warnke employee recalled. Geraldo Rivera’s 1988 prime-time 
special on the subject, “Exposing Satan’s Underground,” became the 
highest rated two-hour documentary in the history of television. “The 
very young and impressionable should definitely not be watching this 
program tonight,” Geraldo disingenuously pleaded. “I am begging you. 
. . . Please get them out of the room or change the station!” Warnke and 
other “survivors” made the rounds on The Oprah Winfrey Show, Larry 
King Live, Nightwatch, Donahue, and Sally Jesse Raphael.30

 Proponents of the vast-satanic-conspiracy myth gravely pointed to 
the uniformity of survivor stories as proof of the existence of an evil 
underground. A more reasonable explanation is that they borrowed 
those tropes from Rosemary’s Baby, The Exorcist, The Omen, and other 
well-known horror films. The most glaring offense of these modern-day 
witch hunters was their dismissal of popular culture as source mate-
rial for “recovered memories.” Another major sin was their uncritical 
acceptance of outlandish atrocity stories that investigators coaxed out 
of kids. As Bruno Bettelheim argues in The Uses of Enchantment: The 
Meaning and Importance of Fairy Tales, children have a rich fantasy life. 
The Freudian child psychologist writes, “far from being innocent, the 
mind of the young child is filled with anxious, angry, destructive imag-
inings.” That is one reason why murder, torture, and cannibalism are 
staples of classic fairy tales such as “Snow White” and “Hansel and Gre-
tel.” Kids draw pleasure from those dystopian stories by facing down 
their fears (killing and cooking the fearsome witch who wants to eat 
them, for instance). Satanic Panic investigators created an explosive 
mix when they consciously or unconsciously introduced imagery from 
adult horror genres while questioning children. Fantasy bled into the 
real world, with frightening effects.31



A Satanic Panic 

200

 Communication scholar Joshua Gunn reminds us that much of the 
imagery that is used as shorthand for Satanism is not very old. Dark-
robed and hooded figures, inverted crosses, and pentagrams were 
popularized by Anton LaVey’s publicity stunts. Most influential was his 
quasi-documentary, Satanis: The Devil’s Mass. Its depiction of a garishly 
lit chamber, haunting hooded figures, and the obligatory naked sexy 
lady on an altar was far more silly than sinister. Satanis was meant to 
promote LaVey’s Church of Satan, but this train wreck of a film bombed 
at the box office. No one bothered registering the copyright, so the 
film’s public-domain status allowed newscasts to freely use it as b-roll in 
the 1980s. During Mike Warnke’s 20/20 appearance, Satanis clips were 
accompanied by voice-overs claiming that “hearts were cut out, and . . . 
children were made to chew pieces of these children’s hearts, pieces of 
their flesh.” The rhetorical heft of the visuals made these fictions feel 
real. Satanis was also used in the previously mentioned Geraldo special, 
which rearranged the film’s chronological order to fit the broadcast’s 
narrative needs. “LaVey’s playful attempts to re-signify highly connota-
tive signifiers of darkness and evil as ‘kitsch’ backfired,” Gunn writes, 
“as his church was later plagued by accusations of ritual murder, child 
abuse, and other occult crimes.”32

 Mike Warnke’s Satan-Seller was but one of many hoaxes and cons 
that sparked the Satanic Panics. The highest profile survivor story was 
a 1980 memoir written by Michelle Smith and her psychiatrist, Law-
rence Pazder, who diagnosed her with multiple personality disorder. 
Their book, Michelle Remembers, sold in the millions and was respon-
sible for setting the “recovered memory” movement in motion. It was 
based on stories that Smith told Dr. Pazder, a devout Catholic whose 
strong religious convictions primed his dark imagination. He came to 
believe that Michelle’s parents belonged to a secret order of Satanists 
that made her witness unspeakable acts in the mid-1950s. During one 
session, she recounted a horrifying scene orchestrated by a man named 
“Malachi,” the head of a coven of witches (a.k.a. the “Bad Mommies”). 
“Malachi turned to a table and revealed another dead baby,” Pazder 
wrote. “Before Michelle’s eyes, he sliced the fetus in half, then turned 
to Michelle and rubbed half the body against her stomach.” “No! No! 
Take it away!” she screamed. “They rubbed it all over me. Why did they 
do that?” Michelle allegedly developed symptoms during their sessions, 
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called “body memories,” such as a rash on her neck that Pazder believed 
was the mark of the devil’s tail.33

 Over the course of Michelle’s two-year trauma, she witnessed spi-
ders, snakes, rotting corpses, and people who ripped kittens apart 
with their teeth. She was vaginally penetrated with a crucifix (much 
like what happens in The Exorcist) and forced to urinate and defecate 
on the Bible. Demonic nurses pulled out her teeth, she was surgically 
implanted with horns, and Satan himself even dropped by for a visit. 
“Children shall disappear from the streets,” she predicted, “never more 
to be seen, taken into covens and buried in their burial grounds.” The 
book also included terrible poetry uttered by Satan. “When the year is 
seven and nine / Most of the world will be mine / They don’t even know 
what I’m about  / By 1980 they won’t even shout.” Just like what hap-
pened with Léo Taxil’s Freemasonry hoax, the Catholic Church bought 
this story hook, line, and sinker. Michelle was invited to the Vatican, and 
the bishop of the diocese of Victoria, British Columbia wrote the book’s 
foreword. Michelle and her doctor—who later married her—appeared 
throughout the 1980s on television as satanic-cult experts, further add-
ing to the deluge of misinformation.34

 Lauren Stratford’s book Satan’s Underground had a similar life cycle. 
Her experiences mirrored the stories in Michelle Remembers, as well 
as popular horror films (sticking to the script, Stratford says she was 
thrown into a small chamber with four dead babies until she took part 
in a ritual sacrifice). You could drive a Bible-filled Mack truck through 
all the holes in her holier-than-thou tales. For instance, Stratford said 
she escaped a satanic pornography ring after her father died in 1983—
even though he actually passed away eighteen years earlier. Cornerstone 
magazine discovered that Stratford had a history of conning Christian 
organizations with stories that ranged from pretending to be blind to 
representing herself as a prostitute. Each time she was exposed, she gar-
nered further sympathy by apologizing and claiming she was a lonely 
woman looking for attention. The book’s publisher finally pulled it from 
distribution, but not before Stratford made several televised appear-
ances—including that Geraldo special.35

 Dozens more Satan-themed titles flew off the shelves throughout 
the 1980s. Jerry Johnston’s The Edge of Evil made the dubious claim 
that forty to sixty thousand people were murdered annually in ritual 
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sacrifices. Some of these books did make stabs at respectability, such 
as Cult and Ritual Abuse: Its History, Anthropology, and Recent Discov-
ery in Contemporary America. Despite an attempt at balance, the book’s 
authors recycled the same old secret-society-within-a-secret-society 
tales (“cultists operate within Freemasonry without the knowledge or 
consent of the majority of its membership”). They also rehash a Taxil-
authored rumor about how Freemason Albert Pike was “associated 
with the cult of Lucifer.” Several other Satanic Panic crusaders tried to 
cultivate an air of respectability by securing academic credentials. For-
mer police officer Dale Griffis purchased a mail-order degree, added 
“PhD” to the end of his name, and showed up frequently on television, 
on the lecture circuit, and in courtrooms. His dissertation, “Mind Con-
trol Groups and Their Effects on the Objectives of Law Enforcement,” 
argued that the brainwashing techniques employed by communist 
states were now being used by satanic cults.36

A Modern-Day Witch Hunt

It was Griffis’s “expert” testimony that helped send three innocent teens 
to prison, despite a lack of any physical evidence. In 1993, three sec-
ond-grade boys were murdered in West Memphis, Arkansas—a deeply 
conservative community in the heart of the Bible Belt. Suspicion was 
cast on a trio of outsiders: Damien Echols, Jason Baldwin, and Jessie 
Misskelley Jr. “Fears of satanic cults reached their peak last week when 
the teenagers were arrested,” a local television station reported during 
the media firestorm. One resident told a news crew, “I heard things 
before about cults and I didn’t really believe it, but some of the kids 
in the neighborhood said there is, and they found some animals back 
there that looked like they had been cut up.” This was simply a rehash-
ing of the old animals-mutilated-by-Satanists urban legend, so in the 
absence of concrete facts, people unleashed their darkest nightmares. 
A neighbor of one of the accused told reporters that she stopped letting 
her son play with Jason Baldwin after her husband saw some drawings 
he made. They featured snakes, weird sayings, and other sure signs of 
devil worship. “Some of them,” she added, “they were Latin and stuff.”37

 These stories spread through word of mouth, got picked up by news 
media, and cycled back into the community’s gossip mill. “At some 
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time, all three suspects lived in the Lakeshore trailer park,” another 
news program reported. “Residents here claim to have seen strange 
ritualistic meetings at the park prior to the murders.” To call it a mod-
ern-day witch hunt wouldn’t be too far off the mark. “I’m all for them 
burning ’em at the stake, just like they did in Salem,” said Todd Moore, 
the father of a victim. West Memphis juvenile officer Jerry Driver 
recalled that the region had been bursting with rumors of devil wor-
ship in the years leading up to the murders. When the police depart-
ment drew up a list of those who might be satanically inclined, Damien 
Echols was immediately singled out as the murderous ringleader. Many 
West Memphis residents also suspiciously noted that “Damien” was the 
name of the evil character from The Omen films (an insinuation that 
made little sense, given that he was born before the first movie was even 
released).38

 “Damien’s name was mentioned early on by a lot of people,” said 
Gary Gitchell, chief investigator for the West Memphis Police. “He does 
act strange. He wears the black clothing which creates attention to him.” 
When reporters asked Gitchell how sure he was of Echols’s guilt, on a 
scale of one to ten, his Spinal Tap–esque reply was a confident “Eleven.” 
Critics of the case argue that the West Memphis Three were targeted 
because they wore black, listened to heavy metal music, and seemed 
weird. That was pretty much all that was needed to sentence Echols to 
death and condemn the other two to life in prison. Their eighteen-year 
legal battle became a cause célèbre after the release of the 1996 docu-
mentary Paradise Lost and its two sequels. These films stirred the pas-
sions of thousands of people—including myself, a kid who grew up in 
the South at the height of the Satanic Panics. I wore black, didn’t fit in, 
made weird art, and was prone to shouting “Satan!” in shopping malls, 
just to mess with people. Like many others who were moved to tears by 
Paradise Lost, I fear that my warped sense of humor and cynical atti-
tude could have gotten me in serious trouble had I ever been in the 
wrong place at the wrong time. I was one of the lucky ones.39

 During the trial’s closing arguments, the prosecuting attorney told 
the jury, “Anything wrong with wearing black in and of itself? No. Any-
thing wrong with the heavy metal stuff in and of itself? No. But when 
you look at it together and you begin to see inside Damien Echols, you 
see inside that person and there’s not a soul in there.” Earlier in the trial, 
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expert witness Dale Griffis was asked what devil worshipers looked 
like and whether Echols fit the profile. Predictably, Griffis said Echols 
did show signs of being a homicidal Satanist—an opinion based on 
the old man’s encounters with “people wearing black fingernails, hav-
ing their hair painted black, wearing black t-shirts.” The prosecution’s 
case hinged on Griffis’s testimony, despite his questionable training (he 
took no coursework to earn a PhD from Columbia Pacific University, 
an unaccredited distance-learning school later closed by court order). 
When the defense pointed this out, the gum-chewing judge grew irri-
tated. “I’m not sure in Arkansas or any other state that you have to have 
any kind of degree to be an expert in a particular field,” Judge Burnett 
snapped. After eighteen years in prison, the three walked free in 2011 
when new DNA evidence proved their innocence. The prosecuting 
attorney told reporters, “Most likely these defendants, the state believes, 
could very easily have been acquitted.”40

NATAS! Backmasking Mania Sweeps the Nation

Mountains of “satanic rock records” were thrown into bonfires in the 
1980s, and rumors of subliminal messages raged. Tipper Gore’s Parents’ 
Music Resource Center sold fifteen-dollar “Satanism Research Packets” 
filled with all kinds of misinformation, and the Cult Awareness Net-
work spread similar propaganda. Throughout the decade, parents sued 
several heavy metal artists and their record companies. Aside from 
the lawsuit brought against Ozzy Osbourne (infamous for his song 
“Mr. Crowley,” among other things), the most prominent legal action 
involved Judas Priest. Two youths shot themselves after several hours 
of drinking, pot smoking, and listening to the metal group’s albums, 
so their distraught parents filed suit. CBS Records and the band were 
accused of selling a “dangerous product”—the Judas Priest album titled 
Stained Class, which supposedly contained subliminal messages. The 
suit was dismissed after audio experts proved no such messages existed, 
but that didn’t quell the backmasking rumors.41

 “The cassette or CD player in too many teens’ rooms is an altar to 
evil,” radio evangelist Bob Larson warned, “dispensing the devil’s 
devices to the accompaniment of a catchy beat.” Jacob Aranza’s Back-
ward Masking Unmasked was one of many books that tried to expose 
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these hidden messages. Aranza claimed that when the chorus of 
Queen’s “Another One Bites the Dust” is played backward, one can hear, 
“Decide to smoke marijuana, marijuana, marijuana” (a message so hard 
to decipher, one probably needs to be under the influence of the devil’s 
weed to perceive it). In Dan and Steve Peters’s book Rock’s Hidden Per-
suader: The Truth about Backmasking, they pick apart songs by Pink 
Floyd, the Rolling Stones, and the sinister Electric Light Orchestra. The 
sibling authors also note that Led Zeppelin guitarist Jimmy Page was 
fascinated by Aleister Crowley. Many rockers were also curious about 
him—including the Beatles, who included the occultist on the Sgt. Pep-
per’s album cover. In the 1960s, the John Birch Society implicated Sgt. 
Pepper’s in a communist mind-control plot, and as recently as 1994 a 
high-level Vatican official called the Beatles “the Devil’s musicians.”42

 The Peters brothers begin Rock’s Hidden Persuader with an analysis 
of The White Album’s “Revolution 9.” That Beatles song had previously 
figured heavily in the “Paul Is Dead” rumor—which originated in Iowa, 
of all places. On September 17, 1969, Drake University’s Drake Times-
Delphic printed the first account of the musician’s alleged death, titled 
“Is Beatle Paul McCartney Dead?” The hoax initially spread through 
word of mouth until someone in the gossip chain made a call to a 
Detroit radio station. Like many FM stations of that era, WKNR was 
“freeform”—a format that allowed radio DJs to play, and say, just about 
anything they wanted. An eighteen-minute album cut, which would 
never ever be played on Top 40 AM stations, was as common as hearing 
extended “raps” by a radio announcer or the musings of listeners who 
dialed in. Four weeks after the Drake newspaper article appeared, a 
caller told DJ Russ Gibb that clues to McCartney’s death could be found 
in Beatles records. “What you’ve got to do,” the man said, “is play ‘Revo-
lution 9’ backwards.”43

 A University of Michigan sophomore named Fred LaBour hap-
pened to be listening, and two days later he published an article in the 
Michigan Daily. He was originally assigned to review the Beatles’ newly 
released Abbey Road album, but LaBour took a different approach after 
hearing that WKNR broadcast. His piece, “McCartney Dead; New Evi-
dence Brought to Light,” struck a subtly satirical tone as it identified hid-
den messages in the group’s lyrics and album covers. LaBour concluded 
the article with a wink: “The Beatles are building a mighty church, and 



A Satanic Panic 

206

when you emerge from it, you will be laughing.” By midmorning, all 
copies of the paper had been snatched up, and at the end of the day the 
Michigan Daily had gone through two more press runs. The University 
of Michigan allowed the article to be reprinted in at least a dozen cam-
pus newspapers, and many more underground papers pirated it. The 
Detroit Free Press reported that after the story appeared in the Harvard 
Crimson, a letter to the editor said, “[It] has got us so turned on that 
none of the guys in the house got stoned last night.” Within a month, 
“Paul Is Dead” became a national story, despite Iowa’s distance far from 
the country’s cultural and media centers. If not for the alternative com-
munication network built by the 1960s counterculture, it is unlikely that 
the hoax would have made it out of Des Moines.44

 These Beatles rumors injected the concept of backmasking into 
the public imagination at a time when musicians were experiment-
ing with tape technologies to achieve psychedelic effects. The concept 
of backmasking also gained traction in part because it resonated with 
Cold War brainwashing discourses. Vance Packard first raised alarm 
bells about subliminal messages with his 1957 book Hidden Persuad-
ers, which claimed marketers were placing covert commands in movies 
and television. Dan and Steve Peters drew on Packard’s thesis in Rock’s 
Hidden Persuader, and they also cited Wilson Bryan Key’s 1977 best-
seller Media Sexploitation. Looking at advertisements closely enough, 
Key saw everything from skulls and humping donkeys to the word sex 
spelled out in ice cubes. Key’s book revived the subliminal-message 
meme just before the first major Satanic Panic outbreaks in the 1980s. 
This had the humorous effect of sending people on fool’s errands such 
as decoding secret symbols in Proctor & Gamble products. “Whether 
these messages are Satan-created, or simply Satan-inspired,” the Peters 
brothers write, “subliminal stimuli certainly must have the ‘Satanic Seal 
of Approval.’” Their proof? “One never hears of secular rock albums 
promoting secretly the gospel of Christ—or even simply wholesome 
thoughts, such as ‘Eat all your vegetables, Maynard,’ or ‘Would it hurt to 
visit your grandmother once in a while?’”45

 The popular role-playing game Dungeons & Dragons was also 
lumped in with heavy metal and backmasking as a tool of the devil. 
A large anti-D&D cottage industry churned out propaganda such as 
the 1982 made-for-TV movie Mazes & Monsters. This craptastic film 
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starred a young Tom Hanks, whose character was based on a Michigan 
State University student who went missing in 1979. His disappearance 
had nothing to do with D&D, but the narrative was set in motion when 
a private investigator floated a theory to the press that he might have 
wandered off into the school’s steam tunnels while playing the game. 
Soon after, Rona Jaffe fictionalized the events in her best-selling novel 
Mazes & Monsters. Satanic Panic investigators often cited the book, 
and when it was adapted as a nationally distributed film, myth became 
fact. Radio evangelist Bob Larson’s spin on the game was typical of 
the period. “The occult overtones of D&D are so explicit that virtually 
nothing in the world of Satanism is omitted,” he says. “Players are told 
how to have their characters commune with nature spirits, consult crys-
tal balls filled with human blood, and conjure the Egyptian deities that 
Moses opposed.” Larson offered parents a checklist of telltale signs that 
their kids were worshiping Satan: a preoccupation with D&D, an inter-
est in Ouija boards, listening to groups such as Slayer or Metallica, and 
sketching pentagrams or the number 666. His list describes, in part or 
in whole, most teenagers I knew during the 1980s.46

 In the book Teenage Wasteland, sociologist Donna Gaines sought 
to understand the rise of teen suicide, especially among low-income 
kids who listened to metal. Gaines took Larson to task, arguing that 
“most kids view this stuff like carnival amusement, as art, as a means 
of expressing profound anxiety and frustrations of living. .  .  . Larson 
simply has no respect for kids’ intellectual or aesthetic sensibilities.” The 
teens who embraced H. P. Lovecraft’s Necronomicon, Anton LaVey’s The 
Satanic Bible, or Aleister Crowley’s writings did so not because they 
were prone to murdering bunnies and babies. Those texts offered some-
thing exotic in a world of strip malls and monotonous minimum-wage 
jobs. Concerned adults such as Bob Larson may have had good inten-
tions, but they had no clue about how music and popular culture works 
in the lives of teens. Nor did they have a very good BS detector. Larson’s 
books uncritically quote absurd atrocity stories such as that of “Sean,” 
whose testimony reads like the overactive imagination of a kid egged 
on by adults. “I became obsessively involved with Dungeons & Drag-
ons,” he said. “Through Ninjitsu, I delved into the violent aspects of the 
martial arts, learning how to conceal weapons and commit assassina-
tion. I once ate the leg off a live frog in biology class.”47
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Jamming Mass Media

With a gullible audience ready to eat up all that devilish candy—and a 
cynical news media giving them what they wanted—Negativland leapt 
into action. Back in 1987, this satirically inclined San Francisco Bay Area 
sound-collage group released its fourth album, Escape from Noise. It 
contained a minor college-radio hit titled “Christianity Is Stupid,” which 
sampled Rev. Estus W. Pirkle’s sermon about state-sponsored mind-con-
trol programs. “He was talking about communism,” Negativland mem-
ber Don Joyce says, “and at one point he described Korean prisoner-
of-war camps that had loudspeakers that kept repeating, ‘Christianity 
is stupid, Communism is good.’ So we used that sound bite as the basis 
of our song.” Escape from Noise also incorporated contributions from 
the Church of the Subgenius’s Ivan Stang, as well as several notable Bay 
Area artists. The Grateful Dead’s Mickey Hart and Jerry Garcia played 
chimes, percussion, and “processed animals”; pop deconstructionists 
The Residents added hoots and clanging; and toilet-flushing sounds 
were credited to Dead Kennedy’s Jello Biafra.48

 Not long before Negativland’s tour was to begin, the group realized 
that none of them could afford to take time off from their day jobs. They 
needed a reason to cancel but not just any reason. “One of the band mem-
bers, Richard Lyons,” Joyce recalls, “found this news article in the New 
York Times about a kid, David Brom, who had killed his family in Min-
nesota with an ax. The story mentioned his parents were very religious.” 
Negativland drafted a press release that suggested the FBI asked them to 
stay home while it investigated what role “Christianity Is Stupid” might 
have had in the killings. “What really made the story work,” says Negativ-
land member Mark Hosler, “and what gave it legs was that it was tied into 
the fears about backmasking and hidden messages in rock music.” Every 
media virus needs a host body to feed on, and the Satanic Panics car-
ried Negativland’s prank far and wide. The California music and culture 
magazine BAM reprinted the press release almost verbatim, and Channel 
5, the local CBS affiliate, ran with the story. “Good evening,” the news 
report began. “Topping Nightcast—a possible link between murder and 
music. .  .  . Four members of a midwestern family were murdered. The 
sixteen-year-old son is the prime suspect. Members of the experimental 
rock group Negativland have been drawn into the case.”49
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 “We couldn’t believe what was happening,” Hosler tells me. Even 
though the band spent much of the interview talking about the news 
media’s appetite for the sensational, predictably, none of that made it on 
air. Viewers were instead treated to the following conjecture: “A Nega-
tivland album may have sparked the last family dispute, and in partic-
ular, the song ‘Christianity Is Stupid’ may have been involved.” Soon 
after, the San Francisco Chronicle gave Negativland a ring. Because 
the group was growing uneasy about the nature of this attention, they 
told reporters that the FBI asked them not to discuss the case. After 
the Chronicle went forward with an article that recycled Negativland’s 
unsubstantiated claims, the group observed, “It’s now abundantly clear 
that a major source for news stories is often other news.” Validation 
from just one respectable outlet can help grease the wheels for the rapid 
dissemination of a prank or hoax. “We noticed right away when each 
new article appeared that the same errors would pop up,” Joyce says. 
The only exception was the Village Voice, which reported on the band’s 
press release with some skepticism. Music critic R. J. Smith and media 
critic Geoffrey Stokes even went so far as to track down a Negativland 
member at his job to confirm the story. “I do remember sitting there at 
the Voice processing this story,” Smith tells me two decades later. “I was 
talking about it with Geoffrey, watching his response, and just thinking 
it didn’t smell right, that it seemed outlandish on the face.” Of all the 
reporters who covered this story, they were the only ones who didn’t 
credulously rehash the original press release and subsequent news 
reports.50

 Given that Negativland was already in the habit of taping television 
and radio broadcasts for its sound collages, the band documented the 
snowballing story. “When it had all blown over, we decided to make 
a record out of the whole thing,” says Don Joyce, referring to Negativ-
land’s 1989 album Helter Stupid. “It was about fears of Satanism and 
music’s influence over people and how it can make people kill. Hel-
ter Stupid was also about the media and how cannibalistic they are.” 
Mark Hosler adds, “We explained in the liner notes our lie, saying very 
clearly how we manipulated people and what we’d done. You know, it’s 
not enough to just hoax someone and laugh at how you fooled them, 
ha ha. There has to be a point to it all.” Even though Negativland was 
fascinated by the results, they felt somewhat guilty because they were 
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exploiting a real, horrible human tragedy. “To be honest, I don’t think 
I’d do that type of thing now with the age I’m at,” Hosler tells me. “We 
did it once and we learned a lot. I feel like now I view TV and news and 
information so utterly differently than when we started out as a band in 
1980. It was a real eye-opener.”

The Hip-Hop Illuminati

By the mid-1990s, the Satanic Panics had been debunked by sociolo-
gists, mainstream media, and evangelical publications such as Corner-
stone. Attacks on popular music largely subsided until the 1999 Col-
umbine school shootings stirred the pot again. Eric Harris and Dylan 
Klebold were said to be a part of a social circle called the “Trench Coat 
Mafia,” but the truth is that the killers had virtually no affiliation with 
that clique—which by then had more or less disbanded. After news 
broadcasts claimed the Trench Coat Mafia might be responsible for the 
shootings, students trapped inside the school heard these reports and 
repeated this information back to reporters on their cell phones (this 
myth, it turns out, evolved through a very literal game of telephone). 
Blame was predictably cast on the pop culture that the killers con-
sumed, such as Marilyn Manson, whose cartoonish “evil” iconography 
was designed to rile up fundamentalists—and, of course, to sell records. 
The provocative entertainer set off a few anti-Satan alarm bells, but for 
the most part the religious right was refocusing its attention elsewhere. 
In the 1990s and beyond, conservatives obsessed over another issue 
promoted by Christian con man Mike Warnke. “Whether Mike realized 
it or not,” Cornerstone reported, “the Illuminati thread would become 
one of the most attractive and enduring themes of his entire improbable 
Satanist tale.”51

 Rock music served as a scapegoat for decades, but hip-hop added a 
new twist to the Illuminati myth. Jay-Z, for example, has received wide-
spread scrutiny for imagery used in his music videos, clothing, lyrics, 
photo ops, and interviews. In the video for 2009’s “Run This Town,” 
the rapper wears a hoodie sweatshirt bearing the phrase “do what thou 
wilt” (a famous maxim of Aleister Crowley’s). Jay-Z’s clothing line, Roc-
A-Wear, often bears symbols such as obelisks, pyramids, the all-seeing 
eye, and the occasional pentagram. Additionally, his record company 
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name, Roc-A-Fella, is an allusion the Rockefeller family—the alleg-
edly satanic dynasty that masterminded the New World Order. This is 
proof that he is in on the plot. Even though Jay-Z has explained that the 
name was chosen because it “was aspirational and confrontational,” that 
hasn’t stopped accusations that he is part of an elite secret society that 
runs the world. Other hip-hop artists have weathered similar charges, 
including Kanye West. During an interview on 96.3 NOW, a Minneapo-
lis radio station, he was asked, “What is the craziest thing you’ve read 
about yourself and you were like, ‘Well, where’d they get that from?’?” 
This line of questioning usually provokes an answer along the lines of “I 
can’t believe people think I’m dating Jennifer Hudson!” Instead, Kanye 
stammered, in a rare loss for words, “Well, uh, the Illuminati thing. 
Because I, uh, I wanna know, at least I wanna know what it is?”52

 The Illuminati has been a reoccurring theme in hip-hop since the 
early 1990s, when artists and fans embraced William Cooper’s Behold a 
Pale Horse. The book’s appeal stems from the fact that the author’s eco-
nomically deprived white followers had much in common with their 
black counterparts. During the go-go 1990s, a huge chunk of Amer-
ica was left out of the boom cycle, and a premillennial dread gripped 
the hip-hop generation. Journalist Jeff Chang recalls, “Youths trooped 
through the cities in camouflage jumpsuits and combat boots and called 
each other ‘souljahs.’” Cooper’s book could be found on urban street-
vendor tables alongside such tracts as The COINTELPRO Papers, Secrets 
of Freemasonry, and The Illuminati 666. Mentions were also heard in 
such hip-hop songs as “Understandable Smooth,” in which Ras-Kass 
raps that he is “still screaming Behold a Pale Horse.” The Wu-Tang Clan 
exemplified this milieu, and the claustrophobic soundscapes conjured 
by ringleader/producer RZA complemented the group’s cryptic rhymes. 
“Electric microbes, robotic probes  / Taking telescope pictures of the 
globe  / Exaggerated authorization, Food and Drug Administration  / 
Testin’ poison in prison population,” RZA raps in “Impossible,” from 
1997’s Wu-Tang Forever. Later in the song, U-God warns listeners to “get 
your shit together before the fuckin’ Illuminati hit.”53

 Cee-Lo Green recalls an encounter in the mid-1990s with rapper 
Busta Rhymes, who approached his group Goodie Mob with a copy 
of Behold a Pale Horse. “I want to bless you all with some knowledge,” 
he told them. “Read this.” Cee-Lo adds, “I must say we were heavily 
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influenced by it.” These constant references to the Illuminati were a 
shorthand expression of the disquieting social changes African Ameri-
can communities confronted. With America becoming more of a sepa-
rate and unequal caste system, prison was becoming a default reality for 
a large number of black men. “It’s almost methodical / Education is false 
assimilation / Building prisons is economical,” Ras-Kass raps in 1996’s 
“Ordo Adchao (Order Out of Chaos)”—whose title is an oblique refer-
ence to Freemasonry. When I interviewed Ras-Kass in the mid-1990s, 
he said the lyric came from watching his friends getting sucked into 
what he called the “prison-industrial complex.” Goodie Mob’s break-
out 1995 hit “Cell Therapy” makes a similar point during Cee-Lo’s verse 
“Oh you know what else they trying to do? / Make a curfew, especially 
for me and you / The traces of the New World Order / Time is getting 
shorter / If we don’t get prepared, people, it’s gone be a slaughter.” When 
Goodie Mob launches into the song’s chorus—“Who’s that peeking in 
my window? Pow! Nobody now”—they sound an awful lot like William 
Cooper at the end of his life. (Given the U.S. government’s troubling 
history of using prisoners and people of color as medical test subjects, 
this paranoia was understandable.)54

 The occultic, Egyptian-laden symbolism used by Jay-Z, Nas, the Wu-
Tang Clan, and other popular hip-hop artists often gets interpreted as 
being purely Masonic. However, it can be more directly traced to the 
tradition of Afrocentrism and several quasi-mystical sects that African 
Americans have embraced since the mid-twentieth century. One such 
group is the Nation of Gods and Earths, founded in the early 1960s by 
a charismatic Nation of Islam student minister named Clarence 13X. He 
opened a street academy in Harlem and preached a condensed version of 
the Nation of Islam’s “Lost-Found Lessons.” These teachings rejected the 
idea of a supernatural “mystery god”; instead, the black man is his own 
god, the master of his destiny. Members of the Nation of Gods and Earths 
are commonly known as Five Percenters because they believe only 5 per-
cent of the world’s people are enlightened. The rest are the poor, ignorant, 
and uncivilized (the 85 percent) who are preyed on by bloodsuckers (the 
other 10 percent, who hold powerful positions in corporations and gov-
ernments). Like many such sects, it takes a conspiratorial view of history. 
The plot can only be foiled by the few “poor righteous teachers” who were 
sent to emancipate the mentally deaf, dumb, and blind.55
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 The Nation of Gods and Earths was part of hip-hop culture from 
its beginnings. Afrika Bambaataa was affiliated, members sometimes 
provided security at 1970s hip-hop shows in the South Bronx, and it 
gained a large number of adherents by the late 1980s. Popular artists 
like Rakim, Big Daddy Kane, Busta Rhymes, and the aptly named Poor 
Righteous Teachers loaded their lyrics with references to this organiza-
tion. They also popularized Five Percenter slang terms such as “drop-
ping science,” “break it down,” and “word.” (The Wu-Tang Clan’s RZA 
explains, “That’s what you say when someone expresses a deep truth: 
Word.”) The Nation of Gods and Earths was one of many African 
American sects and secret societies that flourished in the 1950s and 
1960s. Most can trace their roots back to the Moorish Science Temple of 
America, founded in 1913 by a man known as Noble Drew Ali. It heav-
ily borrowed symbolism and ceremonies from Freemasonry’s Ancient 
Arabic Order of the Nobles of the Mystic Shrine, better known as Shri-
ners. This order was among the first to introduce Islamic imagery to 
America (along with fez-wearing old men who drive tiny cars). In the 
book Occult America, Mitch Horowitz writes, “a veritable who’s who of 
early black-power figures joined or came in close contact with Moorish 
Science in the 1920s,” including Nation of Islam architects Wallace D. 
Fard and Elijah Muhammad.56

 Like these groups’ nineteenth-century, white, European, occultic 
counterparts, they wove fantasy into their official histories. The Nation 
of Islam’s science-fiction origin story involves a mad scientist named 
Dr. Yacub who created whites in order to place blacks in bondage. 
There was also a spacecraft, The Mother Ship, which would quite liter-
ally uplift the race. Far from being relegated to the obscure fringes of 
African American society, these stories resonated with many—includ-
ing Muhammad Ali. “For Ali there was something in the notion of 
black superiority and the spaceship that was comforting and nourish-
ing to him,” said his friend Robert Lipsyte. “It gave him a sense of self, 
a connection to something larger and more important at the time.” The 
Nation of Islam’s teachings tapped into a strand of Afro-futurism that 
ran deep through twentieth-century black popular culture. Musicians 
such as avant-jazz legend Sun Ra, dub reggae pioneer Lee “Scratch” 
Perry, glam-funk trio LaBelle, Parliament-Funkadelic’s George Clinton, 
Outkast’s Andre 3000, and Janelle Monae have employed these tropes. 
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They mixed playful iconography, wild costumes, and out-there-but-
funky music to express their alienation—all while joyfully voicing racial 
pride. Afro-futurism is a lively example of how fantasy can be empow-
ering, because it allows people to imagine a newer, better world.57 Sun 
Ra biographer John F. Szwed observes,

This black cosmic vision is easily seen as part of the theme of travel, of 
journey, of exodus, of escape which dominates African-American narra-
tives: of people who could fly back to Africa, travel in the spirit, visit or 
be visited by the dead; of chariots and trains to heaven, the Underground 
Railroad, Marcus Garvey’s steamship line, Rosa Parks on the Mobile 
bus, freedom riders. It was also a vision which lurked distantly but stub-
bornly behind blues songs which praised the technology of motion and 
travel, where trains, cars, airplanes, buses—even transmission systems 
(“Dynaflow”)—were celebrated as part of African-American postagri-
cultural mobility within a Booker T. Washington / Popular Science opti-
mism about the future.58

 Born in Birmingham, Alabama at the height of segregation, Herman 
Poole Blount took on a new name and claimed Saturn as his homeland 
(which was a more hospitable environment than the Jim Crow South). 
Sun Ra began his musical career in the 1950s on the same Southside 
Chicago streets that embraced the Nation of Islam. The iconoclast 
never joined Elijah Muhammad’s organization, but he was a member of 
a secret society named Thmei Research. Much like the Nation of Islam’s 
bow-tied foot soldiers, Sun Ra could be seen on street corners lectur-
ing and passing out his hand-typed tracts. Critic John Corbett called 
him “a supersonic cosmo-science sermonist,” because pedagogy was 
part of the space-jazz package. While looking toward the future, Sun Ra 
kept his feet firmly planted in the past by studying Africa, Egyptology, 
numerology, mysticism, and biblical texts. He did not accept many of 
the Nation of Islam’s teachings, including the belief that white people 
were devils (“black people can be devils, too,” he countered). Neverthe-
less, their views did overlap at times. Sun Ra and Elijah Muhammad 
believed it was necessary to invert the Bible’s symbolism because its text 
had been “poisoned,” so they turned to secret and esoteric knowledge to 
free the minds of their people.59
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 Years later, these ideas were absorbed into hip-hop and fanned out 
into popular culture, via song. Rick Ross and Jay-Z’s 2010 hit “Free 
Mason” contains similar imagery. “We the lost symbols, speak in cryp-
tic codes,” Ross raps, “ancient wisdom, valuable like gifts of Gold.” The 
song is less a serious nod to occultism and more of a masculine boast 
about black power. In Jay-Z’s verse, he dismisses conspiracy rumors 
with the couplet “I said I was amazin’ / Not that I was a Mason.” After 
an interviewer pressed him about being a member of a cult, Jay-Z more 
or less admitted that he was just messing with people’s heads. “I’m an 
entertainer at the end of the day,” he said. “Maybe I’ll push your but-
tons.” Black secret societies and sects emerged as a reaction to segre-
gation, urban decay, and a desire for self-sufficiency. In the absence of 
that context, these coded lyrics have been used as evidence of a New 
World Order conspiracy. Moreover, a lack of familiarity with African 
American culture has led some whites to assume all kinds of outlandish 
things. For instance, Glenn Beck once aired footage of a Kansas City 
youth group practicing a step show (a foot-stomping style of synchro-
nized dancing popular in traditionally black fraternities). Without this 
background knowledge, he informed viewers that “Obama’s SS” was 
being trained in inner cities throughout America.60

 The rising status of a few prominent African Americans has been 
unsettling for some of the United States’ shrinking white majority. In 
2012, the number of nonwhite babies surpassed Caucasian births for the 
first time, a demographic shift that coincided with an abysmal economy. 
Barack Obama (a Jay-Z-quoting Ivy Leaguer) has reinforced a variety of 
persecution complexes, including the idea that whites will soon become 
slaves. The rhetoric of slavery is quite common among contemporary 
Tea Partiers and old-school Illuminatiphobes. In the 1971 book Richard 
Nixon, the John Birch Society’s Gary Allen wrote, “Americans are des-
tined for slavery unless the CFR Insiders and those who are controlled 
by them can be purged from the government.” Sarah Palin, Rush Lim-
baugh, and Glenn Beck use very similar metaphors. The latter asked his 
audience during a discussion of health-care reform, “Are we creating 
slaves?” Conservatives deploy that word to convey a loss of individual 
liberty or even the belief that they will literally be enslaved—though 
there are some contexts where its use is verboten. In 2009, the far-right 
Texas Board of Education voted to replace all mentions of “slavery” 
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in public-school textbooks with the odd phrase “Atlantic Triangular 
Trade.” At a time when the history of slavery is literally being erased, 
the right’s appropriation of this word is troubling. Even more disturbing 
is how four centuries of trickery have produced a fantastical worldview 
that has reshaped the material world.61

t t t

The Satanic Panics and the ongoing outbreaks of Illuminatiphobia 
demonstrate what can go wrong when fantasy takes on a life of its own. 
In the 1960s, the counterculture’s dalliances with esoteric thought led 
Christian conservatives to believe that devilish forces were destroying 
civilization. One of the faces of this evil was Anton LaVey, who had a 
love of carnival entertainment and old-fashioned publicity stunts. His 
sense of humor wasn’t shared by the religious right, which took his 
shock tactics at face value and promptly freaked out. They unleashed 
their sordid imaginations by mining pop-culture horror imagery and 
urban legends that were circulating in religious tracts, newsletters, and 
radio. This is yet another reminder of how alternative and mainstream 
media are locked in a dialogic relationship. Much of what surfaced in 
the “recovered” memories of alleged survivors of satanic ritual abuse 
came from a mixture of stories that appeared in Hollywood films (Rose-
mary’s Baby, The Omen, and Mazes & Monsters), popular music (the 
Rolling Stones’ “Sympathy for the Devil” and Ozzy Osborne’s “Mr. Crow-
ley”), religious books (by Christian con artists Mike Warnke, Michelle 
Smith, and Lauren Stratford), countercultural periodicals (the Realist 
and the Los Angeles Free Press), and sensationalistic news stories (from 
the 1960s coverage of the Manson murders to the 1980s Geraldo Rivera 
devil-worship television special). This head-spinning swirl of fact and 
fiction produced a paranoid feedback loop that sent three innocent 
teens to jail for eighteen years, and ruined countless other lives.
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Showbiz Tricksters  
and the Pop Underground

Popular culture is an inviting space for trickster figures. Entertain-
ers generally have more leeway than your average person to push the 
boundaries of convention because they tend to be, well, entertaining. 
Bitter truths can be swallowed more easily with a dollop of sugar and 
spice. The eccentric Otherness exuded by early television star Korla 
Pandit, discussed in the next few pages, was made palatable by a spec-
tacle that featured hypnotic music and striking costumes. One can get 
away with most anything by making people tap their toes, laugh, or 
shake their heads in disbelief. This was also true of Gorgeous George’s 
gender-bending wrestling act, Muhammad Ali’s in-and-out-of-ring 
dustups, and Andy Kaufman’s dada displays on The Dating Game, Late 
Night with David Letterman, and other television staples. In spite of—or 
perhaps because of—their amusing idiosyncrasies, these men became 
household names. Conversely, Yoko Ono is often more despised than 
beloved because she never conformed to the showbiz rules that made 
her husband, John Lennon, a megastar. Yoko’s prankish conceptual art 
and her uncompromising scream are two reasons why (along with sex-
ism and racism) she provoked such visceral reactions among the public. 
Even noncelebrities have been able to break into the culture industry 
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machine by using tricky tactics. Over the past half century, Jeanne and 
Alan Abel made headlines with pranks that ranged from a cryogenics-
themed press conference involving billionaire recluse Howard Hughes 
to a long-running anticensorship satire that sought to clothe “naked” 
animals. As is true of the others discussed in this chapter, this couple’s 
occasional night raids on mass media surely warped many a mind by 
suggesting that a world of weirdness was just over the horizon.

A Weird Musical Adventure

“Come with us through melody to the four corners of the earth,” the 
KTLA station announcer said as an attractive and enigmatic man gazed 
into the camera. “Hear music exotic and familiar spring from the amaz-
ing hands of Korla Pandit, on a musical adventure!” An androgynous 
figure massaged the organ with his slender fingers, looking a bit like 
Purple Rain–era Prince in a jeweled turban. Korla Pandit’s Adventures 
in Music was the first all-music show on television, and it was an instant 
hit in 1948—airing five days a week for over nine hundred episodes. 
TV Guide named it the “Best Show” in Los Angeles, Pandit won the 
magazine’s “Top Male Personality” honors, and he released more than 
two dozen records over the course of two decades. The mystic ascribed 
his success to the fact that music is a universal language, while also 
maintaining that television stations could transmit his brain waves. “I 
never spoke,” he said, “yet I received letters from around the world that 
communicated as if people knew exactly what was on my mind.” Even 
though Pandit was silent on camera, friends joked that he would never 
shut up in person. The organist loved to talk about his privileged child-
hood in New Delhi, where his father was a government bureaucrat and 
a friend of Mohandas Gandhi. He also claimed his mother was a French 
opera singer, though the truth was more mundane: Pandit was a black 
man from the Midwest. “He was light-skinned, about the color of Gen-
eral Colin Powell,” said Stan Freberg, who worked with him at KTLA. 
“To tell you the truth, I think Korla Pandit invented himself.”1

 The St. Louis native was born in 1921 as John Roland Redd and began 
his radio career at a CBS affiliate in Iowa. In the late 1930s, he followed 
several of his sisters to California, where he worked as a staff musi-
cian on network radio shows. Redd adopted the name Juan Rolondo 
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and performed everything from country and western to big-band jazz. 
Then, in 1948, he dropped his Mexican identity and changed his name 
to Korla Pandit. That year he recorded “Stampede” with Roy Rogers and 
Sons of the Pioneers, who dubbed him “Cactus Pandit” (it was surely 
the first—and last?—time a black man passing as a turban-clad Indian 
ever played on a country record). Korla’s beautiful blond wife, Beryl 
Pandit, a former Disney Studios airbrush artist, was instrumental in 
crafting his persona: a TV swami with hypnotic musical powers. She 
designed the sets, worked with lighting technicians, and costumed her 
husband. Outside the television studio, he remained a seasoned jazz 
musician who occasionally sat in with his idol, Art Tatum, who took 
a liking to the organist. But when posing as Pandit, he stripped any 
trace of African American musical styles from his repertoire to deflect 
unwanted scrutiny into his background. He died in 1998 having never 
told his two sons, Shari and Koram, the truth about his past.2

 Korla Pandit remained silent on camera because his Indian accent 
didn’t really pass muster, and, for that matter, neither did his outfit. 
Hindus typically didn’t wear turbans—those were Sikhs, and they didn’t 
put jewels in their headdress—but most Americans were not attuned 
to these cultural distinctions. He complemented his exotic headgear 
with a coat and tie, personifying the postwar stereotype of an Indian: 
a blend of mystical and modern. Pandit deeply believed in his music’s 
potential to cross racial lines, but this utopian impulse was under-
mined by colonialist clichés. Musicologist Timothy Taylor notes that 
“Magnetic Theme,” Pandit’s signature song, “begins with a virtual cata-
logue of musical orientalisms, from near east to far east.” The oriental-
ist tropes did not end with the instrumentation. Adventures in Music 
presented Pandit as an unspeaking “Other” who was placed on display 
for the voyeuristic pleasure of Western eyes. He subverted these ideo-
logical constraints, to a certain extent, by staring back at the viewer for 
long periods without blinking. The effect was alternately seductive and 
unsettling.3

 A program with no talking and only organ music surely would not 
fly today, but the rules of this new medium were still up for grabs. Peo-
ple didn’t really know what TV was supposed to be. KTLA was also 
an independent broadcaster, which gave it a flexibility that its network 
competitors lacked. Shows were live, were rough around the edges, and 



Showbiz Tricksters and the Pop Underground 

220

offered a dizzying variety of musical entertainment: Harry Owens and 
His Royal Hawaiians, Ina Ray Hutton and Her All-Girl Orchestra, Lib-
erace, and of course Pandit. There were also cooking programs, a variety 
show on ice, puppet theater, and a weird comedy named Yer Ole Buddy 
(in which a flustered man tried to explain the machinations of a televi-
sion studio to viewers). Oddest of all was KTLA’s decision to broadcast 
an atomic test explosion, live. “All this was done without any advance 
publicity,” said Johnny Polich, who worked at the station. “Thirty sec-
onds before the blast, we cut the food show off the air and just went on.” 
That must have made for some jarring viewing! Early television created 
a semianarchic opening for pop-culture trickster figures to slip through 
the door and shape this new medium in their own image. With enough 
luck and pluck, border-crossing outsiders could become insiders. This 
gave a Jim Crow–era black man access to the nation’s airwaves, enabling 
Korla Pandit to broadcast from an alternate universe located within his 
own imagination. “To have seen him on television,” biographer R.  J. 
Smith writes, “was to inhabit a perfumed realm.”4

A Gorgeous Wrestler

Those who attended Gorgeous George wrestling matches quite literally 
entered a perfumed realm. A 1948 Newsweek article noted that “both 
in and out of the ring he affects a .  .  . swishy manner, and effeminate 
fragrance.” As part of his prebout ritual, the wrestler dressed from head 
to toe in a frilly, beaded woman’s nightgown. It was slowly and sugges-
tively removed by his male valet, who then sprayed down the ring with 
an oversized canister of “Chanel No. 10” (which was, he said, twice as 
nice as Chanel No. 5). George then pompously bowed to the audience, 
mocking them. “Sissy!” they screamed back. “Who do you think you 
are?” The blue-collar crowd went berserk when he delayed the fight by 
sloooooowly folding his clothing with snobbish care. “The more they 
yelled,” George recounted, “the more time I took.” The preening wres-
tler’s narcissistic persona and fluid sexual identity got him tagged as “a 
Liberace in tights” (George, like the gender-bending Liberace, regu-
larly appeared on KTLA). Before matches, he held press conferences in 
women’s beauty salons while getting his hair done, long golden locks 
and all. George stayed in character around sports reporters, whom he 
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treated as inferiors—a shtick that was always good for a few column 
inches. Even though audiences retaliated with projectiles and verbal 
taunts, he was also widely beloved. A Boxing Illustrated profile noted 
that many people in the arena “jeered him with a smile and hated him 
with affection.” Gorgeous George’s outrageous performances gave audi-
ences a license to respond with their own over-the-top behavior, join-
ing in on the fun.5

 In the late 1940s, televised wrestling matches aired every night on 
prime time, which made Gorgeous George as famous as just about any 
American celebrity. All the comedians of the day—from Jack Benny 
to Bob Hope—told Gorgeous George jokes, and his campy act helped 
move the shocking and outré into the televised mainstream. “He was 
bizarre, I’d never seen anything like it,” John Waters said. “A man who 
wore women’s clothes, who had bleached hair, who made people scared 
but also made them laugh.” As Mr. and Mrs. Waters shouted at the tele-
vision, offended by George’s abominable behavior, their eleven-year-old 
son was awestruck. That night, he decided to go into show business. 
Waters started making underground films as a teenager and, eventually, 
directed gross-out classics such as Pink Flamingos, Female Trouble, and 
Polyester. “Gorgeous George inspired me to think up bizarre characters 
with humor,” he said. “In my films, I’m beginning to realize, all of my 
characters have something to do with him, subliminally.” Few enter-
tainers—or anyone, for that matter—can claim such an eclectic and 
iconic list of devotees: John Waters, James Brown, Bob Dylan, Muham-
mad Ali, and Andy Kaufman. Each borrowed a different element from 
his transgressive persona, adding their own spin.6

 Gorgeous George influenced James Brown’s live shows by display-
ing, as the singer put it, “a special flamboyance.” He also shaped Brown’s 
wardrobe choices and other elements of his stagecraft, including the 
famous cape routine—which Brown claimed began as an improvised 
tribute to the wrestler. George’s boastful nicknames (“The Toast of the 
Coast,” “The Sensation of the Nation”) also gave rise to Brown’s memo-
rable taglines (“The Godfather of Soul,” “The Hardest Working Man in 
Show Business”). Another musical trickster figure he inspired was Bob 
Dylan, who first witnessed the wrestler’s act in Hibbing, Minnesota dur-
ing the late 1950s. “It was Gorgeous George, in all his magnificent glory,” 
Dylan recalled. “He had valets and was surrounded by women carrying 
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roses, wore a majestic fur-lined gold cape and his long blond curls were 
flowing.” The aspiring musician was performing in the National Guard 
Amory, the same venue where a wrestling match was about to take 
place. As the beautiful showman walked by the stage with his entourage, 
the singer claims George winked at him and mouthed the following 
words: “You’re making it come alive.” He could have been saying any-
thing, but Dylan insists that this chance encounter “was all the recogni-
tion and encouragement” he would need “for years to come.” The times 
were a-changing, indeed.7

 When Muhammad Ali (then known as Cassius Clay) first witnessed 
a Gorgeous George match, he saw the path to stardom. The wrestler 
walked down the aisle to the tune of “Pomp and Circumstance” while 
dressed in a formfitting red velvet gown and a lush white satin robe. 
With his nose held high, George surveyed his domain and addressed 
the crowd: “Peasants!” He relished the insults, screams, and foot stomp-
ing. “Oh, everybody just booed him,” Clay recalled. “I looked around 
and I saw everybody was mad. I was mad! I saw 15,000 people coming 
to see this man get beat, and his talking did it. And I said, ‘This is a 
gooood idea.’” After the match, George gave him some advice. “You just 
gotta have a gimmick, polish your act,” he said. “Boxing, wrestling—it’s 
all a show. You gotta get the crowd to react.” He added, “You got your 
good looks, a great body, and you’ve got a good mouth on you. Talk 
about how pretty you are, tell ’em how great you are. And a lot of people 
will pay to see somebody shut your big mouth. So keep bragging, keep 
on sassing, and always be outrageous.” Though Gorgeous George didn’t 
explicitly say it, he was surely aware that millions of white Americans 
wanted to see this “uppity” black man have his piehole wired shut. This 
tension helped make Ali one of the most controversial and beloved fig-
ures of the 1960s.8

A Beautiful Boxer

At the beginning of Cassius Clay’s professional boxing career, he was 
primarily known for winning an Olympic gold medal and possessing 
a loud mouth. Most sportswriters hated him, especially the old guard, 
who felt he was not properly deferential. The racist treatment by boxing 
crowds and journalists certainly would have justified Clay’s decision to 
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throw his Olympic medal into the Ohio River in disgust. It is one of the 
most memorable stories in sports history, but the truth is that Clay sim-
ply lost it. This fiction first appeared in his autobiography, The Great-
est, which was a mix of fact and folklore ghostwritten by the Nation of 
Islam. “The story about the Olympic medal wasn’t true, but we had to 
take it on faith,” said James Silberman, the editor and chief of Random 
House. “When he was young he took everything with a wink, even the 
facts of his life.” This tale resonated during the civil rights era because 
it conveyed a deeper truth about the indignities that African Ameri-
cans suffered in America, the supposed “land of the free.” As cultural 
critic John Leland reminds us, “Tricksters tell small lies to reveal bigger 
ones.”9

 In early 1964, this fast-footed boxer shook up the world in spectacu-
lar fashion. Clay faced heavyweight champion Sonny Liston, a favorite 
of the white establishment because he didn’t rock the racial boat. Most 
everyone believed the champ would destroy this inexperienced upstart, 
and bookies set the odds seven to one against Clay. A New York Times 
editor even instructed the young sports writer Robert Lipsyte to map 
out the quickest route from the arena to the hospital. Liston was an 
imposing man, but that didn’t stop Clay from publicly mocking him: 
“Who would have thought / When they came to the fight / That they’d 
witness the launching / Of a human satellite? / Yes, the crowd did not 
dream / When they laid down their money / That they would see / A 
total eclipse of Sonny!” When Liston arrived at Miami International 
Airport, his opponent was waiting for him on the tarmac, shouting, 
“Chump! Big ugly bear! I’m gonna whup you right now!” Liston fled the 
airport for a rented beach house, but Clay chased him in a car, hurling 
more insults until a fuming Liston pulled over. “Listen, you little punk,” 
Liston screamed. “I’ll punch you in the mouth. This has gone too far!” 
They were separated, but the staged drama resumed in front of Liston’s 
rental property, where Clay held court with reporters and fans in the 
front yard.10

 At the weigh-in on the morning of the fight, Clay became even more 
erratic. “Float like a butterfly! Sting like a bee!” he famously shouted, 
warming up his act. “Round eight to prove I’m great!” No one had 
ever seen this kind of behavior in the world of boxing, where anything 
less than stoicism gave off a whiff of panic and fear. Liston stood on 
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the scales as his bug-eyed opponent kept flinging abuse. “Hey, sucker! 
You’re a chump! You been tricked, chump!” Clay ignored warning after 
warning until he was fined $2,500. “I suspected that there was a plan in 
his public clowning,” Clay’s friend Malcolm X later said. “I suspected, 
and he confirmed to me, that he was doing everything possible to con 
and to ‘psyche’ Sonny Liston into coming into the ring angry, poorly 
trained, and overconfident, expecting another of his vaunted one-round 
knockouts.” The psychological warfare worked. Clay’s corner man, Fer-
die Pacheco, said, “It convinced Liston to the end of his life that Ali was 
crazy.”11

 The moment the first-round bell rang, Clay launched himself into 
the ring and began circling—bouncing from foot to foot, head twitch-
ing from side to side. Liston lunged with a left jab, missed by two feet, 
and things went downhill from there. After six rounds, an exhausted 
Liston refused to fight anymore and forfeited the match. Cassius Clay 
then jumped on the ropes, leaned into the sportswriters sitting nearby, 
and taunted them. “Eat your words! Eat your words! . . . I am the great-
est!” he shouted. “I shook up the world. I’m the prettiest thing that ever 
lived.” He also threw in a line that most people missed in the heat of the 
moment. “I talk to God every day,” he said, “the real God!” Malcolm X, 
who laid low before the bout to avoid controversy, had now returned to 
his friend’s side. The next day, Clay announced that he had joined the 
Nation of Islam, whose leader, Elijah Muhammad, soon gave him a new 
name: Muhammad Ali. The boxer respected Martin Luther King Jr. but 
was more compelled by Malcolm X’s fiery rhetoric and messages of self-
reliance. Not surprisingly, this lost the boxer a large chunk of his white 
fans. They could tolerate Clay’s clownish behavior, but not Ali’s associa-
tion with an imposing and inscrutable black nationalist group.12

 Like the other pop-culture trickster figures profiled in this chapter, 
Muhammad Ali straddled the center and margins—remaking Ameri-
ca’s social landscape in the process. He became even more politically 
outspoken after converting to Islam and was openly defiant when 
drafted into the military in 1966. If Ali had served, he almost certainly 
wouldn’t have seen conflict and instead would have been allowed to 
continue boxing as a representative of the U.S. Army. But Ali stuck with 
his principles and was exiled from the ring at the height of his career, 
while in his physical prime. During this time, Ali uttered what became 
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one of his most well-known lines: “I ain’t got no quarrel with them Viet 
Cong.” The antiwar and civil rights movements quickly turned it into 
the more dramatic “No Viet Cong ever called me Nigger.” The phrase 
was later appropriated by the Viet Cong themselves, who dropped pro-
paganda leaflets stating, “black soldiers: no vietnamese ever called you 
nigger.” This game of telephone underscores how much of an influential 
global figure Muhammad Ali had become by the end of the 1960s. It 
also demonstrates how a single provocative or prankish statement can 
powerfully reframe a debate, especially when amplified through mass 
media.13

Yes, She Is a Witch

Yoko Ono also used media to shock, confuse, annoy, and amuse. Rather 
than praising her as a groundbreaking artist, angry Beatles fans spent 
years blaming her for their beloved group’s breakup. She arrived in New 
York City in 1957 after studying composition at Sarah Lawrence College 
and philosophy in Japan, where she was the first woman admitted into 
a prestigious program at Gakushuin University. Both experiences con-
strained her too much, so Yoko set out on her own iconoclastic path. 
“I always liked her,” says Roz Payne, a founder of the Women’s Interna-
tional Terrorist Conspiracy from Hell, or WITCH. She tells me, “I liked 
the way she and John mixed art and politics and had a sense of humor 
about it—like their Bed-In for Peace.” For this prank-cum-conceptual-
art-piece, staged in 1969, the couple leveraged their celebrity status to 
spread antiwar messages. John and Yoko invited reporters to cover their 
weeklong stint in bed, but if media outlets wanted this entertaining 
spectacle, they had to broadcast the couple’s critiques as well. “There 
were commercials for war,” Lennon observed at the time, “so why don’t 
we do a commercial for peace?” This “happening” was an extension of 
the work Yoko had done for a decade, but many people still think she’s 
just a groupie. New York Times music critic Robert Palmer summed up 
the price she paid: “It is quite likely that having John Lennon fall in love 
with her was the worst thing that could have happened to Yoko Ono’s 
career as an artist.”14

 Yoko was a key player in Fluxus, a 1960s art movement that was, 
according to its 1965 manifesto, “the fusion of Spike Jones, Vaudeville, 
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gag, children’s games and Duchamp.” She organized downtown Man-
hattan’s first loft events, the Chambers Street Series, which were ground 
zero for the city’s experimental art scene. Yoko also collaborated with 
seminal avant-garde composers and musicians such as La Monte Young, 
John Cage, and Ornette Coleman—as well as visual artists, dancers, 
and poets. She moved on to more established venues such as Carnegie 
Recital Hall and London’s Indica Gallery, but it wasn’t always easy. “I 
feel that even in the avant-garde world, what I was doing was seen as a 
little bit out of line,” she tells me. “They had their own set of rules, you 
know? ‘You can’t do that! You can’t do certain things!’” For Yoko’s Cut 
Piece, the audience was invited to cut off bits of her clothes until nothing 
remained. It was a radical statement, especially for 1964. She sat onstage 
with her legs folded in a traditional Japanese pose of feminine submis-
siveness, embodying the kind of vulnerability women experienced in 
Asian and American societies. “Although audience members’ reactions 
at each venue varied in the reserve or abandon with which they cut off 
her clothing,” art historian Jayne Wark writes, “the implications of the 
piece always invoked tensions between exhibitionism and voyeurism, 
victim and assailant, sadist and masochist, subject and object.”15

 Yoko spent most of her life stirring it up. “Yeah, ‘stirring up’ is the 
right word,” she says. “Stirring up. Period.” When I ask her to elaborate, 
she points to a song of hers titled “Yes, I’m a Witch.” It begins in true 
punk-rock fashion: “Yes, I’m a witch / I’m a bitch / I don’t care what you 
say / My voice is real / My voice speaks truth / I don’t fit in your ways.” 
Yoko reversed the meaning of the words “witch” and “bitch” much like 
how gay-rights activists later appropriated queer, turning an insult into 
a provocative badge of honor. “The line ‘Yes, I am a witch,’” she says, 
laughing, “that one line stirs up a lot, doesn’t it?” She then bemoans the 
fact that the public still doesn’t get it. “Some people,” Yoko sighs, “take 
it very seriously and get very angry.” Despite caricatures to the contrary, 
her brand of 1970s feminism was definitely not strident. Take the song 
“What a Mess,” in which she wryly tells the guys, “If you keep ham-
mering antiabortion  / We’ll tell you no more masturbation for men / 
Every day you’re killing living sperm in the billions / So how do you feel 
about that, brother?” Yoko’s absurdist humor was on display in her con-
ceptual piece Questionnaire, 1966 spring, which included such lines as 
“Happenings were first invented by Greek gods” and “The word ‘manila 
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envelope’ comes from a deeply-rooted racial prejudice.” There’s plenty 
more where that came from. Do It Yourself Fluxfest Presents Yoko Ono 
and Dance Co. instructed its audience to “Face the wall and imagine 
throughout the year banging your head against it: A) Slowly until the 
wall collapses B) Violently until your head is gone.”16

 Her 1971 piece Museum of Modern [F]art embodies her irrever-
ent attitude toward the art world’s more staid conventions. It consists 
of a photo of Yoko walking underneath the Museum of Modern Art’s 
entrance sign in New York City, capturing her midstride. While stand-
ing at the gap between the words “Modern” and “Art,” she holds a 
shopping bag with an “F” that matches the size and font of the signage 
above. (As the old saying goes, art is merely the last three letters of the 
word fart.) “I could have been killed because of my sense of humor,” she 
laughs, mischievously. “I have to be very careful.” Yoko is referring, in 
part, to the sorts of “ugly bitch” verbal assaults she endured after meet-
ing Beatle John. In the face of the racism, sexism, and pure unadulter-
ated hatred—directed not just at women, generally, but at her, specifi-
cally—this trickster figure responded by laughing and screaming at the 
world. “When I said, ‘Yes, I am a witch,’ don’t you think that is a kind 
of, you know, ha ha to them?” She sighs again. “But people take it seri-
ously. That’s the problem.”17

Andy Kaufman Melts Minds

Growing up in Virginia Beach during the early 1980s, I often watched 
professional wrestling with my best friend, the television. I knew that 
those carefully choreographed body slams were pretty much a hoax, 
but I must admit that my twelve-year-old self was suckered by Andy 
Kaufman. When the Taxi star showed up in 1982 at the Mid-Atlantic 
Coliseum in Memphis, Tennessee, he mocked everyone. “I’m from 
Hollywood,” he said, pointing at his cranium as he mouthed off about 
his higher intelligence and how southerners were stupid. Kaufman also 
claimed he was the world’s greatest “Intergender Wrestling Champion,” 
bragging that he could beat any woman in the ring. After he went too 
far with his antics, I cheered when wrestler Jerry Lawler stepped in 
and shoved him to the ground. “Lawler, you think you’re really being 
smart,” Kaufman ranted. “Look, I’m from Hollywood. That’s where we 
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make movies and TV shows. . . . I’m not from down here in men-fus 
ten-uh-see, okay?” What a total jerk, I thought. Kaufman kept nee-
dling the crowd about how his matches with women were real and that 
professional wrestlers were phonies. I was seething. Andy Kaufman is 
such a jerk, and I really, really hate him. I even stopped watching Taxi 
because of it.
 Eventually, this ugly display overflowed into another favorite show 
of mine. “On April 5th, 1982, in Memphis, Tennessee,” David Letterman 
said, introducing the Late Night segment, “Andy Kaufman—the actor-
comedian and Intergender Wrestling Champion—had his first wres-
tling match with a member of his own sex.” Cue footage: Lawler delivers 
a pile-driver move, and Kaufman crashes to the ground, head first, body 
crumpled. Off he goes in an ambulance! “Tonight, for the first time on 
network television,” Letterman said, “they meet face to face. Here are 
Andy Kaufman and Jerry Lawler!” Cheers and boos erupted as they 
walked on. “Now, I don’t know a great deal about wrestling,” Letterman 
said to Lawler, “but it looks to me like you gave Andy that second pile-
driver after the bell. Now, that didn’t seem like a really sportsmanlike 
thing to do.” Lawler was unfazed. “You say that wasn’t a sportsmanlike 
thing to do,” he drawled, “but everybody that sees Andy Kaufman, the 
way he is now, you know, Mr. Nice Guy—the very loveable little Latka 
character and everything—this is not the Andy Kaufman that I saw.” 
Damn right, I thought. That guy is a grade-A moron! “It’s the way I make 
my living,” Lawler said, “and he comes in making a joke of it.” On the 
show, Kaufman kept antagonizing Lawler until Lawler finally snapped, 
delivering a slap across Andy’s face that knocked him to the ground.
 Cut to commercial.
 “Hi there, and welcome back to the show,” Letterman said, right 
before Kaufman unleashed a torrent of obscenities at Lawler. “I am sick 
of this bleep! You are full of bleep, my friend! I will sue you for every-
thing you have!” He walked backstage for a few seconds, then returned. 
“I am sorry,” Kaufman said, turning to the audience, “I am sorry to 
use those words on television. I apologize to all my fans. I’m sorry, I’m 
sorry. But you! You’re a bleep bleep!!!” Kaufman then pounded Letter-
man’s desk, hurled a cup of coffee at Lawler, and ran away again. After 
an awkward pause, the host deadpanned, “I think, uh, I think you can 
use some of those words on TV. But what you can’t do is throw coffee. 
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I’ve said it over and over.” I had never seen anything like that on televi-
sion, and my adolescent mind was blown wide open. In my defense, I 
only knew Kaufman as the affable Latka Gravas character on Taxi and 
had no clue about his previous history of trickery. I was too young to 
have seen his offbeat Saturday Night Live performances in the 1970s, nor 
did I witness his other surreal televised acts. It took me years to catch 
on, and only then did I realize Kaufman’s hijinks had body-slammed 
my consciousness. It all came into focus long after his death, when his 
friend and collaborator Bob Zmuda finally confirmed that Lawler had 
conspired with them. “Jerry is quite the gentleman,” Zmuda said, “and a 
helluva good sport.” After all, it was just showbiz.18

 “I wanted to recapture the old days of the carnivals,” Kaufman said 
of his wrestling act, which tapped into a decades-old tradition. In the 
early twentieth century, carnies moved the sport away from its more 
respectable Greco-Roman-styled roots and into shadier territories. Col-
lusion and fight fixing became the norm, and the 1930s saw the rise of 
bad-guy “heels.” Early television made wrestling more popular than 
ever—accelerating the trend toward outrageous showmanship, styl-
ized mock violence, and gaudy garb. “Whenever I play a role,” Kaufman 
said, “whether it’s good or bad, an evil person or a nice person, I believe 
in being a purist and going all the way with the role. If I’m going to 
be a villainous wrestler, I believe in going all the way with it.” When 
he screamed that women were only good for “washing the dishes” and 
“peeling the potatoes,” it was an homage to Gorgeous George. “I’ll kill 
him,” the cross-dressing wrestler would scream. “I’ll tear his arm off. If 
the bum beats me, I’ll crawl across the ring and cut off my hair, but it’s 
not gonna happen because I’m the greatest wrestler in the world.” One 
of the many things the comedian-cum-performance-artist borrowed 
from George’s act was a promise to shave his head if he was defeated. 
Kaufman staged his act in an era when feminism was gaining accep-
tance, and he knew his male-chauvinist-pig routine would provoke 
audiences. Inversely, Gorgeous George’s gender-bending performances 
took place when sex roles were much more rigidly defined. It didn’t take 
much for a man dressed in a frilly nightgown—in a wrestling ring—to 
send postwar crowds through the roof.19

 Early in Kaufman’s career as a stage performer, he sometimes opened 
for musicians—including, implausibly, schlock-popper Barry Manilow 
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and R&B greats the Temptations. His inept Foreign Man routine cer-
tainly did not win over the latter group’s predominantly black fan base, 
who unleashed an avalanche of boos. Kaufman wept uncontrollably, 
pulled out a large cap gun, walked behind the curtains, fired the pistol 
into the microphone, and thudded to the ground. Deafening silence fol-
lowed. The audience came to hear “My Girl” and “Just My Imagination,” 
so this was not exactly what they paid for. The Temptations reportedly 
“sang extra hard that night to make up for it.” Kaufman caused a similar 
stir when warming up for Barry Manilow’s white-bread audience a cou-
ple of years later. He had such an effect on the crowd that the crooner 
said it was all he could do “to try to bring them back from the edge of 
revolution.” A Barry Manilow audience on the edge of revolution must 
have been a sight to see!20

 When Kaufman appeared as the boorishly unfunny lounge lizard 
Tony Clifton, he was unrecognizable in a fat suit, sunglasses, wig, and 
prosthetic makeup. And in 1981, all hell broke loose when he opened 
for comedian Rodney Dangerfield. After arriving twenty-five minutes 
late, the crowd grew irritated when Clifton insisted he would not per-
form until all cigarettes were extinguished. When he finally swaggered 
onstage, Clifton lit up a cigar, blew smoke at the audience, and warbled 
“I Left My Heart in San Francisco.” Tomatoes and eggs rained down 
as he plodded on with the next number, “Yankee Doodle,” and then a 
banana cake splattered on his shoulder. On cue, Clifton shouted, “Drop 
the net!” A protective barrier came down as someone screamed, “you 
suck!” When he dedicated the next song “to the hostages,” someone else 
shouted back, “they should take you hostage!” A coin flew through the 
net and barely missed Clifton’s face, so he donned San Francisco Police 
Department riot gear—complete with a microphone mounted on the 
helmet. After an apple ripped through the net and exploded on his hel-
met, he spent the remainder of the show berating everyone from the 
wings. Promoter Bill Graham, who previously had booked the chaotic 
final Sex Pistols gig, had never seen anything like this.21

 When Kaufman was offered a posh job on Taxi, he refused to sign on 
unless Clifton was given a guest-star turn. After the show’s producers 
caved, they discovered Clifton could not act, was rude to other actors, 
and strutted around the set with a prostitute on each arm. Clifton was 
escorted off the studio lot, screaming, “I’ll sue your fucking asses! You’ll 
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never work in Vegas again!” Kaufman showed up to work the next week 
as if nothing had happened, which further incensed the cast. “I don’t 
know if I’d want to go through that again,” Danny DeVito grumbled. 
“We all felt it was a big waste of time.” Clifton was also ejected from The 
Dinah Shore Show after a cooking demonstration gone awry. The rogue 
performer nearly caused a fire when he threw a whole stick of butter 
into a hot frying pan, and then he crushed a dozen eggshells in Shore’s 
hands. “Do you know who I am?!” Clifton yelled as security dragged 
him out. “I’m a big star!” Jean Stapleton, who played Edith Bunker on 
the 1970s sitcom All in the Family, locked herself in the greenroom with 
another guest, David Copperfield. The magician recalled, “She was 
weeping and sobbing when all the pandemonium broke loose in the 
studio. It was amazing.”22

 Tony Clifton could be mean-spirited, in an over-the-top cartoonish 
way, but this was an anomaly in the pantheon of Kaufman characters. 
Mostly, Andy exuded a sweet, naive charm. This distanced him from 
edgier comedians such as Lenny Bruce, who shocked audiences with 
obscene and sacrilegious quips. In Andy Kaufman: Wrestling with the 
American Dream, Florian Keller writes, “What ultimately sets him apart 
from Lenny Bruce is that he does not interfere with the symbolic order 
by bringing to light the ‘sick’ fantasies that are disavowed, and prohib-
ited by, the letter of the law.” Instead, Kaufman enacted “healthy” pub-
lic fantasies—being famous, normal, and loved—and exaggerated them 
to the point of cognitive dissonance. His overly literal performance of 
the American Dream evokes Slavoj Žižek’s concept of “overconformity,” 
which emerged from the critic’s reading of The Good Soldier Švejk, by 
Jaroslav Hašek. The novel’s main character, Žižek notes, “wreaks total 
havoc by simply executing the orders of his superiors in an overzeal-
ous and all-too-literal way.” Overconformity is a counterintuitive tac-
tic. Instead of belligerently challenging authority, one excessively cel-
ebrates and embraces it to the point of absurdity. The labor-protest 
tactic known as “work-to-rule,” or a “rulebook slowdown,” uses a similar 
approach. Rather than an outright strike, employees slow productivity 
to a molasses pace by following an ultraliteral interpretation of work-
place regulations.23

 Kaufman’s earnest Foreign Man character was an extension of this 
overconformist tradition. He confounded nightclub audiences by 
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transforming from a bumbling entertainer to a spot-on Elvis imper-
sonator. “I come down tonight from downtown Wisconsin,” Foreign 
Man would say in faintly Slavic-sounding accent. When the crowd tit-
tered nervously, he shot back, “No, no. Wait teel I give you thee punch.” 
Catch a Rising Star comedy club owner Rick Newman recalled, “I really 
didn’t know he was putting me on. He did Foreign Man until the audi-
ences were booing and walking out. Then, suddenly, he broke into his 
incredible Elvis imitation and caught us so completely by surprise that 
we ended up crying, we were laughing so hard.” Audiences returned 
for the act—not so much to watch Kaufman as to see the crowd try-
ing to process what was happening. Television producers began invit-
ing Foreign Man on the air for similar reasons. His 1978 appearance 
on The Dating Game pitted the hapless character against two quintes-
sential seventies studs: a bearded man with a wide-open lapel exposing 
his hairy chest, and another who was tanned, permed, and dressed to 
the nines. “How ya doing, Patrice,” Studs #1 and #2 said with smooth 
confidence, while Foreign Man let out a meek, “Hee-lo Pat-reese.” After 
Patrice picked Stud #2, Kaufman burst into tears and protested that he 
correctly answered the questions and followed all the rules. It was just 
one of many moments in a long line of televised insanity.24

 During Kaufman’s 1981 appearance on a short-lived Saturday Night 
Live rip-off named Fridays, he broke character and mumbled that he 
couldn’t play along anymore. Chaos ensued during the live broadcast 
after Michael Richards—one of only two people who were in on the 
prank—got up and threw a stack of cue cards at him. After Kaufman 
got into a shoving match with the cast and crew, the show abruptly cut 
to commercials. When invited back next season, he took a different 
tack. Kaufman was now a clean-cut born-again Christian engaged to 
Kathie Sullivan, a gospel singer from The Lawrence Welk Show. Sullivan 
(an actual Lawrence Welk cast member who inexplicably played along) 
spoke of his religious conversion and her love for him. She enthused, 
“We’ll probably end up with a bunch of little kids running around say-
ing tenk you veddy much!” The only time Kaufman antagonized anyone 
was when, right before a performance by The Pretenders, he criticized 
a drug-related sketch that had just aired. It was Kaufman in overcon-
formist mode, and the audience booed when his lecture on clean living 
delayed the start of the song. After this health-food nut and nonsmoker 
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was diagnosed with a rare form of lung cancer at the age of thirty-five, 
many people were sure it was another one of his stunts. “Andy, come 
on, man,” people said to the wheelchair-bound entertainer. “This dying 
thing is just too much!” He passed away on May 16, 1984—or maybe he 
didn’t. Some people insist that he faked his death, and if that was the 
case, Kaufman surely got the idea from Alan Abel.25

The Abels Raise Cain

In 1955, “professional hoaxer” Alan Abel began a long career making 
mischief with media. Gleaning lessons from the PR world and P.  T. 
Barnum, Abel staged a marriage of an Idi Amin impostor to a white 
American bride, launched a goofily lurid event named the International 
Sex Bowl, and founded Omar’s School for Beggars, among many other 
things. It was a lively thirty-five-year career that was tragically cut short 
when he died of a heart attack in Sundance, Utah. “Alan Abel, Satirist 
Created Campaign to Clothe Animals,” the New York Times obituary 
announced on January 2, 1980. It turned out that the report of his death 
was greatly exaggerated—or, to be more accurate, fabricated. Three 
days later, the Miami Herald ran a front-page story with a very different 
banner: “Report of Death . . . ‘Fit to Print.’”26

He who had tweaked America when he invented a nitwit organization 
called the Society for Indecency to Naked Animals and barnstormed 
the nation’s talk-show circuit, earnestly urging citizens everywhere to 
clothe their pets. .  .  . He who had run a wholly fictitious Bronx house-
wife named Yetta Bronstein for the U.S. Presidency (“Vote for Yetta And 
Things Will Get Betta!”). He who, at the height of the Watergate frenzy, 
had called a Washington press conference, gravely declared himself to be 
the Deep Throat of the Woodward-Bernstein reportage, announced that 
he was about to disclose very important things and then suddenly col-
lapsed on the spot, leaving assembled newsgathers agape.27

It was the first time the New York Times had to retract an obituary. Abel 
tells me he got the idea to fake his death after overhearing a conver-
sation between two Hollywood lawyers. He was negotiating the rights 
to his life story, and the attorneys—unaware that the prankster was 
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standing next to them in an elevator—said that the studio should wait 
to purchase the rights until after he died, so that Universal could “get 
it for peanuts.” An annoyed Abel then hired a tearful actress to pose as 
his widow, walk into the newspaper’s offices, and deliver the news. Dis-
cussing a well-worn strategy, he says, “I decided to approach the Times 
because if they printed it, I knew others would pick it up.” Alan gave 
his family and friends advance warning, though his longtime collabora-
tor Jeanne Abel wanted nothing to do with this hoax. Alan had done 
a lot of crazy things over the years, but she worried that her husband 
was going too far. “I definitely wasn’t for it,” Jeanne tells me, laughing. 
The same year, in 1980, Alan Abel was introduced to Andy Kaufman. 
“We had a special kinship,” he tells me, explaining how they bonded 
over their pranks. The comedian obsessed over the details of how he 
faked his death, and he pumped Abel for more information about how 
he pulled it off.28

 Alan Abel said he never took money from the gullible, but he was still 
walking a fine line. Memories of charlatans were still fresh in the pub-
lic’s mind because scam artists had grown adept at using media to rip 
people off in the first half of the twentieth century. Shady figures such 
as John R. Brinkley sold the public fraudulent goods and services by 
using a massive radio station that broadcast at one million watts (today, 
the FCC limits FM stations to one hundred thousand watts). Just over 
the border in Mexico, XER saturated the Northern Hemisphere’s air-
waves with talk of Brinkley’s world-famous “goat gland transplanta-
tion” breakthrough. Goat glands were sewn into a man’s nether regions, 
a technique that often ended in infection, death, or, at the very least, 
a drained bank account. During this time, elaborate cons such as “the 
wire game” emptied people’s pockets by using props and sets that looked 
like Western Union offices. Sharpers used these fake telegraph offices 
to convince marks they had access to horse-racing results moments 
before they were reported to the public. That way, suckers would place 
huge bets that didn’t pay off. Media and fraud were so intertwined that 
Alan Abel needed to distance himself from these associations. He once 
returned a $40,000 donation check sent by a woman who fell for his 
most notorious prank: the Society for Indecency to Naked Animals.29

 SINA advocated dressing naked animals—especially horses, cows, 
dogs, cats, and “other domestic animals that stand higher than 4 inches 
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or are longer than 6 inches.” Its motto? “Decency Today Means Morality 
Tomorrow.” In 1958, Abel recruited Buck Henry to play SINA president 
G. Clifford Prout Jr. (the writer and actor went on to a successful career 
penning screenplays for The Graduate and Catch-22 and hosting Satur-
day Night Live several times). The skinny, diminutive man with thin-
ning hair and glasses was tailor-made for this role, especially because he 
could deliver surreal monologues without cracking a smile. “Well, during 
the days of the ancient Vikings,” he soberly explained on one television 
broadcast, “in the great drinking halls where they held their feasts, they 
had huge dogs with long hair that were used as napkins.” Henry/Prout 
made the rounds on programs such as NBC’s Tonight Show and Today 
Show, where he delivered an impassioned ten-minute lecture. “There are 
naked animals everywhere! . . . And these animals are not grazing, they 
are hanging their heads in shame!” As the baffled Today host looked on, 
he concluded, “I am spending every single minute of every single day and 
every last dollar of my father’s money to correct this evil.”30

 It was around this time that Jeanne met Alan. “I guess you could say 
I was attracted to funny men,” she tells me. “That was part of the appeal. 
So it wasn’t long before I was writing material for SINA, licking stamps 
and stuffing envelopes, picketing various events with signs, and so on.” 
It was the beginning of a creative partnership that has lasted over half 
a century (they celebrated their fiftieth wedding anniversary in 2009). 
Of the dozens of schemes they hatched, SINA remains the high-water 
mark of the couple’s conceptual genius. “It didn’t take much back then 
to get on national television,” Jeanne recalls. “All we needed was a 
drawing of a clothed animal and a graph of some sort, and producers 
were more than willing to put SINA on the air.” It also helped to have 
fancy stationery, an impressive-sounding address on Manhattan’s Fifth 
Avenue, charts and illustrations, and a memorable telephone number 
(Morality 1-1963). “It was a lot of work maintaining a nonexistent orga-
nization,” Jeanne tells me. “There were numerous requests from media 
and people wanting SINA literature. It became a full-time occupation.”31

 The Internet greatly accelerated the speed that hoaxes can be 
revealed, but back then Jeanne and Alan Abel were able to keep their 
ruse going. And going—and going. In 1962, four years after the initial 
burst of press coverage, the San Francisco Chronicle ran a front-page 
article about SINA. In one-inch-high letters, the headline announced a 
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“‘war’ against naked animals.” The story was accompanied by an absurd 
photograph of SINA’s president holding up a pair of pants in front of 
an elephant. While in San Francisco, the Abels dashed off a quick note 
with press clippings to CBS News anchor Walter Cronkite: “Just a quick 
note to say hello from San Francisco. This city is going crazy over these 
nuts who want to clothe animals. And they’re serious! Might be some-
thing here for you. Expect to hit New York by Christmas. Will call if 
and when. Regards to you and your family, Bill.” CBS Evening News took 
the bait and aired a seven-minute news story. Henry/Prout finished the 
interview by singing the SINA marching song while playing the uku-
lele. As a now-I’ve-seen-everything expression flashed across Cronkite’s 
face, he signed off the air with a bemused “And that’s the way it is.”32

 Abel tells me that the anchor remained furious about the incident 
for decades. “Of all the things he could hold a grudge about,” he laughs, 
“it was that?” The CBS Evening News appearance generated lots of hate 
mail, which was piling up in the Abels’ residence. “It certainly takes a 
filthy and maladjusted mind to think evil (or believe that others may be 
erotically aroused) by the sight of an Animal in his God given furred, 
featured, or finned state,” one letter writer fumed. “It would certainly be 
a sad commentary on the state of the nation’s mental health if advocates 
of such a monstrous scheme are permitted to roam at large.” Another 
man told Mr. Prout, “You sure make me mad enough to write anybody 
for the first time. Thank God we don’t have your kind around here.” 
Not all the letters were hostile. One writer explained that he was “cur-
rently writing a paper on a Freudian approach to the self sex education 
of younger children.” The researcher wanted more information about 
SINA’s studies and requested outlines of the procedures used to prevent 
anxiety complexes in children who viewed naked animals.33

 The couple stirred up more controversy in 1963 when the U.S. Postal 
Service declined to mail their literature. Their Inside SINA magazine—
“The Official Organ of the Society for Indecency to Naked Animals”—
contained press clippings, anti-nude-animal crossword puzzles, mani-
festos, images of clothed animals, and nuggets of advice.

what to do if you see a naked animal
1. Provide temporary covering for the animal using an overcoat, 

shawl or blanket.
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2. If no immediate covering is available, lead animal gently to nearest 
shed or area hidden from public view.

3. Report the location, complete description of animal and any iden-
tifying marks by telephone to your nearest SINA headquarters.34

Soon after they mailed it, a post office inspector told them that the 
materials had to be cleared through Washington. When they asked why, 
he responded, “Well, we found them to be questionable.” Jeanne Abel—
who did the layout and much of the writing for the magazine—points 
out, “Keep in mind, the only thing in the SINA magazine was pictures 
of clothed animals.” Thumbing through Inside SINA today, it’s difficult 
to conceive what could possibly have raised an objection, aside from its 
inherent weirdness. Government bureaucracies are not the best arbi-
ters of reason, and when you add nonsense to the equation, life can get 
silly very quickly. The Abels sent out a press release voicing “a strong 
protest to Attorney General Robert Kennedy over the United States 
Post Office’s seizure of SINA mail.” They organized pickets in front of 
the White House and orchestrated altercations with post office officials 
until the magazine was finally deemed fit for public consumption. “We 
later met Jackie Kennedy’s half brother, who was visiting the day we 
were picketing,” Jeanne says. “He related that the president thought it 
was really funny, though Jackie—well, not so much.” Inspired, Jeanne 
ran for U.S. president in 1964 posing as a Bronx-based Jewish house-
wife. Yetta Bronstein’s platform included dosing Congress’s drinking 
fountains with truth serum and installing a “mental” detector in the 
entrance to the Senate.35

 Fun and frivolity drive the couple’s exploits, but they are also quite 
serious about what they do. Alan’s goal is to shake people up, “so they 
are able to suddenly stop and look at themselves and laugh more and to 
participate in life rather than just be passive bystanders.” Jeanne adds, 
“With SINA, it was a comment on censorship. The purpose of satire 
is to get people to look at something again with a little more thought-
fulness.” She then points out the most obvious clue that should have 
tipped everyone off: SINA’s name! The Society for Indecency to Naked 
Animals explicitly made it clear that they were for indecency—but no 
one seemed to notice. Jeanne and Alan Abel’s career path never really 
paid the bills, but it was still rewarding. “It’s fun to get people thinking, 
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even if you’re infuriating them in the process,” Jeanne tells me. “And 
those endorphins that run through your body, it’s better than any pay-
check.” Unlike many of the entertainers the Abels hung out with, they 
chose not to write for television. Alan says that TV satires are “viewed 
passively and then forgotten,” which is why he wasn’t interested in that 
line of work. “When I moved to New York, I wanted to be an actress,” 
Jeanne recalls. “But when I met Alan, I realized that it was more fun to 
make people laugh and think. It hasn’t always been very, shall we say, 
remunerative, but oh well.” Rather than walking a straight and narrow 
path down the middle of the road, the Abels headed for the proverbial 
ditches. It was just more exciting down there.36

Hacking Culture

Dead Kennedys were punk provocateurs who also dwelled in the mar-
gins. Beginning in 1978, lead singer Jello Biafra made satire a central 
part of the group’s concerts, song lyrics, and boomer-baiting name 
(which was meant as a metaphor for the death of the American dream). 
They were political pranksters in the tradition of the Fugs, whose song 
“Kill for Peace” shares its DNA with Dead Kennedys’ “Kill the Poor”—
and, for that matter, Jonathan Swift’s A Modest Proposal. As with many 
satirists, the group walked a fine line between humor and bad taste. 
One time Biafra and his bandmates mounted the stage in Ku Klux Klan 
hoods, then pulled them off to reveal Ronald Reagan masks. Right-
wingers weren’t their only targets. The 1979 single “California Über 
Alles” skewered the New Agey worldview of the state’s highest elected 
official. “I am Governor Jerry Brown,” Biafra warbled. “My aura smiles 
and never frowns. Soon I will be president!” In this antihippy musical 
rant, the fictional Jerry Brown warned everyone to “mellow out,” or else 
they would get dosed with “organic poison gas.”37

 Around this time, Jello Biafra ran for mayor of San Francisco (his 
campaign slogan appropriated the old ad tagline “There’s Always Room 
for Jell-O”). The singer’s platforms were both serious and irreverent, like 
banning cars within city limits and making businessmen wear clown 
costumes to work. Biafra finished third out of a field of nine candidates 
(Diane Feinstein, who later became a U.S. senator, won after a run-
off election). Because he remained a thorn in the side of the political 
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establishment, it came as no surprise that one day in the mid-1980s 
Biafra woke up to find nine police officers standing over him. “You are 
under suspicion of trafficking in harmful matter,” they said. Harmful 
matter? Biafra thought. What’s that? (As he later put it, “Can you imag-
ine any matter more harmful than finding a cop in your bedroom?”) The 
matter in question was a poster his band included inside its 1985 album 
Frankenchrist—a surrealistic H. R. Giger painting depicting a landscape 
of penises and vaginas. Soon after, a politically motivated district attor-
ney prosecuted Dead Kennedys and its record company (charges were 
pressed just before Election Day). The trial ended in 1987 with an, um, 
hung jury, but not before the band broke up and its indie label, Alterna-
tive Tentacles, nearly went out of business.38

 Jello Biafra was one of the leading lights of the 1980s “pop under-
ground,” a loose confederation of punks, pranksters, hackers, hippies, 
and other subcultural types. At first glance, the links between its vari-
ous constituencies appear random. For instance, many computer nerds 
revered Robert Anton Wilson (the Discordian prankster and Illumina-
tus! author discussed throughout chapter 7). The connection between 
Wilson and hackers was first documented in a glossary of computer 
slang, The Jargon File, that has been maintained online since 1975. This 
glossary also includes an entry on Discordianism, which it defines as 
“the veneration of Eris, a.k.a. Discordia; widely popular among hack-
ers.” The appeal that this joke religion had within computer culture can 
best be understood through the lens of hacking, which is a close cousin 
of pranking. For instance, The Jargon File defines a neat hack as “a clever 
technique. Also, a brilliant practical joke, where neatness is correlated 
with cleverness, harmlessness, and surprise value. Example: the Caltech 
Rose Bowl card display switch circa 1961.” Students from Caltech—
which wasn’t playing in this championship football game—broke into 
the Washington Huskies cheerleaders’ hotel rooms and switched out 
2,232 flip-card instruction sheets. During the game, the crowd thought 
team planners made a mistake when “huskies” was spelled “seik-
suh.” But when “caltech” appeared in the next card display, the sta-
dium briefly went quiet before erupting into laughter.39

 Another form of hacking was phone phreaking. Back in the early 
1960s, MIT Lab engineers began building “blue boxes” that could 
manipulate telephone networks by playing specific tones. Phone 
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phreaks used their technical know-how to hack the system, but they 
also relied on old-fashioned tricks. MIT engineers impersonated phone 
employees by reading manuals such as Principles of Electricity and Elec-
tronics Applied to Telephone and Telegraph Work or recent issues of the 
Bell System Technical Journal. With this authoritative knowledge, they 
could con operators into connecting them anywhere. Around the same 
time, similarly inclined students gravitated to Harvard University’s stu-
dent radio station, WHRB. Journalist and alum Sam Smith recalled that 
the station “functioned as a counter-fraternity, a salon des refusés for all 
those who because of ethnicity, class or inclination did not fit the mold 
of Harvard.” (The word fraternity was accurate, because the phone-
phreaking world was pretty much one big sausage party.) These Ivy 
League misfits started their telephonic explorations on the “tie lines” 
that connected Harvard and MIT. As the author Phil Lapsley charac-
terizes it in Exploding the Telephone, “Okay, dial 83 to get to MIT. Now 
what? What if we dial 83 here? Oh, look, that connected us back to Har-
vard! Hey, if we dial 83 repeatedly we can tie up all the lines between the 
two schools. Whee!” Soon, they graduated to the harder stuff.40

 A few years earlier, in 1955, someone had already figured out how to 
hack the phone network . . . with a plastic toy. David Condon’s break-
through came when he found a forty-nine-cent Davy Crockett Cat and 
Canary Bird Call Flute at Woolworth’s department store. He adjusted 
it to play a specific pitch—about two octaves above middle C, or 1,000 
Hz—which gave Condon access to the telephone system. After asking a 
local operator to connect him to another one in a distant city, he blew 
the flute and was automatically sent to an intermediate switchboard. 
Only employees had access to these internal lines, so Condon was able 
to get operators to forward his calls pretty much anywhere. Later on in 
the 1950s, a blind kid from Richmond, Virginia discovered he could do 
the same thing just by whistling. Joe Engressia had been obsessed with 
telephones since he was four, and throughout his childhood he stock-
piled a library of technical manuals (which his very patient mother read 
to him). “I was seven or eight years old and I was sitting on a long-dis-
tance circuit, and I heard the background hum of the tone that controls 
it,” he says. “I started whistling along with it and all of a sudden the 
circuit cut off!” By whistling in seventh-octave E—2,600 Hz—Engres-
sia could disconnect long-distance calls. At first he didn’t know what 
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to do with this knowledge, save for a little pranking (such as whistling 
loudly to terminate people’s pay phone calls, which was always good for 
a laugh).41

 In one of those kooky cosmic coincidences, Engressia shared a birth-
day with another blind kid who had the same fixation. When Bill Acker 
was five or six, he first noticed the tones that came out of the telephone. 
And at the age of fourteen, he mapped the phone network in his head 
by dialing every area code, followed by 555-1212 (the universal number 
for information at the time). Acker recalled, “I’d just talk to the operator 
and say, ‘Where are you? Where are you located?’” The operators were 
surprisingly game, perhaps because they were bored and/or bemused. 
Acker was fascinated by what he heard on his long-distance adven-
tures—not just the operators’ different accents but the sounds of circuits 
making connections. It was music to his ears, so he joined the concert 
with a Tonette toy flute that approximated that magical seventh-octave 
E note. The plastic flute was a bit unreliable, so Acker wired a Morse 
code practice oscillator to a rotary phone in order to send short 2,600 
Hz bursts down the line. He then he got his hands on a tape machine, 
which led to one of the more unusual jam sessions in telephone-music 
history. On a Hammond organ, Acker and some phone-phreak friends 
recorded notes that could trigger certain numbers. “You know, KP, 1, 2, 
3, 4, 5, 6, 7, 8, 9, ST, and a lot of 2,600 Hz,” he says. It was “a bucket of 
fun!” Other hackers discovered that a cheap plastic whistle from a Cap’n 
Crunch cereal box could produce a 2,600 Hz signal. (A well-known 
phone phreak named John Draper dubbed himself Captain Crunch in 
its honor.)42

 By the time Joe Engressia entered college, the whistling hacker mas-
tered long-distance dialing. To get the area code 212, for instance, he 
blew two quick 2,600 Hz tones, then one, then two more—followed by 
the seven digits of a phone number. “I can whistle like a bird and get any 
number you want anywhere,” Engressia told his fellow students. “I’ll bet 
you a dollar I can.” To everyone’s amazement, it worked! “Joybubbles,” 
as he dubbed himself, charged students one dollar per whistled call, 
but mainly this lonely kid liked how it made him a campus celebrity. 
Crowds of up to forty people gathered to watch—until the phone com-
pany busted him in 1968. Not long after news stories about Engressia 
circulated, his phone began ringing. Some teens in Los Angeles told 
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him about strange things they were doing on their local phone network, 
as did a group of blind kids elsewhere in California. Most had no idea 
there were others like them out there until they heard about Engressia, 
who subsequently put them in touch with each other. Another hacker 
spread the word up and down the West Coast by putting small stickers 
on phone booths that instructed people to call a mysterious number. 
On the other end of the line was a recording that revealed the secrets 
of phone phreaking. Someone in Seattle saw one of those stickers and 
told a friend who attended a winter camp for the blind in Los Angeles. 
When the session ended, the secret migrated to towns all over the West 
and, eventually, to a summer camp for the blind in Vermont—where it 
fanned out further. These initiates developed sophisticated ways to hack 
the AT&T network, which, in turn, provided the medium they used to 
share this information.43

 Because of social awkwardness, blindness, or both, many of these 
phone phreaks had few friends they could relate to. The telephone 
changed that, and by 1970 scattered clusters of phone phreaks around 
the country were talking to each other. The first step in making this 
connection was the discovery of “loop arounds,” an internal phone-
company circuit that could easily be hacked and used to talk to other 
phreaks. Sometimes they hit the jackpot and found hidden conference 
lines that could handle multiple callers at one time. A phone company 
in Vancouver, Canada unwittingly hosted an influential conference line 
that was populated by callers from all over the world. It facilitated a 
massive amount of information sharing and even the occasional musi-
cal phone-tone performance. “Day and night the conference line was 
never dead,” journalist Ron Rosenbaum wrote in 1971. “Blind phone 
phreaks all over the country, lonely and isolated in homes filled with 
active sighted brothers and sisters . . . knew that no matter how late it 
got they could dial up the conference and find instant electronic com-
munion with two or three other blind kids awake over on the other 
side of America.” Four decades before Facebook debuted, hackers had 
already developed their own electronic social network.44

 In the 1930s, when Bell Labs engineers set out to build an automated 
long-distance switching network, they overlooked the massive security 
flaw in its architecture. “The next thing you know,” Phil Lapsley writes, 
“it’s the 1960s and—bleeeeep kerchink—your network has blind kids and 
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mobsters and college students making free calls with blue boxes.” To 
AT&T’s horror, its attorneys determined there was no federal law that 
definitively made phreaking illegal. The company became more para-
noid when Yippie radicals spread the word in the underground about 
how to make free calls. “Fuck the bell system” was the rallying cry 
of the Yippie newsletter YIPL, the Youth International Party Line. Then 
came Ron Rosenbaum’s 1971 Esquire magazine article, “Secrets of the 
Little Blue Box,” which blew the lid off this subculture. Rosenbaum still 
recalls what drew him to this story. “These people had managed to create 
a sort of network, a parallel communications network, of their own,” he 
says. “I think I was also influenced in my vision of the phone phreaks by 
the Thomas Pynchon novel The Crying of Lot 49, which also describes 
this kind of underground communication network. They seemed to be 
living it out, in a way.” This underworld—populated with shadowy fig-
ures who used blue boxes to contact AT&T’s “Inward Operators”—was 
a bit Pynchon-esque (adding to the conspiratorial tone, Rosenbaum’s 
article referred to these hackers as the “phone-phreak illuminati”).45

 That Esquire article turned future Apple cofounders Steve Jobs and 
Steve Wozniak into phreaking fanboys. “Halfway through the article,” 
Woz said, “I had to call my best friend, Steve Jobs, and read parts of 
this long article to him.” It mentioned that an issue of the Bell System 
Technical Journal had the key to rerouting AT&T calls. It was housed 
in a Stanford University library that was closed at the time, so the two 
broke in through a side door and dug through the stacks until Woz-
niak found the right issue. “It was like, holy shit,” Jobs recalled, “and 
we opened it and there it was.” Woz adds, “I was practically shaking, 
with goose bumps and everything. It was such a Eureka moment.” Soon 
after, they were making and selling blue boxes on the black market, and 
Wozniak even used one to call the Vatican. “Ve are at de summit meet-
ing in Moscow,” he said, pretending to be Secretary of State Henry Kiss-
inger, “and ve need to talk to de pope.” They nearly got the pontiff on 
the line, but someone on the other end finally caught on. “They realized 
that Woz wasn’t Henry Kissinger,” Jobs said. “We were at a public phone 
booth.” The dynamic duo adopted hacker handles—Woz and Jobs were 
known as Berkeley Blue and Oaf Tobark, respectively—and they sold 
about a hundred blue boxes before quitting the crime game. The two 
were scared straight after some more conventional crooks robbed them, 
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and to top that off, they were nearly arrested by the police. (After con-
vincing the officers their device was a synthesizer, one cop told them, “A 
guy named Moog beat you to it.”)46

 Wozniak, reflecting on his phone phreaking exploits, observes, 
“every hacker I’ve ever run into is always trying to explore the little 
tiny nuances of anything looking for a mistake, a crack they can get 
through.” Irreverence and rule-breaking are embedded in computer 
culture’s DNA, which helps explain the allure of Principia Discordia 
and the Illuminatus! trilogy. These texts appealed to those who resisted 
social, technological, and legal systems that constrained how people 
play with—or hack—computer code and everyday culture. Similarly, 
computer geeks of the late 1970s and 1980s were drawn to the role-
playing game Dungeons & Dragons. (The 1978 Advanced D&D Players 
Handbook stresses that a “fantasy role playing game is an exercise in 
imagination and personal creativity.”) The game placed an emphasis on 
fantasy and ingenuity, which are key ingredients for pranks, hacks, and 
other out-of-the-box ideas. Discussing campus hacks and pranks, MIT 
alum André DeHon explains that at his former school “intellect and its 
applications are valued,” not athletic prowess. “It’s not that we can run 
faster than you can,” DeHon says. “It’s that we can manipulate the phys-
ical world to do things you hadn’t imagined were possible.”47

Snail-Mail Social Networks

The New Hacker’s Dictionary (which includes entries that date back 
to the mid-1970s) contains several mentions of Dungeons & Drag-
ons, Illuminatus!, and the Discordians. The book also has an entry on 
a fake religion beloved by many a computer geek, the Church of the 
SubGenius. Its origin story begins in the 1950s with J. R. “Bob” Dobbs 
(“the world’s greatest salesman”), though it was actually invented in 
1979 by the Reverend Ivan Stang. Inspired by the weird religious tracts 
produced by Jack Chick and other conservative crackpots, Stang and 
his collaborators created SubGenius Pamphlet #1—also known as The 
World Ends Tomorrow and You May Die! This zine (a term for a cheap, 
independently produced publication) was laced with a heavy dose of 
dada humor. It drew its collage-heavy style from Principia Discordia, 
as well as the cut-and-paste aesthetics of punk-rock show flyers and 
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indie album covers. Misfits of all stripes embraced the Church of the 
SubGenius, which quickly developed a cult following. Stang sent cop-
ies of SubGenius Pamphlet #1 to leading figures in the music, zine, and 
underground comic scenes—including Devo’s Mark Mothersbaugh and 
cartoonist Robert Crumb. “Finally,” Crumb responded, “a religion even 
I can believe in.” Robert Anton Wilson called it “the best of all the One 
True Religions,” and Mothersbaugh declared, “‘Bob’ is an enema for a 
constipated society.”48

 “I found The Book of the SubGenius in college and I glommed onto 
it,” says Pagan Kennedy, a writer who was involved in the zine scene 
beginning in the early 1980s. She tells me, “I first read it when I was 
nineteen or twenty, and it was just this transmission that I connected to. 
Its visual language and weirdness made a lot of sense back in the 1980s.” 
Stang maintained that he and his followers were waging a war against 
a “Conspiracy” perpetrated by “The Normals,” or those who preached 
conformity. The SubGenii’s highest transcendent state, “slack”—the 
pursuit of perpetual leisure, independence, and original thinking—
proved to be a powerful meme. It left traces on everything from the 
open-source operating system Slackware to Slacker, Richard Linklater’s 
zeitgeist-defining 1991 film. The Church of the SubGenius even infil-
trated the mainstream when a picture of J. R. “Bob” Dobbs appeared in 
the opening title sequence of the popular Saturday-morning children’s 
show Pee-wee’s Playhouse. This “religion” found an enthusiastic audi-
ence on university campuses during the 1980s, especially after college 
radio stations began airing Stang’s syndicated weekly radio show, Hour 
of Slack. During this time, SubGenius enthusiasts connected with like-
minded freaks through the Postal Service—which functioned as a kind 
of snail-mail social network.49

 In 1992, the pop underground’s varied constituencies converged in 
Atlanta, Georgia at “Phenomicon: America’s Most Dangerous Conven-
tion.” The World Wide Web didn’t yet exist, so Phenomicon was pub-
licized primarily through mailed flyers and ads placed in zines. Over 
the course of a weekend, punks, cyberpunks, collage artists, Discord-
ian and SubGenius prophets, underground comic-book aficionados, 
role-playing gamers, and other esoteric nerds attended panels and 
speeches. Kerry Thornley spoke as an ambassador of the Discord-
ians, and Rev. Ivan Stang represented the Church of the SubGenius. 
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Conspiracy-culture researcher and law professor Mark Fenster recalls 
how there was an eccentric cohesiveness to the Phenomicon attendees 
(though he notes that the mischievous “Sub-Genius ‘followers’ at times 
disrupted the proceedings of conspiracy theory panels”). One panel fea-
tured Ivan Stang, Robert Anton Wilson, and William Cooper, of Behold 
a Pale Horse infamy. Sparks flew when the conspiracy theorist grew irri-
tated with Wilson and Stang’s irreverent attitude. Cooper claimed they 
were trivializing “the most serious issues facing us today.” Stang recalls 
that an audience member stood up and said, “The only reason most of 
us are here at all is because these two guys have written, in entertaining 
but sensible ways, how fringe extremists like you might be worth listen-
ing to.”50

 During the 1980s, Stang and his collaborators produced a number of 
SubGenius zines and spin-off books. Most notable was High Weirdness 
by Mail: A Directory of the Fringe—Mad Prophets, Crackpots, Kooks and 
True Visionaries. It was like a Postal Service search engine that offered 
one-paragraph descriptions of, and mailing addresses for, organizations 
that produced nutty reading materials. The zine world’s most impor-
tant resource was Factsheet 5. This publication organized the chaos by 
offering an exhaustive listing of short reviews, addresses, and purchas-
ing information for zines, cassettes, videotapes, and other odd ephem-
era. The Realist’s Paul Krassner described it as a “central clearing house 
for the new underground.” The cover illustration for Factsheet 5 issue 35 
highlighted the diverse constituencies that composed this paper-based 
social network: a spiked-haired white punk hands a comic to a young 
black man, a bearded hippie receives a poetry zine, a straight-laced 
businessman shares a film with a space alien, and so on.51

 “My theory has always been that people were trying to create the web 
before there was a web,” says Pagan Kennedy, who reviewed zines for the 
Village Voice in the 1980s. It is no coincidence that BoingBoing, among 
the most influential and heavily trafficked online blogs today, began in 
1988 as a photocopied zine. Another key node in this subterranean net-
work was the Loompanics catalog. Over the course of three decades, it 
reviewed and distributed books, audiotapes, and videocassettes aimed 
at—as the 1993 catalog states—“anarchists, survivalists, iconoclasts, 
self-liberators, mercenaries, investigators, dropouts, researchers, and 
just about anyone interested in the strange, the useful, the arcane, the 
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oddball, the unusual, the unique and the diabolical.” Owned and oper-
ated by Mike Hoy, an avowed “egoist” in the tradition of Ayn Rand, this 
mail-order catalog specialized in left-leaning libertarian manifestos, 
conspiracy rants, bomb-making manuals, utopian essays, and SubGe-
nius odes to slack. In the late 1970s, Loompanics began reprinting Prin-
cipia Discordia, which introduced this prank religion to a new genera-
tion of freaks. Anarchist-satirist-political-essayist Bob Black described 
Loompanics as “The Whole Earth Catalog ruthlessly re-edited by Fried-
rich Nietzsche.”52

 There has been a lot of celebratory talk in recent years about how 
the Internet made possible the existence of “participatory media” (e.g., 
materials made and shared by everyday people, as opposed to mass-
mediated products consumed by passive audiences). However, these 
social practices existed long before the rise of online media. Aside from 
disseminating information, art, and culture, the zine network helped 
build communities of like-minded people across the globe. “Before the 
Internet, there was such an intense sense of ‘us and them,’ because it 
was so hard to find people who thought like you did,” Pagan Kennedy 
tells me. “I remember being so alienated from the values of the country, 
so we reacted by making zines, doing pranks, and having fun.” Kenne-
dy’s zine Pagan’s Head offers a vibrant snapshot of this milieu. Mocking 
some of the predominant trends in 1980s indie culture, the first issue 
promised,

In this issue you won’t find:
•	An interview with John Wayne Gacy
•	Endless references to “Bob” and Slack . . .
•	Drawings of rotting corpses
•	Anarchist rants53

“I had just come back from a zine convention not far from where I lived,” 
Kennedy says, explaining what inspired her sarcasm. “I found it so com-
pelling that people were making their own media—the DIY thing—but 
it was incredibly disappointing to me what people were doing with it.” 
By the mid-1980s, the counterculture had grown much darker and hard-
ened, which was reflected in its preoccupation with serial killers, conspir-
acy theories, self-mutilation, and other sordid topics. “It was just so grim 
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and joyless,” Kennedy recalls. One key text that brought together these 
strands of underground culture was Adam Parfrey’s Apocalypse Culture, 
a 1988 book that compiled rants, writings, and interviews with misan-
thropic envelope pushers. Parfrey’s book fit snugly alongside a series 
of influential titles published by the San Francisco Bay Area imprint 
RE/Search (i.e., Industrial Culture Handbook, Modern Primitives, and 
Pranks!). These books were an integral part of a hardboiled milieu that 
included Survival Research Laboratories’ DIY machine-versus-machine 
robot battles and the punk-rock shock tactics of the Butthole Surfers, 
whose multimedia stage shows included flaming drums, a naked dancer, 
and nauseating sex-change-operation film montages.54

 Even though this subculture was male dominated—and, on occa-
sion, a bit mean-spirited—Pagan Kennedy has fond memories. “When 
I moved to Boston, I fell into a whole nest of SubGenii,” she says. “I 
remember Ivan Stang came up for a big convention. They all stayed at 
our house and on our floor, and I was made Pope of All New England for 
a while.” They created zines, staged nonsensical street-theater actions, 
consumed drugs, and played freaky music on homemade instruments 
(such as a ski strung with piano wire). By waging psychological warfare 
against “The Normals” who populated Reagan’s America, they carved 
out idiosyncratic spaces to express themselves. During this time, the 
pop underground’s alternative communication network developed 
mutually constitutive links with mainstream media. Much of the fringe 
music, art, publications, and performances created during that decade 
used mass culture as a foil or as source material for sound and visual 
collages. By the 1990s, elements of this loopy shadow world infiltrated 
the pop world. Many critics cite the Nirvana-led “grunge explosion” as 
the quintessential example of this cultural shift, but symptoms of that 
viral infection manifested themselves a few years earlier—from a much 
more unlikely source.

The Justified Ancients of Mu Mu

What do the Illuminati, Discordians, pranks, country-music legend 
Tammy Wynette, and the incineration of £1 million have in common? 
Answer: the anarchic British pop duo Bill Drummond and Jimmy 
Cauty, who worked under several pseudonyms (The Timelords, The 
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Justified Ancients of Mu Mu, the JAMS, and the KLF). Between 1987 
and 1992, they racked up seven UK top-ten hits and crossed over in 
America with the songs “3 A.M. Eternal” and “Justified and Ancient.” 
The latter was a one-off collaboration with Wynette—a catchy, puz-
zling pop confection that featured the country diva uttering such lines 
as “They’re Justified and Ancient, and they drive an ice cream van” and 
“All bound for Mu Mu Land!” This (od)ditty’s lyrics alluded to the Illu-
minatus! trilogy, whose protagonists included the Justified Ancients of 
Mummu. Robert Shea and Robert Anton Wilson’s books shaped the 
cryptic cosmology of the KLF, who sang about epic battles between the 
Illuminati and the revolutionary order of Mu Mu. “Both secret societ-
ies,” Drummond notes, “have had a long history in fact and fiction and 
in the minds of conspiracy theorists everywhere.” Drummond’s links to 
Discordianism go back many years. In 1976, British theater iconoclast 
Ken Campbell enlisted him to design the set for his twelve-hour stage 
adaptation of Illuminatus!55

 The KLF’s brief but ubiquitous international stardom often over-
shadowed their biting lampoons of the culture industry. They were like 
a goofy Theodore Adorno whose praxis—or pranxis—involved a sam-
pler and drum machine. One of Drummond and Cauty’s sound col-
lages, “All You Need Is Love,” satirized the media coverage of the AIDS 
crisis by mixing together news broadcasts and unauthorized musi-
cal samples. Their guerrilla tactics also included the “illegal but effec-
tive use of graffiti on billboards and public buildings,” as a KLF press 
release stated. “This was done in a way where the original meaning of 
the advert would be totally subverted.” In one instance, they altered an 
outdoor advertisement that featured Greater Manchester police chief 
James Anderton, who blamed AIDS on gays. This approach to activism 
is sometimes called “culture jamming,” a tactic used by those who want 
to speak back to the spectacle (replacing a corporate monologue with a 
dialogue). Negativland coined this expression in the mid-1980s on its 
cassette-tape release Over the Edge, Vol. 1: JAMCON ’84. “The studio 
for the cultural jammer is the world at large,” says Crosley Bendix, a fic-
tional character who lectures over a collaged audio bed. “His tools are 
paid for by others, an art with real risk.” Negativland’s Mark Hosler later 
disassociated himself from the term, telling me, via Groucho Marx, “I 
don’t care to belong to any club that would have me as a member.”56
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 After becoming critics’ darlings, Drummond and Cauty focused their 
crosshairs on an adoring British music press. Under the moniker The 
Timelords, they released “Doctorin’ the Tardis,” a Doctor Who–themed 
novelty hit. “We thought, this is going to be massive, let’s go for it, and 
we went the whole hog,” Bill Drummond recalled. “The lowest com-
mon denominator in every respect.” Melody Maker dismissed it as “pure, 
unadulterated agony,” and Sounds said it was “a record so noxious that a 
top ten place can be its only destiny.” Sure enough, the song went to num-
ber one. The KLF’s next release was a self-published a book titled The Man-
ual (How to Have a Number One Hit the Easy Way). It was packed with 
music-industry addresses, phone numbers, and sarcastic instructions.57

the recording studio

don’t be tempted to skip this section on studios. it must 
be read over lunch—before booking your studio.

The recording studio is the place where you will record your Number 
One hit single. There are hundreds of recording studios scattered across 
the country, from the north of Scotland to deepest Cornwall. . . .

chorus and title
The next thing you have got to have is a chorus. The chorus is the bit 

in the song that you can’t help but sing along with. . .  . Do not attempt 
writing chorus lyrics that deal in regret, jealousy, hatred or any other 
negative emotions. These require a vocal performer of great depth to put 
it over well. . . .

the groove
In days gone by it was provided by the bass guitar player, now it is all 

played by the programmed keyboards. Even if you want it to sound like 
a real bass guitar, a sampled sound of a bass guitar will be used, then 
programmed. It’s easier than getting some thumb-slapping dickhead in.58

At least one group scored a number-one single by following The Man-
ual’s instructions. Two men from Vienna, who went by the name Edel-
weiss, stopped by in 1988 and chatted up Drummond and Cauty about 
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an idea that involved hip-hop beats and lederhosen. “They wanted 
Jimmy and me to produce their concept for them,” Drummond says. 
“We said, ‘We don’t need to, you can do it yourself,’ handed them a copy 
of The Manual and sent them packing back to Austria.” Within the year, 
“Bring Me Edelweiss” was a number-one hit in several countries, even 
cracking the U.S. pop charts. It featured turntable scratching, yodels, a 
chorus that ripped off ABBA’s “S.O.S.,” and a bizarre music video with 
awful Austrian rappers and a dwarf. “It was as bad a record as (or an 
even greater record) than our Timelords one,” Drummond notes, “with 
the added bonus of a truly international appeal.” After the KLF was 
voted “Best British Group” at the Brit Awards, the UK music industry’s 
annual back-slapping ceremony, they bit the hand that fed them. Hard. 
During the 1992 awards show, they performed an ear-bleeding rendi-
tion of their dance-pop hit “3 A.M. Eternal” with the grindcore metal 
band Extreme Noise Terror. As they pummeled the audience with deaf-
ening decibels and distortion, Drummond fired on the audience with a 
real machine gun loaded with blanks.59

 Echoing the famous exit line used after Elvis performances, the song 
concluded with the announcement, “The KLF have now left the music 
business.” Later that night, they dumped the carcass of a sheep bought 
from a butcher—along with eight gallons of blood—on the red-carpeted 
entrance of the show’s after party. Around the carcass’s neck was a sign: 
“i died for you—bon appetit.” Scott Piering, a record promoter 
who worked with the KLF, said, “They really wanted to cleanse themselves 
and be ostracized by the music industry.” Drummond and Cauty both had 
a genuine love of pop music, which was equally matched by contempt for 
the music industry. To prove this wasn’t a publicity stunt to boost sales, 
they deleted their entire music catalog, making it commercially unavail-
able. It was a feat made possible by the fact that, in the DIY spirit of punk, 
the duo owned their own independent record label. “We have been follow-
ing a wild and wounded, glum and glorious, shit but shining path these 
past five years,” they wrote in the final KLF Communications “Info Sheet.” 
“The last two of which has led us up onto the commercial high ground—
we are at a point where the path is about to take a sharp turn from these 
sunny uplands down into a netherworld of we know not what.”60

 Drummond and Cauty morphed into the K Foundation, whose first 
order of business was lampooning the Turner Prize—an honor given 
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to establishment-approved artists such as Rachel Whiteread, who was 
1993’s winner. The K Foundation offered Whiteread a “Worst Artist of 
the Year” prize, along with a £40,000 stipend that doubled the Turner 
award amount. After she refused this “honor,” Drummond and Cauty 
came within minutes of igniting the cash in a field near London’s Tate 
Modern, where the Turner Prize ceremony was being held. Whiteread 
finally relented, claiming that she would distribute the money to ten 
needy artists. The duo followed through with their cash-burning idea 
when they torched the remaining money that the KLF had earned as 
pop stars. In 1994, Drummond and Cauty flew to a remote Scottish 
island accompanied by journalist Jim Reid and their roadie Gimpo, who 
filmed the blaze. In an article for the Observer, Reid soberly explained, 
“The £1 million was burnt without ceremony in an abandoned boat-
house on the Isle of Jura, in the Inner Hebrides, between 12.45am and 
2.45am on Tuesday, 23 August. It was a cold night, windy and rainy. The 
money, practically all the former chart-topping duo had left in their 
account, made a good fire.” Describing what it felt like to watch £1 mil-
lion vanish into ash, Reid wrote, “I could tell you that you watch it at 
first with great guilt and then, after perhaps 10 minutes, boredom. And 
when the fire has gone out, you just feel cold.” The same might be said 
of consumer culture itself.61

t t t

The pop-culture trickster figures who populate this chapter—from 
Korla Pandit and Gorgeous George to Muhammad Ali and Yoko Ono—
reveal once again how the distinctions between mainstream and alter-
native media can be muddy. The KLF, for instance, kept their feet in 
both worlds. The group owned an independent record company but 
also used corporate channels to circulate their danceable critiques to 
millions. More than anyone featured in these pages, they bridged the 
two archetypes on display in this chapter’s title. Celebrity gadflies and 
obscure cult artists regularly blur the lines between insider and out-
sider. The 1980s pop underground left an imprint on the next decade’s 
mass culture by bringing together a disparate cast of characters con-
nected by common artistic, cultural, and political inclinations. Discord-
ian and SubGenius pranksters, street-theater provocateurs, and other 
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like-minded weirdos injected creativity, fantasy, and play into everyday 
life. In those pre-Internet days, they often found each other through a 
snail-mail social network that was centered around zines.
 The phone phreaks and computer hackers who penetrated AT&T’s 
telecommunication system also reshaped the social landscape with 
their border-crossing transgressions. They used communication tech-
nologies to make their mischief, but their envelope pushing also remade 
these media. “It was the magic of the fact that two teenagers could build 
this box for $100 worth of parts,” Jobs said, “and control hundreds of 
billions of dollars of infrastructure in the entire telephone network of 
the whole world.” With enough imagination, even a toy whistle could 
rewire an international telephone system. The ripple effects created by 
phone phreaking altered the nation’s telecommunication network and 
helped usher in a new information age. After discovering this menace 
in the 1960s, AT&T engineers began designing a new digital switch-
ing system that was not susceptible to blue-box hacking. This eventually 
made it possible to connect computers to the telephone network—and 
with a little help from ARPANET, the U.S. Department of Defense’s 
communication system, the Internet was born. (Many major advances 
in media have involved making military technologies do things they 
weren’t designed to do, something communication theorist Friedrich 
Kittler calls “the abuse of military equipment.”) Several phone phreaks 
went on to successful careers as software engineers, and Jobs and Woz-
niak started a little company named Apple. Others, such as John “Cap-
tain Crunch” Draper, landed in jail a few times. After being sentenced 
to a work-furlough program in 1979, Draper split his time between jail 
and writing the code for EasyWriter (the first word processor for the 
Apple II and, later, the widely adopted IBM PC). Therefore, it is not a 
stretch to say that the Internet and the home-computer revolution grew 
out of amateur, underground, and criminal communication networks.62

 When writing history, jesters and fringe figures are often ignored in 
favor of the usual suspects typically found in textbooks. But as Prank-
sters shows, mischief makers impacted modern life in profound ways. 
Whether they were socially conscious pranksters, villainous con artists, 
self-promoting hoaxers, or even conspiracy theorists suffering from 
self-deception—whatever their intentions, their blurring of fact and fic-
tion transformed the world they lived in.
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A n Education  
in Pranks

I have a confession. The subject matter covered in the previous chap-
ter is very close to my heart, for I myself am a former computer hob-
byist, Dungeons & Dragons nerd, zinester, Church of the SubGenius 
member, indie music fan, and mainliner of pop culture. It’s in many 
ways a stealth autobiography, because all of those things fundamen-
tally shaped who I am today. That is one reason why this book’s closing 
pages take a personal turn—though not entirely, because several other 
people have shared the same kinds of experiences. I’m merely a minor 
actor in a comedic drama that played out in the 1990s and beyond. This 
final chapter begins with my first high dive into prankster pond, when 
I learned firsthand how easy it was to manipulate media with nothing 
more than my imagination and a little help from my friends. Around 
the same time, I witnessed firsthand the effects of someone else’s satir-
ical April Fools’ prank after it was published in a national magazine. 
Both events altered the way I view the world and changed my relation-
ship with media, but I certainly wasn’t the only one. Over the past few 
decades, pranking developed into a legible style of political protest that 
has been popularized by new-model activists such as the Yes Men, Bil-
lionaires for Bush, and an army of other lesser-known troublemakers.

10
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Attack of the Three-Eyed Pig with Antlers

Perhaps it was boredom, or maybe we just couldn’t help ourselves. When 
I was twenty, in 1991, a few friends began staging spontaneous specta-
cles around James Madison University. My pal Phil Sweeney and a core 
group of self-described “freaks” started small but soon began aiming for 
a university-wide audience. What better way to get people riled up, we 
thought, than to threaten the school mascot? This idea culminated in a 
fictitious movement to replace the JMU Duke Dog—a steel-blue bull-
dog with a cape and crown—with a bright-pink, three-eyed pig with 
antlers, nicknamed Dukie. It was a class project (for which I got school 
credit!), but many others also played directorial and acting roles. At the 
time, I had no idea we were tapping into a venerable tradition, though I 
now realize our prank was akin to the sorts of campus hacks discussed 
in chapter 9. Hacking and pranking can help us figure out how stuff 
works, whether we are talking about the physical universe or the world 
of media. “A successful hack brings the satisfaction of having bright-
ened the days of many people,” an MIT alum notes. “An unsuccessful 
hack teaches valuable principles of engineering—plan ahead and check 
theory with experiment. What better pastime for aspiring scientists and 
engineers?” Or, for that matter, silly social engineers.1

 After reserving the school Commons area for our pro-pig rally, 
I submitted letters to the campus newspaper about why our mascot 
should be replaced. Written at the height of the backlash against politi-
cal correctness, they intentionally pushed buttons with lines such as “it 
is degrading to celebrate a dog that yearns to be free, but can’t” and “it 
seems sexist to honor an aggressive, masculine dog wearing a crown—
a symbol of historical patriarchal oppression.” We hoped some people 
might get bent out of shape, but it seemed unrealistic to think it would 
become a scandal. Boy were we wrong. After I collected over four hun-
dred signatures in favor of our alternative mascot, a countermovement 
sprang up to “Save the Duke Dog.” Then, when a friend in the Student 
Government Association submitted a bill in favor of the mascot change, 
the poop hit the fan. During that year’s homecoming football game, the 
marching band spelled out “We Love the Duke Dog” in its tubas and 
wore plastic dog bones around their necks in solidarity. When a student 
threw a makeshift three-eyed-pig-with-antlers effigy into the stands, 
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loyal fans destroyed it. “Why are they ripping that stuffed animal to 
shreds?” someone was overheard asking. “Oh, some faggots are trying 
to change the mascot,” came the nonchalant reply.2

 That week our student newspaper, the Breeze, listed the top stories in 
order of importance: “Duke Dog Controversy,” followed by “Traumatic 
Drama at Gunpoint: Find Out How a JMU Grad Dealt with Being Shot.” 
This was the first time I went for a spin in the media machine, and it was 
illuminating. Our pro-pig rally was planned for Halloween, and it took 
the form of a fifty-person-strong mass wedding that I officiated. Dur-
ing the lead-up to the event, we offered several clues that our “move-
ment” was a prank. The publicity flyers noted that we were marrying 
ourselves to bananas to demonstrate the “seriousness” of the cause, 
but our humor was lost on many people. As Phil Sweeney noted in his 
senior honors thesis—“Conscious and Unconscious Political Symbol-
ism: A Study of a College ‘Prank’”—these types of statements “served 
to reinforce the idea in most of the students’ minds that we were very 
unreasonable people.” I dressed for the occasion by rocking a priest’s 
collar, strap-on pig nose, antlers, and a third eye glued to my forehead. 
It made for good television. Two stations showed up to cover the event, 
and all NBC affiliates in the state of Virginia aired the story on their 
local newscasts. A few weeks later, the footage was incorporated into a 
CNN piece about opposition to racially offensive team names and mas-
cots, such as the Washington Redskins and the Atlanta Braves. Dukie 
the three-eyed pig with antlers sure was a strange fit.3

 Newspapers also jumped on the bandwagon, and when the Roanoke 
Times & World-News called, I conducted a few experiments. To see 
what the reporter would print without fact checking, I fabricated over-
the-top stories about the origins of the proposed mascot. I spoke of a 
nonexistent woman named Nancy X who dreamt up the mascot during 
an LSD-inspired vision quest at one of JMU’s many “naked parties.” I 
spun a ludicrous tale, casually telling the reporter, “I mean, of course 
everybody knows that the antlered pig was a pagan symbol of sexuality, 
right?” The published article stated, “Nancy X—who prefers to keep her 
identity hidden, although apparently nothing else—proposed a regu-
lar two-eyed pig with antlers, a pagan symbol of fertility and sexual-
ity. But another faction wanted a three-eyed clown, so they compro-
mised.” Straight from my loose-cannon lips and onto the front page of 
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a newspaper, with no qualifiers or quotation marks. The mascot-chang-
ing prank helped me better understand how trickery can shape mass 
media and, to a certain extent, how we perceive the world. Think about 
what I was able to do—a college student with little money and no for-
mal media experience—and compare that to the resources available to 
PR firms, lobbyists, and the corporate interests they represent. In that 
regard, this prank can be understood as a performance-art-inflected 
form of media criticism.4

 It was also something of an activist response to two recent political 
events. In 1989, the Supreme Court provoked a conservative backlash 
when it ruled that flag burning was a free-speech right, and the jingo-
istic tide surged a couple of years later when the United States went to 
war in Iraq. The first Gulf War politicized JMU’s freaks, who engaged 
in traditional march ’n’ chant protests and comical mind-bending tac-
tics. Instead of burning an American flag to shake people up, we tar-
geted another weighty icon: the holy sports mascot. Our violence was 
symbolic, not literal. “Sports is regarded by the majority of university 
students as a symbol of the positive aspects of competition, hard work, 
and team work,” Phil Sweeney wrote not long after the three-eyed-pig-
with-antlers prank concluded. “When the freaks tried to change the 
mascot from a vicious animal representing the seriousness of sports to 
a deranged, mutated pig, representing silliness, it was a metaphorical 
attack on the values and contradictions represented by the Duke Dog.” 
The student body and administration could find no conventional way 
of countering our scheme, because we hadn’t broken any official rules. 
This experience taught me that creativity, interactivity, and playfulness 
are key ingredients for a successful prank. Everyone had an opportunity 
to play an active role in a public spectacle that encouraged role-play-
ing, experimentation, and humor. Because of our isolated location in 
rural Virginia, we had little idea that there were other people like us out 
there—that a cultural shift was happening. The first clue we were not 
alone arrived a year later, in the form of a mass-mediated prank.5

The New Market Affair

“The ironically named New Market, Virginia, might not seem the 
likeliest spot for America’s most promising new music scene,” SPIN 
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magazine’s Jim Greer observed at the height of the 1990s alternative-
rock explosion, “but its very remoteness may provide an important cre-
ative spark.” This was the first line of a 1993 April Fools’ joke that took 
on a life of its own, jumping off the magazine’s pages and into our lives. 
A few days later, the phone began ringing at WXJM, James Madison 
University’s student-run radio station, where I was a DJ. At the other 
end of the line were record company A&R representatives, a term used 
in “the biz” that means, essentially, talent scouts. “What about this 
New Market scene? Any hot bands you can recommend?” The ensu-
ing events played out like a morality play that dramatized the absurdi-
ties and economic excesses of that decade. Greer’s prank also illustrates 
how new forms of media have transformed social relations, because 
it simply would not work today. A&R reps performed their jobs back 
then—in ye olden days—using phones and planes. Their current corpo-
rate kin are more likely to let their fingers do the clicking by trolling for 
artists online. Additionally, the simplest Internet keyword search would 
reveal that a club named Stinky’s didn’t exist in New Market, Virginia 
and that the bands Sweet Draino and Faghag were fictions. But back 
in 1993, prompted by little more than a ludicrous magazine article and 
some phone calls to our student radio station, the major labels rushed 
to our neck of the woods.6

 Jim Greer, who went on to play bass for a while in the critically 
adored indie-rock band Guided By Voices, wrote the piece when he was 
making a living as a senior editor at SPIN. His “Smells Like Scene Spirit” 
article hit the newsstands of the Shenandoah Valley in mid-March, just 
as winter was receding from the area. “Eighteen miles north of Harri-
sonburg, Virginia, and a two-hour drive from Washington, D.C.,” Greer 
breathlessly wrote, “New Market may one day supersede Seattle. The 
one thing that puzzles me about New Market is that there aren’t already 
hordes of A&R weasels sniffing around here. I can’t be the first person 
to hear about this scene.” The article made repeated references to Seat-
tle, which had been engulfed in an inferno of hype after the commer-
cial rise of Pearl Jam, Soundgarden, and Kurt Cobain’s little band that 
could. “Seattle,” the same magazine declared a few months earlier, “is 
currently to the rock ’n’ roll world what Bethlehem was to Christianity.” 
The hunt was on for the next big thing, and SPIN had discovered the 
newest scene. Sort of.7
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 We lived next door to New Market, in Harrisonburg, a little college 
town near the border of West Virginia. It was one of the chicken-killing 
capitals of the country, and pretty much the biggest event to happen 
there was the annual “Poultry Parade” sponsored by the area’s largest 
industry. Every summer, children and adults alike rode on tractor-
pulled floats dressed like chickens and other fowl (presumably right 
before they were to be slaughtered by Tyson, one of the parade’s spon-
sors). If there was gold to be had in the hills of the Shenandoah Valley, 
it was most definitely fool’s gold. Greer’s piece pretended to be “news,” 
but there were many screamingly obvious clues that indicated it was 
not to be trusted. It was about a town named New Market, there was 
that “Smells Like Scene Spirit” headline, and the article—published in 
SPIN’s April issue—ended with the line, “For the briefest moment I 
wonder if she is putting me on.” Amazingly, none of these fair warnings 
stopped the culture vultures from swooping down on us.8

 Not long after WXJM received its first call, we were paid a visit from 
a living, breathing emissary from the recording industry: an A&R rep 
from Giant Records. The company’s name, by the way, isn’t an arch lit-
erary device like, say, “Big Culture, Inc.” Giant Records was in fact a 
division of Time-Warner, and its employee was a walking, talking cli-
ché. Jon Bohland, WXJM’s programming director from 1992 to 1994, 
tells me, “I remember the guy had some seriously moussed hair and was 
really into Soundgarden and anything resembling the so-called Seattle 
Sound.” Back then virtually no one had a mobile phone, except for this 
jet-setter, which we all thought was ridiculous. The Giant Records man 
was supplemented a few days later by an additional A&R rep, who was 
slick in spirit though not in dress. There was a third, probably a fourth, 
and each had his own particular style: one wore a white linen shirt and 
was described as “kind of Miami Vice–ish”; a different one wore Dock-
ers and a dress shirt; and another tried to blend in with Doc Martins 
and skateboard shorts (though his silver metal briefcase made him 
quite conspicuous).
 This feeding frenzy was a sign of the times, when major labels threw 
lucrative recording contracts at obscure artists. Why? “One word: Nir-
vana,” Sonic Youth’s Lee Ranaldo tells me. “The record companies were 
throwing money at ‘quirky,’ ‘alternative’ bands of all sorts, like blind men 
on a dark night.” We weren’t the first to have our own private bohemia 



An Education in Pranks 

260

served back to us on a blue-plate special, nor were we naive enough to 
think our situation was unique. But I’ll be the first to admit there were 
moments when I let my critical guard down. There were a few good 
reasons for this optimism. “Something was happening in ’90s music 
that isn’t happening anywhere in pop culture these days, with women 
making noise in public ways that seem distant now,” Rolling Stone’s Rob 
Sheffield wrote in his 2007 memoir Love Is a Mix Tape. My old friend 
remembers it as a time pregnant with possibilities, when real change 
seemed around the corner—even if it was just at the level of significa-
tion. Kurt Cobain was wearing dresses on MTV’s macho-metal show 
Headbanger’s Ball and alarming homophobes by French-kissing his 
bandmates on live TV. Women-led Riot Grrrl bands popped up every-
where, even in the Shenandoah Valley. “It seemed inconceivable that 
things would ever go back to the way they were in the ’80s,” Sheffield 
writes, “when monsters were running the country and women were 
only allowed to play bass in indie-rock bands.”9

 The idea that mass culture would embrace the values of a few freaks 
was a dream, of course, one we woke up from the day those record-com-
pany men arrived in Virginia. Of all the A&R reps who came to town, 
the Giant Records employee made the deepest impression. Jon Bohland 
and WXJM music director Mike McElligott agreed to drive him up to 
New Market, even though the two DJs were convinced the article was a 
joke. “I guess Mike and I led him on a bit,” Bohland shrugs. “I recall that 
once in New Market we actually stopped at a gas station or two where 
he got out and asked about the club mentioned in the article.” One of 
the faux-locals quoted in SPIN said Stinky’s was “basically the only place 
to play now,” adding, preposterously, “unless you count the Sheraton in 
Harrisonburg. They now have Alternative Night on Wednesday.” Boh-
land still remembers watching the man from Giant Records talking to 
a grubby attendant at one of the only gas stations in New Market, a tiny 
town known around those parts mostly for a Confederate battlefield and 
a big statue of Johnny Appleseed. “That was really amusing, as nobody 
knew what the hell he was going on about,” Bohland said. “He fully 
expected to find these places when we got there.”10

 Upon returning to WXJM empty-handed, the A&R rep made a call 
back to his employer. “He was really agitated,” Bohland says. “I think 
he was afraid of being fired.” The guy had every right to be concerned, 
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given that his boss was the notorious industry hit man Irv Azoff—a 
diminutive record exec nicknamed “the poison dwarf.” Before founding 
Giant Records, Azoff managed the Eagles in the 1970s and ran MCA 
Records in the 1980s. He was exactly the sort of old-school shark that 
the alt-rock explosion promised to exterminate but didn’t. Today he 
manages the career of pop diva Christina Aguilera, among many oth-
ers, and in 2008 he became CEO of concert-industry behemoth Tick-
etmaster/Live Nation. Azoff ’s agitated A&R man was looking to invest 
in the New Market bands name-checked in Jim Greer’s article—such as 
Frail, “whose feedback driven slacker anthem ‘Whatever,’ b/w ‘I Don’t 
Know,’” Greer wrote, “was easily one of the top two or three singles 
of last year.” A generic, blurry action shot of three musicians rocking 
out was offered as evidence. “Frail: America’s best new band,” read the 
photo caption, with sarcasm dripping from the italics. McElligott took 
pity on the A&R rep and offered some advice. “If you really want to find 
the area’s biggest unsigned band,” he said, “you should drive an hour to 
Charlottesville and . . .” Already weary, wary, and annoyed, the rep cut 
Mike off with a curt, “No fucking way.” The recommendation? The Dave 
Matthews Band.11

 The Giant Records man was suckered twice: once by Jim Greer’s SPIN 
article and then by JMU’s freak population. After flying from LA to DC 
and then driving two and a half hours in a rental car, he was conned 
into attending a supposed “Special Showcase Performance”—or, as the 
freaks wryly called it, “The Sellout Show.” It was held in the basement of 
my next-door neighbor’s house, which occasionally hosted punk acts 
such as Nation of Ulysses and Bikini Kill. It also housed members of a 
group called Cörn Röcket (spelled with umlauts, naturally). Setting up 
for the “showcase,” my neighbors tricked out their skuzzy basement—
an underground lair marinated in spilled beer, vomit, cigarette ash, 
and straw. The band placed a La-Z-Boy in front of a bank of amplifiers, 
for maximum effect. Next to the ratty leather recliner was an ashtray 
stand loaded with cigars because, as we all know, they are the accou-
terments of choice for major-label execs. No other prop works better 
when exclaiming, “You’re gonna be huge!” Their guest barely lasted two 
songs. Cörn Röcket was an abrasive group that made ears and noses 
bleed; they were inspired by malt liquor, punk rock, and James Joyce. 
But before the man from Giant Records could leave, a freak blocked the 
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door, stripped off all his clothes, and performed a full-frontal interpre-
tive dance at close range. WXJM staffer Ben Davis remembers the rep’s 
reaction: “Watching him grow increasingly bewildered and frustrated 
was amazing. It was really hard to keep a straight face.”
 Not only was Cörn Röcket ridiculing this cog in the culture-industry 
machine, but they also poked fun at their peers who were all too ready 
to sign at the dotted line. WXJM staffer Dave Cour remembers how the 
lead singer of a jammy alt-country group named Fried Moose stopped 
him with some urgency, asking how he could slip a demo tape to one of 
the visiting A&R reps. John Dinsmore, Fried Moose’s former drummer, 
confesses, “I do remember being astounded but excited that New Mar-
ket was the next Seattle.” He tells me that it took some people in town 
up to a month to realize that Greer’s article was a gag. “I guess if you 
really want something to be true, you will readily believe it,” Dinsmore 
observes. Because this drummer’s name is just one letter away from that 
of a more famous drummer—The Doors’ John Densmore—a cautious 
reader might question the veracity of this story, but I swear it’s true. I 
can assure you that my friend is no fiction and that I have known John 
Dinsmore since we attended Virginia Beach Junior High in the mid-
1980s. However, even if you remain a little leery, that’s great; a healthy 
skepticism is quite useful in everyday life.

The Great Grunge Prank of ’92

Jim Greer’s 1993 SPIN article wasn’t the first to satirize the alt-rock 
“revolution.” Four months earlier, Megan Jasper masterminded a prank 
that was revealed in the pages of the Baffler, an independently pro-
duced publication founded by Thomas Frank. Jasper is now executive 
vice president of Sub Pop Records, but back then she was working as 
a twenty-five-year-old receptionist for the label. Because the company 
released the first records by “grunge” acts Mudhoney, Soundgarden, 
and Nirvana, it was a magnet for reporters working the youth-culture 
beat. Fatigued by clueless queries phoned in by journalists, Jasper 
provided the New York Times with slang terms supposedly used by 
Seattle scenesters—you know, familiar phrases such as “harsh realm,” 
“lamestain,” and the perennial favorite, “swingin’ on the flippety-flop.” 
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During the interview, the Times reporter would feed Jasper a phrase 
such as “hanging out,” which she had to translate into “grunge speak.” A 
couple, such as “score” and “rock on,” were commonly used by hipsters 
at the time, but she made most of them up off the top of her head.
 The resulting article resembled the SPIN piece, only this time it was 
a prank pulled on mass media. “I waited for the reporter to bust me,” 
she tells me, “but it never happened. I then expected an editor to cut 
the section, but that didn’t happen either. I was shocked when I saw it in 
print.” The article’s credibility was immediately torpedoed by a cringe-
inducing, mathematically challenged error in its opening paragraph—
which at the time of this writing still remains uncorrected on the paper’s 
website. “When did grunge become grunge? How did a five-letter word 
meaning dirt, filth, trash become synonymous with a musical genre, a 
fashion statement, a pop phenomenon?” It was accompanied by the fol-
lowing condescending sidebar:

Lexicon of Grunge: Breaking the Code

All subcultures speak in code; grunge is no exception. Megan Jasper . . . 
provided this lexicon of grunge speak, coming soon to a high school or 
mall near you:

wack slacks: Old ripped jeans
fuzz: Heavy wool sweaters
plats: Platform shoes
kickers: Heavy boots
swingin’ on the flippety-flop: Hanging out
bound-and-hagged: Staying home on Friday or Saturday night
score: Great
harsh realm: Bummer
cob nobbler: Loser
dish: Desirable guy
bloated, big bag of bloatation: Drunk
lamestain: Uncool person
tom-tom club: Uncool outsiders
rock on: A happy goodbye12
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 The New York Times article offered its readers a secret decoder ring 
that could crack the code of the latest subculture. But it was a faulty 
device that enveloped anyone who used it in an impenetrable force field 
of squareness. Jasper’s friends in Mudhoney helped perpetrate the gag 
in magazines and newspapers when the band was playing in England. 
Lead singer Mark Arm confirms this, telling me, “Yes, we did pepper 
our interviews with those terms, mostly to amuse ourselves while on 
tour.” Smartass T-shirts emblazoned with “Lamestain” began popping 
up around Seattle, and the Baffler revealed Jasper’s prank soon after. 
When the New York Times demanded a retraction, Thomas Frank 
replied in a statement, “when The Newspaper of Record goes search-
ing for the Next Big Thing and the Next Big Thing piddles on its leg, we 
think that’s funny.” But in an irony of meta-tastic proportions, Frank’s 
own publication fell for Jim Greer’s New Market prank. The Baffler’s 
fifth issue included a piece titled “Brain Dead in Seattle,” which used 
Greer’s SPIN article as a sober example of how entertainment maga-
zines didn’t fact check and were, as they say, without clue. After describ-
ing how Entertainment Weekly, Rolling Stone, Details, and Esquire had 
slashed and burned their way through Seattle, Chapel Hill, and other 
fertile music towns, the author smugly stated that “SPIN had settled on 
New Market, Virginia”—adding, “I kid you not.” The joke, it turned out, 
was also on the Baffler.13

Better Living through Pranks

The New Market Affair subtly, but profoundly, changed the way I view 
the world. As I have suggested throughout this book, a clever deception 
can help generate an honest discussion—in this case, by revealing how 
the “music biz” works. Here are four lessons I gleaned from the New 
Market Affair:

Industry Rule #4,080: Record people are shady. “A&R folks had huge travel 
budgets and other such expense accounts,” says Jenny Toomey, who 
played in the Washington, DC–based group Tsunami throughout the 
1990s and cofounded the indie label Simple Machines. “These expenses 
are absorbed not by record companies but by other artists signed to 
major labels, which is one reason why so many musicians never see a 
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penny of royalties.” Creative accounting might not have originated in 
the music industry, but the two go together like peanut butter and jelly. 
Using the New Market Affair as an example, Toomey says that recording 
contracts are stacked against artists “because the major labels have to pay 
for the tremendous amount of waste that goes on when you have people 
flying off to Virginia with checkbooks in hand.” She also notes that the 
post-Nirvana indie boom was much like the irrational exuberance of 
the dot-com period, in the late 1990s. “It was just too good to be true,” 
Toomey says. “In both cases, there was a moment of sustained energy 
supporting a myth.”

Industry Rule #5,218: Exploit the freshest music scene. Back when Greer’s 
SPIN article was published, Glenn Boothe was employed as an A&R 
rep. Though he was amused when I recounted the New Market story, 
Boothe admits he fell for the hype surrounding another far-fetched scene/
scheme: Halifax, Nova Scotia. In 1993, he almost flew up to the “Seattle 
of the North” but ultimately decided not to go. “The idea that you’ll find 
good music solely based a geographic location is pretty absurd,” he says. 
Though this desire to discover or invent music scenes happened in the 
early 1990s, the record biz had already descended into self-parody many 
years earlier. For instance, the “British Invasion” (The Beatles, The Rolling 
Stones) gave way to the “San Francisco Sound” (Jefferson Airplane, The 
Grateful Dead), which led to the next Next Big Thing in Boston (um, The 
Ultimate Spinach, Eden’s Children). “The Bosstown Sound” was a mar-
keting slogan concocted in 1968 to promote the nascent Boston psych-
rock scene. “The Sound Heard ’Round the World: Boston! Where the 
new thing is making everything else seem like yesterday,” the zippy ad 
copy read. While not as ludicrous as CBS Records’ 1969 marketing slogan 
“The Man Can’t Bust Our Music,” listeners still didn’t buy the hype.

Industry Rule #7,203: Nothing is guaranteed. There is no wizard behind 
the culture-industry curtain pulling levers that deliver surefire results. 
Music-industry history is littered with failed million-dollar public-
ity campaigns, such as what happened with Point Blank at Irv Azoff ’s 
MCA Records. This generic late-1970s/early-1980s corporate boogie 
band remains deservedly forgotten, despite the label’s best promotional 
efforts pushing 1979’s ironically titled Airplay. A counterexample is the 
Dave Matthews Band, whose regional rise occurred during the grunge 
craze, heavy guitars and all. Matthews’s sweeter, more upbeat sound was 
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at odds with the prevailing trends of the day, and major labels initially 
ignored his group. This is a reminder that corporations don’t have all-
knowing, powerful computer brains. People run them, and sometimes 
they aren’t smart enough to mount a conspiracy against consumers. Jay 
Zehr—who owned the only record store in downtown Harrisonburg—
recalls that an A&R rep “straight out of central casting” came in looking 
for bands mentioned in the SPIN article. After humoring his delusions, 
Zehr inadvertently sent the A&R rep on a fool’s errand after jokingly 
suggesting that he sign Washington, DC’s Fugazi (an uncompromising 
postpunk band that ran its own indie label, Dischord). “He hadn’t heard 
of them before,” Zehr says, “took me seriously, and got real excited. That’s 
where he said he was going when he left.”

Industry Rule #9,416: The revolution won’t be televised. “Nirvana’s Never-
mind, it helped create a pop-culture version of this underground thing 
that had been bubbling up since the 1980s,” Jim Greer says. “The reason 
you loved it was because it was your own. And then, you know, it was 
just bizarre: around ’92, ’93, everything took off.” The Flaming Lips were 
a relatively obscure indie band from the 1980s that landed a major-label 
contract during this time. They scored one Top 40 radio and MTV hit, 
“She Don’t Use Jelly,” which briefly allowed them entry into the enter-
tainment-industrial complex. Lead singer Wayne Coyne tells me, “Our 
level of fame was such that we got to revel in the silliness of it all,” refer-
ring to the time they made a lip-synced appearance on the prime-time 
teen soap Beverly Hills 90210. (Sample dialogue: “You know, I’ve never 
been a big fan of alternative music, but these guys rocked the house!”) 
Similarly, Sonic Youth’s journey through the 1990s offered the group, as 
guitarist Lee Ranaldo calls it, “a wild, privileged vantage point for four 
punk flies on the wall.” Not many noise bands guest star as themselves on 
The Simpsons, as his group did in 1996.

 Despite our cautious optimism, we knew in our guts there would be 
no revolution—televised, recorded, or otherwise. And pretty soon, it was 
all over; the countercultural bubble burst. “After Kurt died, stuff started 
to collapse,” Greer says. “Bands with one hit ended up tanking on their 
second major-label album, and what was left was a bunch of corporate-
grunge bands and, later, Britney Spears and the Backstreet Boys—you 
know, just total product.” The investments in alt-rock didn’t pay off, so 
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the major labels went back to pushing boy bands, teen teases, cock rock, 
and other safe bets. But before that happened, we watched as the biz’s 
funhouse mirrors distorted a musical culture we loved. Our response? 
Irreverence, irony, and pranks—that three-in-one toolkit for better living. 
Away from the cosmopolitan centers, living in the geographic and cul-
tural margins, the JMU freaks were left alone to build our own commu-
nity. I’m reminded of something zinester Pagan Kennedy said about her 
network of friends around this time. It’s a lonely world, she writes, “a place 
of Personal ads, identical Burger Kings, strip malls, TV laugh tracks, lite 
rock. But luckily we don’t need mass culture, because we can stay home 
and make our own fun.” We were a bunch of goofballs, misfits, slackers, 
and nerds who liked spending time together making and doing stuff. The 
New Market Affair offered us an amusing playground for our experi-
ments, and when Big Culture, Inc., came calling—in person—we had fun, 
a whole lotta fun. It was a life-affirming lesson I never forgot.14
 Well, actually, I almost did. The New Market Affair is a memory that 
should have been erased by the sandblaster of time because, in order 
to reconstruct this narrative, I had to sift through artifacts pried from 
damaged and conflicting memories. This was made even more difficult 
because the story’s very foundation was built on a sinkhole of deception. 
When I started my research in 2007, the SPIN article wasn’t included in 
a single electronic database index, and there was absolutely no mention 
of it on the Interweb. It’s like it never happened, and I began to ques-
tion whether it did. But when I called the Center for Popular Music at 
Middle Tennessee State University—a place with such an unlikely name 
couldn’t possibly exist, right?—a faxed copy finally fell into my hands. 
My next big challenge was tracking down one or more of the A&R guys 
who visited Virginia, but I repeatedly hit dead ends. I guess nobody 
wants to volunteer himself as the butt of an elaborate joke. At least I 
acquired some colorful Spinal Tap–esque gossip about various “suits” 
from that era: “Yeah, he was fired after being ‘serviced’ in his office by a 
female staffer with his window shades up, and he was later murdered”; 
“Man, that dude nearly got kicked in the head, and so he quit, but he 
was also on a lot of drugs”; and so on.
 I said earlier that Jim Greer’s prank wouldn’t have worked in the 
age of the Internet, but I also could not have told my tale without this 
medium. Email and social-networking sites allowed me to tap into 
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personal memories and archives that would have been inaccessible 
to me in another moment in history. In digging up this story, sorting 
fiction from reality was hard, especially when some factoids seemed 
too good to be true. The biggest head-scratcher was discovering that 
Greer modeled the SPIN article not on the area where I lived in the 
early 1990s but on where I have now resided for years. “I originally set 
it in Iowa City,” he tells me, explaining that he grew fond of this col-
lege town when passing through on a road trip. “I really liked the fact 
that Iowa City was in the middle of nowhere, and if the joke worked, 
then people would have to make a very, very long trek.” SPIN editor 
Craig Marks changed the location after he saw New Market, Virginia in 
an atlas and figured it would be a dead giveaway that the article was a 
satire. Could this be true? Was I somehow propelled on a Cörn Röcket 
from rural Virginia to Iowa City? Is it possible that Greer’s story caused 
a small tear in the space-time continuum, folding together the middle-
of-nowhere places where I was an undergrad, then a professor? For the 
briefest moment, I wondered if he was putting me on.

An Army of Pranksters

Of all the things that sent me packing on my long, strange trip, a 1987 
book named Pranks! blazed the path. This edited collection of interviews 
served as an operator’s manual not only for me but also for a generation 
of pranksters such as the Yes Men—a duo that uses humorous deceptions 
to get their political points across. Mike Bonanno recalls that he and his 
future partner in crime, Andy Bichlbaum, read the Pranks! book when 
they “were just spring chickens.” He says it “was out on the floor for peo-
ple to read”: “We had a big group, and we were doing all kinds of strange 
things in Portland, Oregon. And that was the reference book, the source 
that you cite. It was very important in our development.” Bonanno’s first 
attempt at “cultural sabotage” was the Barbie Liberation Front (BLO), 
launched in 1993 during the Christmas season. The BLO purchased mul-
tiple Barbie and G.I. Joe dolls, switched their voice boxes, and “reverse 
shoplifted” them back into stores. Holiday shoppers brought home Bar-
bies that grunted, “Dead men tell no lies,” while gender-bending G.I. 
Joes gushed, “I like to go shopping with you!” After the BLO sent out 
press kits to news organizations, the story broke nationally.15
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 By the late 1990s, Mike and Andy joined forces. One of the Yes Men’s 
first pranks was a George W. Bush parody site, gwbush.com, developed 
in collaboration with computer consultant Zack Exley. “In the begin-
ning, I wanted to do a copy of the Bush site,” said Exley. “I thought it 
would be funny if the Bush people finally stumbled upon the site and 
found an exact copy—maybe with a few minor and unsettling changes.” 
They duplicated the layout of the Bush campaign site and filled it with 
slogans such as “Hypocrisy with Bravado.” The parallel-universe politi-
cal page invited people to engage in acts of symbolic subterfuge, such as 
inserting “slaughtered cow” plastic toys into Happy Meals or jumping 
the fence into Disneyland and demanding political asylum. Candidate 
Bush was frighteningly candid when commenting on his doppelganger 
site: “There ought to be limits to freedom.” This reaction demonstrates 
the pedagogical possibilities of pranks, because the Yes Men’s little lie 
exposed George W. Bush’s true feelings not long before he began dra-
matically chipping away at civil liberties as president.16

 The Yes Men grew more ambitious after registering the web domain 
name GATT.org. The General Agreement on Tariffs and Trade, or GATT, 
was a treaty governing international trade that was replaced in 1995 by the 
World Trade Organization (WTO). Mike and Andy set up a website that 
copied the graphic design and repeated the rhetoric used by GATT and 
the WTO—with a few glaring differences, of course. Some credulous visi-
tors read straight through the satire and sent emails with speaking invita-
tions. The organizers of the Textiles of the Future Conference in Tampere, 
Finland, needed a WTO representative to deliver a keynote address, so 
in August 2001 the merry pranksters flew to Scandinavia. Posing as “Dr. 
Hank Hardy Unruh of the WTO,” Andy Bichlbaum delivered a speech 
that used such terms as “market liberalization” to favorably compare 
sweatshops to slavery. In a subsection of his speech, titled “British Empire: 
Its Lessons for Managers,” Dr. Unruh dismissed Mohandas Gandhi as “a 
likeable, well-meaning fellow who wanted to help his fellow workers along 
but did not understand the benefits of open markets and free trade.” The 
Yes Men’s subsequent pranks followed the same template: outrageously 
caricature an opponent’s position, document the performance, reveal their 
trickery in a press release, and spark a public discussion.17
 The Yes Men’s web pages and public speeches employ corporate-
speak to reveal how bland jargon can mask troubling ideas. “We use 
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this language because it is so effective,” says “Frank Guerrero,” another 
pseudonym used by the duo. “We think that by adopting the language, 
mannerisms, legal rights and cultural customs of corporations we are 
able to engage them in their own terms, and also perhaps to reveal 
something about how downright absurd it can get.” The Yes Men owe 
a great debt to the Situationists and other radical artists who sought to 
transform everyday life. “It is impossible to get rid of a world,” wrote 
Situationist Mustapha Khayati in 1966, “without getting rid of the lan-
guage that conceals and protects it.” These tactics include the détourne-
ment of corporate slogans and pop-culture detritus, in which words and 
images are recontextualized to reveal hidden truths. This approach can 
be used to subvert what social theorist Guy Debord called “the spec-
tacle” (a hypercommercialized media space where virtually everything 
is turned into a detached representation of reality).18

 The Yes Men’s most controversial prank involved Dow Chemical and 
its subsidiary Union Carbide India Limited. In 1984, the Union Car-
bide pesticide plant negligently leaked poisonous chemicals in Bhopal, 
India. Hundreds of thousands of people were exposed, thousands died 
immediately, and the long-term effects on the population were disas-
trous. It remains the world’s worst industrial accident, but the corpora-
tion’s relief efforts were minimal. Three years after Dow purchased the 
company in 2001, the Yes Men leveraged the twentieth anniversary of 
the catastrophe to bring attention to this issue. They started by creat-
ing a fake Dow Chemical web page that many journalists mistook for 
the real deal. The site claimed Dow was going to sell off Union Carbide 
and use the billions of dollars to pay for medical care and the cleanup of 
the Bhopal site. BBC World, the British Broadcasting Company’s global 
news network, invited a Dow spokesperson to discuss the announce-
ment on air. Instead, it got a Yes Man. Andy appeared as “Jude Fin-
isterra,” and within two hours this news fanned out internationally, 
prompting celebrations in Bhopal. Before Dow had a chance to deny 
the story, the corporation’s stock plummeted in value by $2 billion.
 When asked about the crushing disappointment many Indian rev-
elers must have felt when they discovered the news was not true, Andy 
replied that it was nothing compared to the distress Union Carbide 
caused them. It’s a question the Yes Men have been asked a lot, but 
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unfortunately—perhaps because the repeated queries can get annoying—
their responses can sometimes sound a bit curt. Pranks are very much 
a rhetorical high-wire balancing act, one that can backfire if the proper 
care and sensitivity are not taken (and even then, there are no guaran-
tees). From an activist perspective, another problem is that the pleasure of 
pranking can sometimes override its underlying purpose. “A lot of people 
approach what we’re doing as something totally new and unique and that 
we are changing the face of social protest,” Bonanno says, “but no, it’s not 
actually new and it’s not necessarily better.” Echoing the Yes Men’s insis-
tence that pranks are no substitute for grassroots organizing and direct 
actions, media scholar and activist Stephen Duncombe warns, “This poli-
tics is also not without its dangers.” When the means are valued as much 
as the end goal, it can create a slippery slope into apolitical apathy.19
 The Yes Men’s most successful merging of grassroots political action 
and pranks occurred on the one-year anniversary of Hurricane Katrina. 
On August 28, 2006, Andy Bichlbaum stood onstage alongside the 
mayor of New Orleans and the governor of Louisiana. Posing as “Rene 
Oswin”—an assistant undersecretary of the Department of Housing 
and Urban Development (HUD)—he announced a New Deal–like 
plan for the Gulf Coast. It included requiring oil companies to set aside 
some of their profits for wetland renewal (the lack of which exacerbated 
flooding during the storm). In his speech, Bichlbaum/Oswin empha-
sized that HUD’s mission was to provide affordable housing but added, 
“I am ashamed to say we have failed.” To correct this problem, the 
agency was going to halt plans to demolish five thousand units that for-
mer occupants desperately wanted to move back into. These apartment 
complexes received only minor damage from the storm, but because of 
their close proximity to valuable downtown-area real estate, they were 
condemned. The audience burst into applause when he declared, “With 
your help, the prospects of New Orleanians will no longer depend on 
their birthplace, and the cycle of poverty will come to an end.” Soon 
after leaving the podium, reporters discovered his imposture, and a 
HUD spokesperson denounced it as a “sick” hoax. This opinion wasn’t 
shared by Survivors Village, a tent-city protest group that collaborated 
with the Yes Men. Their media coordinator, Annie Chen, insisted, 
“Right now, a lie is better than the truth.”20
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 Not all of these contemporary pranksters are explicitly political. 
Groups such as the New York City–based Improv Everywhere are mostly 
interested in catching unsuspecting audiences off guard. During a 2006 
event, dozens of people descended on a Best Buy consumer electron-
ics store wearing blue polo shirts and tan slacks that matched the store’s 
employee uniform. They went in, fanned out, and nonchalantly stood at 
either end of an aisle. As you can imagine, Best Buy shoppers and work-
ers were baffled. Improv Everywhere’s most famous prank is the annual 
“No Pants Subway Ride.” Since 2002, strangers have congregated at a set 
time in designated subway stations to wait for trains, read newspapers, 
and casually converse. Without pants. This idea may have been partially 
inspired by a series of New York City subway parties staged at the begin-
ning of the decade. Large crowds would enter a train, cover the advertise-
ments with streamers, place colored gels over the lights, and blast music. 
In doing so, they transformed city subway cars into a celebration of public 
space. “There was a brass band on one side, and a boy with a boom box 
pumping techno on the other,” said Sheena Bizarre, a participant. “We 
immediately started to dance around.” Not only did their action politicize 
the divide between public and private space; it allowed participants and 
observers to feel this critique viscerally.21

 Subversive messages can be made palatable with the aid of sat-
ire, camp, and pure fun—a lesson that the Billionaires for Bush took 
to heart. The activist group’s multiple street-theater events generated 
a ton of news coverage throughout the 2004 presidential election sea-
son. At a “protest” against Democratic Party presidential candidate 
Howard Dean, a Fox News crew interviewed an impeccably dressed 
young man wearing a double-breasted suit, bowler hat, and monocle. 
“Yes, I’m a Billionaire,” he said. “And, yes, I’m for Bush.” He looked 
like a cartoon Monopoly-board-game version of a rich man or, as Ste-
phen Duncombe put it, “someone trying to look like someone trying to 
look like a billionaire.” In the months leading up to voting day, dozens 
of men and women showed up at campaign rallies uncorking cham-
pagne bottles and unloading quotable irony for reporters. The prank 
spread quickly because the presidential campaign served as a host body 
for this media virus. Billionaires for Bush mastermind Andrew Boyd 
designed these events to attract journalists who wanted to spice up their 
tediously predictable election coverage with novelty and humor. By way 
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of illustration, he describes a memorable prank they staged at a fund-
raiser attended by Bush adviser Karl Rove.22

When we reached the club where the fund-raiser was being held some 
protestors from the Sierra Club were already there. You could tell they 
were protesters because, unlike us, they didn’t have matching outfits, and 
their signs were hand-scrawled, unlike our perfectly lettered placards. 
You could also tell they were protesters because the NYPD had stuck 
them in a protest pen on the other side of the street. Where did they 
put us? Right in front of the club, right next to all these buttoned-down 
Wall Street execs lined up waiting to get inside. We turned to them and 
chanted, “Write big checks!” Then we turned to face the Sierra Club pro-
testers and chanted, “Buy your own president!”23

 The Billionaires for Bush strategically distinguished themselves from 
ragtag activists that can easily be placed in a box (literally and meta-
phorically). They did so by taking cues from Madison Avenue adver-
tising agencies and corporate media. Using high production values, 
the Billionaires branded themselves with a flashy logo—a red, white, 
and blue piggy bank—and a carefully conceived public-relations cam-
paign. Their ten-thousand-strong email list facilitated the organization 
of six nationwide days of action and several local events that garnered 
widespread mainstream coverage. “Content and humor were tightly 
meshed,” Boyd noted. “Not only did the humor help carry the content 
(in the way that laughter makes it easier to bear the truth), but if the 
media wanted the humor (and they did), they had to take the content 
too.” The Billionaires’ prank was designed to be participatory, which 
also aided in its success. They set up a website with customizable mate-
rials that could be used in local actions—including templates for post-
ers, flyer designs, and press releases. The role-playing aspect of this 
prank encouraged people to have fun while at the same time spreading 
a focused message about economic inequality and political alienation.24

t t t

Like all good pranksters, the Billionaires for Bush encouraged view-
ers to stop and think about what they were witnessing. Their top hats, 
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monocles, and other faux displays of wealth allowed them to wink and 
let the audience in on the joke. Some spectators surely did not agree 
with the group’s message, but at least their critiques were not passively 
absorbed or ignored altogether. This is one of the many ways prank-
ing can shake people out of their daily routines and rewire taken-for-
granted realities. By turning the world upside down—even for a brief 
moment—it can be seen from a new vantage point. This can spur peo-
ple to imagine a better society and, occasionally, turn fantasy into real-
ity through the hard work of community building and activism. Com-
mentators often bemoan the apathetic state of our citizenry, but media 
scholar and activist Stephen Duncombe believes the problem is not 
that people are uninterested or lazy. They just don’t want to take part 
in a professionalized political process that offers them little freedom to 
explore new ideas and express themselves. For citizens to feel part of 
the process, whether we are talking about cultural politics or electoral 
politics, they should feel like active contributors. Pranking is certainly 
not the only way to make this happen, but it can spark public conversa-
tions (which is a first step in working toward change). The more spaces 
we can open up to cultivate creativity and criticism—both in politics 
and everyday life—the better.25
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Conclusion:  
Reflections of a Prankster

conclusion

Tapping into a rich, centuries-old tradition, pranksters infuse their 
performances with humor, irony, and satire. They reject the dominant 
protest model—march, chant, and listen—in favor of one that is more 
dynamic, engaging, and social. Before this new form of activism made 
its presence known in the 1990s, most political rallies were quite pre-
dictable. They required passive spectatorship: leaders organized and 
made speeches while followers listened and sometimes got arrested. 
The mass anti–Vietnam War demonstrations of the 1960s embodied 
this approach, which was at odds with the counterculture’s radical pre-
tentions. Ken Kesey noted this contradiction when he took the stage at 
a 1965 demonstration dressed in an orange military coat and Day-Glo 
World War One helmet. “You know, you’re not gonna stop this war with 
this rally, by marching,” he told the assembled crowd in Berkeley, Cali-
fornia. Talking at a leisurely pace in a folksy tone, the Merry Prankster 
punctuated his speech with plenty of pauses. “That’s what they do. . . . 
They hold rallies and they march. . . . They’ve been having wars for ten 
thousand years and you’re not gonna stop it this way. . . . You’re playing 
. . . their game.” Kesey believed any revolution was meaningless without 
a new vision for humanity. The shape our society takes is rooted in our 
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rituals, and we are doomed to repeat past mistakes unless we break bad 
habits.1

 “Lockdowns and marches aren’t the world we want to create,” argues 
William Etundi, the New York organizer of Reclaim the Streets, a pro-
test project that began in the early 1990s. “It’s through our parties and 
our performances that we imagine liberation.” The Youth Interna-
tional Party was founded on similar participatory ideals. The Yippies 
publicized their 1968 protests in Chicago by word of mouth, through 
the underground press, and, eventually, with the help of mainstream 
news outlets. “A Yippie! button produces a question. The wearer must 
answer,” Abbie Hoffman explained. “He tells a little story. He mentions 
Chicago, a festival of music, violence (Americans love to go to accidents 
and fires), guerrilla theater, Democrats. Each story is told in a differ-
ent way. There is mass participation in the Yippie! myth.” Yippies were 
among the first contemporary activists to stage playful critiques with 
mass media in mind. Stephen Duncombe observes that this approach 
was later adopted by the sea-turtle-costumed environmentalists at the 
1999 antiglobalization protests in Seattle, the Clandestine Insurgent 
Rebel Clown Army that flooded London’s streets with revolutionary 
jesters in 2003, and other such street-theater dramas. These large, coor-
dinated actions show there is strength in numbers, though sometimes 
all it takes is a single individual to stir it up.2

I, RoboProfessor

While slipping into my metallic costume, not far from where Bill Clin-
ton was speaking, I didn’t know if I would be fired upon, fired from my 
job, or sent to Guantanamo Bay. So I wasn’t taking any chances. Well, 
I was taking a few risks, but for someone who was about to confront a 
former U.S. president dressed like a robot, I was being as cautious as 
humanly possible. It was the beginning of another presidential primary 
season, a month before the 2008 Iowa caucuses, and I was surrounded 
by news media. You couldn’t throw a rock in Iowa City without hit-
ting out-of-state reporters, and they all seemed to have descended on 
this rally. Hillary Clinton was the Democratic Party’s heir apparent and 
was leading Barack Obama in the polls, so there was a lot of energy 
and attention focused on her husband’s visit. I smooth-talked my way 
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into the raised press area, which gave me a visible stage from which to 
execute the prank. My outfit: silver gym shorts, a reversible black-and-
silver ski vest, a chrome bicycle helmet, metallic sneakers, wraparound 
“Electronic Rap Shades,” and a High School Musical microphone/
speaker combo. I stuffed it all in a gym bag, which no one thought to 
search (hey, it’s Iowa!).
 When Bill Clinton took the stage, the photographers and other 
reporters stood up, some on their toes, vying to get a good view of the 
man. The wall of bodies provided the cover I needed to hunch down 
on the floor, don the costume, and climb atop a wobbly chair. The toy 
microphone amplified and distorted my voice, making me sound like 
an agitated Hal 9000 from 2001: A Space Odyssey. “Bill Clinton, apolo-
gize to Sister Souljah,” I abruptly announced, stopping him midspeech. 
“Robots of the world want you to apologize to Sister Souljah!” I tossed 
into the air hundreds of tiny flyers that offered journalists clues about my 
motives, along with my contact information in case they wanted more 
commentary. Immediately, several power-suited Hillary staffers and 
Secret Service agents surrounded me. The Clintonite crowd turned to 
me and then turned on me, letting out a massive roar: “boooooooooo!” 
“He has nothing to apologize for,” someone shouted. Then a grandmo-
therly woman snapped, “Screw you, pal.” Security yanked the plastic mic 
from my hands before I could get in another word. “You need to get 
down, right now!” Not wanting to be Tased, shot, or sent to Gitmo, I 
complied as they whisked me away to be debriefed.
 The incident I wanted Bill Clinton to apologize for took place many 
years before. Sister Souljah was a young black activist who joined the 
provocative hip-hop group Public Enemy as their “Sister of Instruc-
tion / Director of Attitude” in 1990. A couple of years later, in the sum-
mer of 1992, she made headlines when Slick Willie intentionally took 
her words out of context. In an interview with Washington Post reporter 
David Mills, she paraphrased the mind-set of a gang member involved 
in the racially charged Los Angeles riots. “I mean, if Black people kill 
Black people every day,” she said, “why not have a week and kill white 
people?” That was the money quote Clinton latched on to. However, 
Souljah unequivocally stated she did not advocate violence against 
whites, nor was she airing her own personal views. She was simply 
answering the reporter’s question about why Reginald Denny (a white 
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truck driver caught in the riots) was dragged from his vehicle and bru-
tally attacked. Souljah also criticized the institutions that looked the 
other way as blacks were being murdered in the streets of LA on a daily 
basis. “In other words,” she said, “white people, this government, and 
that mayor were well aware of the fact that Black people were dying 
every day in Los Angeles under gang violence. So if you’re a gang mem-
ber and you would normally be killing somebody, why not kill a white 
person?”3

 Clinton’s campaign was flagging at the time, so he pulled a sur-
prise political stunt by blasting Souljah at a meeting of Jesse Jackson’s 
Rainbow Coalition. “If you took the words ‘white’ and ‘black’ and you 
reversed them, you might think David Duke was giving that speech,” 
Clinton said, referring to the Louisiana Klansman-turned-politician 
who was running for state office at the time. After his speech, Jack-
son was hopping mad, but it was political gold for the candidate. “At 
the time,” rapper Jay-Z recalls, “everyone knew he was trying to prove 
to white America that he could stand up to black people, particularly 
young black people involved in hip-hop, and especially in the aftermath 
of the L.A. riots.” In 2008, New York Times columnist Michael Cohen 
called it the most influential campaign speech of the past twenty years, 
one that “fundamentally changed the popular perception of the Demo-
cratic Party” (and, to be more precise, moved it further to the right). 
The candidate’s actions resembled a prank, though with an intellectually 
dishonest dark side. “Clinton really did take her comment out of con-
text,” said David Mills, who wrote the Post article. “Souljah was describ-
ing the attitude of the L.A. rioters, not prescribing future action.” This 
incident revealed Bill Clinton to be just another opportunistic politi-
cian, rather than a genuine advocate for social justice. Years later, I had 
a chance to hold him accountable—in my own peculiar way.4

 After RoboProfessor’s debut, I sat in my Iowa City living room slack-
jawed as the story looped on television over the next few days. “Well, 
Hillary Clinton may have lost the robot vote,” CNN anchor Kiran 
Chetry soberly reported, as though she were covering Israeli-Palestin-
ian peace talks. Another newscast: “Bill Clinton has seen a lot in his 
decades in politics, but probably it’s safe to say that he has never ever 
ever ever ever been heckled by a man dressed as a robot. Let’s take a 
look now at how it went down.” The cable-news echo chamber distorted 
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my intended message, morphing the story in an elaborate game of tele-
phone. I recall that one blog facetiously claimed I said, “Don’t Tase me, 
human!” (a reference to a protestor who had recently pleaded “Don’t 
Tase me, bro!” when confronted by an officer at a speech by then-sena-
tor John Kerry). I never said that or anything of the sort—RoboProfes-
sor is not quick enough on his feet—but some journalists misread the 
joke and reported that I did. “Did they Taser him, à la John Kerry?,” 
talk-show host Tucker Carlson asked. “As a matter of fact, they did not,” 
the commentator replied. “He said, ‘We are polite in Iowa. They were 
polite to me, I was polite to them, and they escorted me out,’ and that 
was the end of it.’”5

 My favorite moment occurred on MSNBC’s Countdown with Keith 
Olbermann, which inexplicably ranked my confrontation as the num-
ber-one story of the night. During the broadcast, the show’s host asked a 
Washington Post columnist about the security implications of my stunt, 
which got me within close range of Clinton. Dana Milbank replied, 
“Well, robots are not yet on any terrorist watch list, so there wasn’t nec-
essarily anything nefarious about him.” Why a robot costume? I chose 
this ridiculous persona because I had no desire to play the role of an 
aggressive, chest-thumping activist screeching away at a politician. One 
can catch more flies with honey—or in my case, tasty robot motor oil. 
I also knew my android outfit was the sort of look, and hook, report-
ers would go for. Spectacle-over-substance is the stock and trade of 
news media, which churned out wacky headlines such as “Roboprofes-
sor Heckles Clinton.” I figured one reaction would be, “Why is a robot 
complaining about this obscure sixteen-year-old issue?” or “Why in the 
world is a white professor from Iowa demanding that Clinton apologize 
to Sister Souljah?” I hoped to shock, befuddle, and/or amuse, as well as 
annoy the former president. The incident didn’t leave a lasting mental 
scar on him, but it sure was cathartic for me.6

 As I have noted, the most important stage of a prank is “the reveal”—
the teaching moment that comes in its wake. Before my robotic inter-
vention, no paper would have printed an op-ed that criticized Bill Clin-
ton for his Sister Souljah Moment. The subject was deemed old and 
irrelevant, but after I strapped on that silver outfit, the Washington Post 
published my column about it. Nevertheless, my message was lost in a 
sea of disinformation. Clinton’s 1992 comments about Souljah shaped 
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our collective memories of that incident, leading to lazy coverage then 
and in 2008. Two days after my debut as RoboProfessor, a CNN anchor 
informed viewers that Souljah was a rapper who “asked for a Kill White 
People Week, which Clinton called racist.” She asked for a Kill White 
People Week? Which Clinton called racist?!? Flatly untrue. It would 
have taken an intern with access to an Internet search engine less than 
a minute to discover the falsity of that statement. I assume the good 
folks in the CNN newsroom figured that because Souljah was an Angry 
Black Rapper, she surely wanted to Kill Whitey. Therefore, no need to 
fact-check. In trying to correct the record about Clinton’s demonization 
of Souljah and his sometimes-problematic relationship with African 
Americans, my prank utterly failed. Journalists repeated a more sim-
plistic and inaccurate version of this story than they did back in 1992. 
For those who forgot or never knew, all they learned was that Sister 
Souljah was a scary black woman who called for a “Kill White People 
Week.” I’m sorry to say that I probably did more harm than good.7

 When executing a prank, it is important to clearly communicate, 
something that didn’t happen during my face-off with Bill Clinton. 
Picking an obscure issue made this difficult, for it required too much 
explanation and backstory to successfully make my point. I was quite 
conscious of this problem four years later when my prankster alter ego 
encountered antigay Republican presidential candidate Michele Bach-
mann. This time I made sure my message was sharp (though still silly). 
“Not only are you a homophobe,” RoboProfessor said as she got off her 
campaign bus, “you are a robophobe!” I trailed close behind her and 
spoke through a small silver megaphone so I could be heard over the 
background noise. By calling out Bachmann on an issue that was a 
central part of her public persona, I knew my actions would be under-
stood—even by those who did not agree. And, boy, some folks really 
disliked what I did. The Bachmann supporters packed inside the Ham-
burg Inn restaurant booed and shoved me, and after I came out as a gay 
robot, some started a “Stay in the closet!” chant. “I cannot help myself. I 
was programmed to do this. I am gay,” pleaded RoboProfessor, further 
infuriating them. When a harried restaurant manager asked me to leave, 
I immediately agreed. After all, we are polite in Iowa.
 Reporters soon came calling, and I got the chance to explain myself. 
But even without any follow-up commentary, the prank’s point was 
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fairly legible because I customized it with Bachmann in mind. “I am a 
gay robot,” RoboProfessor said. “I oppose bachmann’s position on gays, 
whether human or robot.” I also knew the phrase “gay robot” would be 
an irresistible hook that could get reporters to spread the story far and 
wide. England’s Daily Mail trumpeted, “Republican Candidate Michelle 
Bachmann Harangued by ‘Gay Robot’ on the Campaign Trail in Iowa,” 
and the International Business Times ran the headline “Gay Robot 
‘RoboProf ’ Crashes Michele Bachmann Rally in Iowa City.” Another 
tactical choice I made, in order to publicize the story, was to document 
the encounter. A friend followed me with an inexpensive handheld 
HD camera, and an hour after leaving the campaign stop I edited the 
material and uploaded it to the video-sharing platform YouTube. That 
encouraged online news sites to embed the eye-popping visuals in their 
articles, and because the video quality was fairly good, MSNBC used a 
full minute of the footage in its coverage. This playful source material 
also allowed news outlets to have fun with their reporting. “Many of her 
views seem to come from outer space,” the MSNBC segment began, “so 
it would be of little surprise that at a campaign stop in Iowa Michele 
Bachmann got a visit from a robot. Take a look.”8

Making Mischief in the Modern World

The coverage of the RoboProfessor-versus-Bachmann incident shows 
how pranking can blur the boundaries between corporate and DIY 
media. My footage was seen by millions of people, despite being shot by 
an amateur in Iowa City—about as far away from the country’s cultural 
and media epicenters as one can get. As I have emphasized throughout 
Pranksters, this back-and-forth movement between center and margin 
is nothing new. The phone phreaks of the 1960s and 1970s, for instance, 
manipulated a multibillion-dollar telecommunication system using 
toy whistles, tape recorders, and blue boxes. With a little ingenuity, a 
bunch of blind and socially awkward outsiders were able to break into 
AT&T’s network and use it as a playground. That sort of border cross-
ing is one of the defining features of trickery in the modern era, which 
is one reason why I started with Benjamin Franklin. Among other 
things, he created the template for slippery nineteenth-century celebri-
ties like P. T. Barnum and Mark Twain. Those two famous white men 
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certainly did not exist in the periphery of society, as opposed to Henry 
“Box” Brown—the slave-turned-entertainer who lived during the same 
period. Nevertheless, each of them creatively used media to engage the 
public, such as how Brown reenacted his escape from bondage in an 
elaborate edutainment spectacle. This showbiz trickster attracted audi-
ences with state-of-the-art panoramic images and dazzling stage magic, 
but it was his compelling narrative about freedom and rebirth that fully 
captured the public’s imagination. (A good story or hook is an essential 
ingredient for a successful prank, PR stunt, hoax, or swindle.)
 Pranksters, hoaxers, and con artists use media to make their mis-
chief, but their actions can also remake the media landscape in pro-
found ways. P.  T. Barnum thrived in an era when deceptions were 
common occurrences, and the showman’s exhibitions cultivated hab-
its of mind that could help his audiences guard against the schemes of 
confidence men. This normalization of deceit produced ripple effects 
that transformed media, such as how the nineteenth-century culture of 
cons and humbugs helped instigate the “Truth-in-Advertising” move-
ment early in the next century. Consumers got fed up with being lied 
to, so marketers toned down their more outrageous claims after pub-
lic pressure mounted. In the world of journalism, new ethical codes 
emerged in reaction to the hoaxes pulled by the likes of Mark Twain, 
Edgar Allan Poe, and others. The irreverent impulses that marked jour-
nalism throughout the 1800s began to wane by the end of century. By 
this time, the newspaper industry was transforming itself into a truly 
big business, and the production of news became standardized. This left 
less room for dissonance on the printed page, though these changes did 
allow for a more respectable form of hoaxing to emerge: public rela-
tions. Since the early days of the PR industry, publicists and pranksters 
have shared similar tactics (a reality that further muddies the distinc-
tions between professional and amateur media production).
 Nineteenth-century life was also impacted by another major social 
force: Spiritualism. Inspired by the emergence of the telegraph, Spiri-
tualists used this new technology as a model for speaking to the Other 
Side. They believed the fairer sex’s intrinsic sensitivity and passivity 
primed them to receive messages from the dead. This enabled female 
mediums to gain more control over their lives by moving the site of 
religion from the patriarchal public sphere to the private sphere of the 
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home. In doing so, Spiritualism ignited the feminist movement, along 
with a firestorm of fear among religious conservatives. The late-nine-
teenth-century occult revival exacerbated their anxieties, as did the 
simultaneous resurgence of Rosicrucian thought. This myth, which 
originated as a satirical prank hatched in the early modern period, laid 
the foundation for the post–French Revolution Illuminati conspiracy 
theories that proliferated throughout the 1800s. Later in that century, 
Léo Taxil provoked more prank blowback by spreading wild lies about 
Masonic devil worship during an elaborate joke that targeted right-
wing Catholics. Unfortunately, his hoax publications indirectly inspired 
those who fabricated The Protocols of the Elders of Zion, which was 
drafted around the time of Taxil’s prank. That anti-Semitic literary forg-
ery left its own black mark on modern history, and it serves as a cau-
tionary reminder of trickery’s unintended consequences.
 Early-twentieth-century author Nesta Webster was instrumental in 
keeping the Judeo-Masonic conspiracy-theory flame alive. Her anti-
Semitic books continue to be cited today, even though they were based 
in part on Taxil’s hoaxes and the creations of other unreliable narrators. 
In the 1950s and 1960s, the John Birch Society gave Webster’s grand 
unified conspiracy theory a new audience by promoting it within the 
American far right. This inspired a group of left-leaning weirdos to 
satirize those beliefs by planting fake news reports in mainstream and 
underground media outlets. The Discordians claimed that the Bavarian 
Illuminati was responsible for the turmoil of the sixties, and soon oth-
ers joined in on the fun. This “guerrilla ontology” experiment spiraled 
out of control when credulous conservatives projected their darkest 
fantasies on the silly/sinister stories that circulated at the time. Activ-
ist pranks by the Women’s International Terrorist Conspiracy from 
Hell (WITCH) and the self-serving publicity stunts of Church of Satan 
founder Anton LaVey also freaked out true believers. These events lit 
a fuse that fed into a powder keg of paranoia. History repeated like a 
skipping record, and fictions morphed into widely believed truths.
 Beginning in the 1960s, Tim LaHaye and Pat Robertson shouted 
those “truths” from the rooftops. To counterbalance the influence of 
secular media, the religious right built an alternative communication 
network that reached huge numbers of people through books, newslet-
ters, radio, and television. Of particular importance was Mike Warnke’s 
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1973 memoir The Satan-Seller, which unleashed fantastical urban leg-
ends that fueled the Satanic Panics of the 1980s. The Christian con man’s 
long-term legacy, however, was publicizing the Illuminati myth among 
the millions of evangelicals who read his book. In the 1990s, Behold a 
Pale Horse author William Cooper greatly expanded this conspiracy 
theory’s audience. His book appealed to an odd mixture of right-wing 
militiamen, left-wing radicals, white religious conservatives, and hip-
hop-generation African Americans. Each used Cooper’s explanatory 
narrative to make sense of the social upheavals they experienced, but 
many were unaware that lots of his sources started out as satires or out-
right frauds. In the early 2000s, Tea Partiers carried the torch by sound-
ing alarms about Rothschild bankers, Bilderberg schemers, and New 
World Order shadow governments. In doing so, they echoed anxieties 
about string-pulling elites that date back to the anti-Masonism move-
ment of the early nineteenth century. In both eras, economic recessions 
and demographic changes instilled the belief that a privileged minority 
was blocking the common man’s way to wealth. It’s the same old story—
one told again and again throughout this book.
 Despite some amusing moments sprinkled throughout Pranksters, I 
can’t shake the feeling of dread that runs through it. Rather than cel-
ebrating trickery in all its forms, this book reveals the ways that decep-
tion has shaped the modern world in some very disturbing ways. The 
early-seventeenth-century Protestant pranksters who invented the 
Rosicrucian Brotherhood wanted to stir up a public debate about ideas 
the Catholic Church opposed. Their humorous shock tactics backfired 
when they were taken at face value by those who were predisposed to 
believe that evil puppet masters walked among them. The Rosicrucian 
myth also inspired some liberals to found their own esoteric secret soci-
eties. This feedback loop cultivated an influential worldview that was 
stitched together from a jumble of verifiable facts and far-out fictions. 
Satanic ritual abuse! Devilish Freemasons! Sinister social engineers! 
Death panels! World Government! The aftershocks from a four-hun-
dred-year-old prank ensured that the Ages of Reason and Enlighten-
ment would not necessarily be reasonable or all that enlightened—nor 
would our own era, for that matter. Imagination is a powerful tool that 
can point us to more ethical and just ways of living, but we should 
approach unchecked fantasy with caution. We tend to fall for pranks, 
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hoaxes, cons, and conspiracy theories when they validate our belief sys-
tems, which is why we should be vigilant in challenging those assump-
tions. One useful model is Jonathan Swift, the self-described “rational 
surgeon” who dissected popular delusions with his rapier wit. His leg-
acy reminds us that we need to develop more critical habits of mind, so 
that next time—hopefully—we won’t get fooled again.
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