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"I can assure you that the concern for the rights of the individual is deeply embedded in our culture, and we wouldn't have these hearings without it."

 — Senator Edward Kennedy, MKUltra hearings, August 3, 1977



Chapter One
 The Fear

 In the autumn of 1950, a group of American prisoners of war appeared on Chinese state radio and began confessing to crimes they had not committed. They spoke in flat, rehearsed voices. They denounced American imperialism. They praised their captors. They renounced their country, their families, their faith — everything that had defined them before they were captured in the frozen mountains of Korea.

The broadcasts were picked up by American intelligence within hours. In Washington, men in grey suits sat in windowless rooms and listened to the recordings with a growing horror that had nothing to do with the words themselves and everything to do with what the words implied. These were American soldiers — trained, disciplined, loyal men — and they were saying things that no American soldier would say voluntarily. Something had been done to them. Something had been done to their minds.

The word that entered the lexicon was brainwashing. It came from the Chinese term xi nao — literally "wash brain" — and it was introduced to the American public by a journalist named Edward Hunter in a 1950 article for the Miami Daily News. Hunter, who was almost certainly working with the CIA at the time, described a sinister process by which Communist agents could strip a person of their beliefs, their loyalties, their very identity, and replace them with new ones. The process was mysterious, scientific, irresistible. A man went in American and came out Communist. A prisoner went in defiant and came out confessing.

The reality was considerably more mundane. What the Chinese and North Koreans were actually doing to American POWs was a combination of sleep deprivation, physical abuse, isolation, and relentless repetitive interrogation — techniques that were brutal but hardly revolutionary. The "confessions" were the product of exhaustion, fear, and the simple human instinct to say whatever will make the pain stop. Most of the men who appeared on those broadcasts recanted the moment they were repatriated. They had not been brainwashed. They had been broken, in the oldest and most ordinary sense of the word.

But the CIA did not know this. Or rather, the CIA did not want to know this. The Agency was barely three years old in 1950, created by the National Security Act of 1947 from the ashes of the wartime Office of Strategic Services. It was an institution still finding its shape, still defining its mission, and it was staffed by men who believed — with the absolute conviction of the newly empowered — that the Cold War was a struggle not just for territory but for the human mind itself.

Allen Welsh Dulles was one of these men. Dulles was the CIA's Deputy Director of Central Intelligence — the Agency's second-in-command — and he would become Director of Central Intelligence in 1953. He was a tall, avuncular man with a white moustache and rimless spectacles who looked like a prep-school headmaster and thought like a spy. He had run agents behind enemy lines in Switzerland during the Second World War. He understood deception, manipulation, and the uses of fear. And what he feared most, in those early years of the Cold War, was that the Soviet Union had discovered something the United States had not.

The evidence, as Dulles saw it, was accumulating. The POW broadcasts were part of it. So were the show trials in Eastern Europe — the spectacle of men like Hungary's Cardinal Mindszenty, who had been arrested by Communist authorities in 1948 and had appeared at trial looking glazed, broken, and obediently confessing to charges of treason and conspiracy that were transparently absurd. Mindszenty had been one of the most stubborn, defiant men in the Catholic hierarchy. What had they done to him?

The answer, Dulles became convinced, was that the Soviets had developed techniques of mind control that went far beyond anything in the Western arsenal. They had drugs, perhaps — truth serums, compliance agents, chemicals that could dissolve a man's will like acid dissolving metal. They had psychological techniques, refined and perfected in the laboratories of the KGB. They had, in short, cracked the code of human consciousness, and unless the United States caught up — and caught up fast — the Free World would find itself defenceless against an enemy that could turn any man, anywhere, into a puppet.

This was not, by any rational standard, a reasonable assessment. There was no evidence that the Soviets had any such capability. The show trials, like the POW confessions, were the product of old-fashioned coercion — beatings, threats, sleep deprivation, and the threat of harm to family members. Mindszenty had almost certainly been drugged, but the drug was most likely a simple barbiturate, not some exotic mind-control agent. The Communist world's interrogation techniques were effective, but they were not magical. They broke bodies and spirits. They did not reprogram brains.

But fear is not rational, and the fear that gripped the CIA in the early 1950s was genuinely existential. If the Soviets did have mind control — if they could turn captured agents, manufacture false confessions, and create sleeper agents who would obey commands they did not remember receiving — then every intelligence operation was compromised. Every agent was a potential double agent. Every secret was already known. The entire architecture of Western espionage could be built on sand.

On April 13, 1953, Allen Dulles — now Director of Central Intelligence — signed a document authorising a new program of research into what the Agency called "unconventional techniques of interrogation and behaviour modification." The program would explore every avenue: drugs, hypnosis, electroshock, sensory deprivation, psychological manipulation, and any other method that might allow the United States to understand, replicate, and defend against whatever the Soviets were supposedly doing.

The program was given a cryptonym, as all CIA operations are. It was called MKUltra. The "MK" prefix designated it as a project of the Technical Services Staff — the division responsible for gadgets, disguises, poisons, and the darker tools of espionage. The "Ultra" was borrowed from the Second World War codename for the Allied decryption of German communications — the most closely guarded secret of the conflict.

It was an appropriate name. MKUltra would become one of the most closely guarded secrets of the Cold War. It would run for twenty years. It would involve 149 separate subprojects, conducted at eighty institutions, including universities, hospitals, prisons, and pharmaceutical companies across the United States and Canada. Thousands of people would be experimented on, many of them without their knowledge or consent. Some would be permanently damaged. At least one would die.

And the man chosen to run it all was a club-footed chemist from the Bronx with a stammer and a genius for secrecy. His name was Sidney Gottlieb.

 [image: Korean War prisoners of war]American prisoners of war during the Korean War. The fear that Communist nations had developed techniques of "brainwashing" was the direct catalyst for the creation of MKUltra.
 

Chapter Two
 The Chemist

 Sidney Gottlieb was born in 1918, the son of Hungarian Jewish immigrants Louis and Fanny Gottlieb, who ran a small business in the Bronx. He had been born with a clubfoot and a stammer — two disabilities that, in a less determined man, might have been grounds for a quiet, limited life. Instead, they seem to have produced in Gottlieb a furious drive to prove himself, a need to demonstrate mastery in a world that had marked him as defective from birth.

He was brilliant. He studied at Arkansas Tech University before transferring to the University of Wisconsin, where he graduated magna cum laude in 1940, and then earned a doctorate in biochemistry from Caltech. He spoke four languages. He was a competitive folk dancer — an improbable hobby for a man with a clubfoot, and one he pursued with a grim, joyless intensity that those who knew him found characteristic. He raised goats. He meditated. He would later, in retirement, volunteer at a hospice for the dying and a leper colony in India. He was, by all accounts, a man of deep contradictions — gentle in his private life, utterly ruthless in his professional one.

He joined the CIA in 1951, at the age of thirty-three. Within two years, he was running MKUltra.

The program's scope was breathtaking. Gottlieb had been given a virtually unlimited budget and virtually no oversight. The Technical Services Staff operated under a special arrangement that exempted it from the normal financial controls of the Agency — Dulles had personally authorised Gottlieb to spend money without vouchers, without receipts, without the paper trail that normally accompanied government expenditure. The rationale was security: MKUltra was so sensitive that even the existence of its financial records could compromise national security. The practical effect was that Gottlieb could do essentially whatever he wanted, with no one looking over his shoulder.

What he wanted, at least initially, was LSD.

Lysergic acid diethylamide had been synthesised in 1938 by a Swiss chemist named Albert Hofmann at the Sandoz pharmaceutical company in Basel. Hofmann had been investigating ergot alkaloids — compounds derived from a fungus that grows on rye — and LSD-25 was the twenty-fifth compound in a series. It showed no particular pharmacological promise, and Hofmann set it aside. Five years later, on April 16, 1943, he accidentally absorbed a small amount through his fingertips and experienced what he described as "a remarkable restlessness, combined with a slight dizziness" and "a not unpleasant intoxicated-like condition, characterised by an extremely stimulated imagination." He went home, lay down, and spent several hours in a state of vivid hallucination.

Three days later, Hofmann deliberately ingested 250 micrograms of the substance — an amount he assumed would be a threshold dose but which turned out to be enormously potent. The experience was overwhelming. He saw geometric patterns, shifting colours, distortions of space and time. His sense of self dissolved and reconstituted. He felt, alternately, ecstatic and terrified. It was the first deliberate LSD trip in history, and it convinced Hofmann that he had discovered something extraordinary.

Sandoz began supplying LSD to researchers around the world in the late 1940s, billing it as a tool for understanding psychosis. Psychiatrists used it to simulate the experience of schizophrenia in healthy subjects. Therapists experimented with it as an adjunct to psychoanalysis, believing that the drug's ability to dissolve psychological defences could accelerate the therapeutic process. The compound was legal, cheap, and astonishingly potent — a few hundred micrograms, an amount smaller than a grain of sand, could produce effects lasting eight to twelve hours.

Gottlieb saw something else entirely. Where the psychiatrists saw a therapeutic tool, Gottlieb saw a weapon. LSD dissolved the ego. It shattered the sense of self. It made people suggestible, confused, terrified, ecstatic — sometimes all at once. If you could administer it to an enemy agent without his knowledge, you could potentially break him open like a safe. You could extract secrets. You could induce compliance. You could, perhaps, reprogram the mind itself.

Under Gottlieb's direction, the CIA purchased the entire world supply of LSD from Sandoz — a transaction worth millions of dollars in today's money. They established relationships with pharmaceutical companies to produce the drug domestically. And they began testing it on human subjects.

The earliest experiments were conducted on CIA employees themselves. Gottlieb and his colleagues would dose each other at meetings, slipping LSD into coffee cups and then observing the effects with clinical detachment as their colleagues lost contact with reality. This was presented as a kind of occupational initiation — a way of understanding the drug's effects firsthand — but it had a darker dimension. The men being dosed did not always know they were being dosed. The purpose was not just to understand LSD but to understand what it was like to be drugged without your knowledge — to experience the sudden, terrifying dissolution of reality that an enemy agent might experience if the CIA decided to use the drug operationally.

One of these unwitting subjects was a man named Frank Olson.

Olson was not a CIA agent. He was a biochemist at Fort Detrick, the Army's biological warfare facility in Frederick, Maryland. He worked on aerosol delivery systems for biological agents — the technology of dispersing anthrax, botulism, and other pathogens over enemy populations. It was grim work, and Olson had been showing signs of moral distress for some time. He had visited colleagues in Europe and had been disturbed by what he learned about interrogation techniques being used on prisoners. He was, by the accounts of those who knew him, a man whose conscience was troubling him.

On November 19, 1953, Gottlieb invited Olson and a group of other scientists to a retreat at a remote cabin in western Maryland called Deep Creek Lodge. After dinner, Gottlieb produced a bottle of Cointreau and poured drinks for the group. What the group did not know was that Gottlieb had laced the liqueur with a substantial dose of LSD.

The effects hit within an hour. Most of the men experienced mild disorientation and euphoria. Olson's reaction was different. He became agitated, paranoid, and deeply disturbed. Over the following days, his condition deteriorated. He told his wife he had made a terrible mistake. He said he wanted to leave his job. He said there were things he could not talk about.

Nine days later, on November 28, 1953, Frank Olson went through the closed window of room 1018A of the Hotel Statler in New York City and fell thirteen stories to his death.

The CIA called it a suicide. The Olson family would spend the next fifty years trying to prove it was murder.

 [image: Sidney Gottlieb, director of MKUltra]Sidney Gottlieb, the CIA chemist who directed MKUltra from 1953 to 1973. Known as the "Poisoner in Chief," Gottlieb oversaw 149 subprojects involving LSD, electroshock, and psychological manipulation.
 

Chapter Three
 The Experiments

 Frank Olson's death did not slow MKUltra down. If anything, it accelerated the program's expansion. Gottlieb had learned something from the incident — not a moral lesson about the dangers of drugging unwitting subjects, but a practical one about the unpredictability of LSD. The drug was powerful, but its effects were wildly variable. Some people found the experience enlightening. Others found it terrifying. A few, like Olson, broke. The challenge was to understand why — to find the variables that determined whether LSD would open a mind or shatter it.

To answer that question, Gottlieb needed subjects. Lots of subjects. And he needed them in conditions where the experiments could be controlled, observed, and repeated.

The solution was to go outside the Agency. Under Gottlieb's direction, MKUltra established a network of subprojects — 149 of them, eventually — at universities, hospitals, prisons, and pharmaceutical companies across the United States and Canada. The funding was laundered through CIA front organisations with innocuous names: the Society for the Investigation of Human Ecology, the Geschickter Fund for Medical Research, the Josiah Macy Jr. Foundation. The researchers who received the money were sometimes witting — they knew the CIA was behind the grants — and sometimes not. Some were willing participants in the program. Others believed they were conducting legitimate academic research funded by private philanthropy.

The experiments covered an enormous range of techniques. LSD was the most notorious, but it was far from the only approach. MKUltra subprojects explored mescaline, barbiturates, amphetamines, heroin, morphine, cannabis, and dozens of other substances. They investigated hypnosis, sensory deprivation, electroshock therapy, and psychological techniques designed to induce regression, compliance, or amnesia. They studied the effects of extreme isolation, prolonged sleep, and forced wakefulness. They explored what happened to the human mind when you took away every anchor of reality and left it floating in darkness.

Some of the experiments were conducted with the subjects' consent. Many were not. The CIA's own internal rules, such as they were, prohibited testing on unwitting subjects without the approval of the Deputy Director — but Gottlieb routinely ignored this requirement, and no one stopped him. The subjects who were chosen without their knowledge or consent were, almost without exception, people whom the Agency considered expendable: prisoners, psychiatric patients, drug addicts, sex workers, and members of racial minorities — people who, in the brutal calculus of Cold War intelligence, would not be believed if they complained and would not be missed if something went wrong.

One of the most notorious MKUltra operations was called Operation Midnight Climax. It was the brainchild of George Hunter White, a hard-drinking, larger-than-life narcotics agent who had worked with the OSS during the war and who became, under Gottlieb's patronage, one of the CIA's most enthusiastic experimenters.

White set up safe houses in San Francisco and New York — apartments that were equipped with two-way mirrors, recording equipment, and a generous supply of LSD. Prostitutes, recruited and paid by the CIA, would bring men back to the safe houses, where their drinks would be spiked with the drug. White and other agents would watch through the mirrors as the men — unwitting, unsuspecting, chosen at random from the population of a major American city — experienced the full force of an LSD trip in a setting designed to maximise disorientation and fear.

The San Francisco safe house was at 225 Chestnut Street, on Telegraph Hill, with a view of the Golden Gate Bridge. White had it decorated in a style he described as "Greenwich Village avant-garde" — abstract art, suggestive photographs, and indirect lighting. He furnished it with a portable bar and a selection of martini glasses. He mounted a toilet seat on the wall as a piece of art. He was, by all accounts, enjoying himself enormously.

The operation ran from 1955 to 1965. During that decade, an unknown number of American citizens were drugged without their knowledge in CIA-operated apartments, observed by government agents through one-way mirrors, and then released back into the streets of San Francisco and New York with no explanation and no follow-up care. Some of them had what might charitably be called difficult experiences. Some of them ended up in emergency rooms. None of them were ever told what had happened to them.

Meanwhile, at military installations across the country, the experiments continued in a more formal setting. At Edgewood Arsenal in Maryland, the Army's Chemical Corps was running its own human experimentation program, closely linked to MKUltra and funded by the same networks. Between 1948 and 1975, approximately seven thousand American soldiers were exposed to chemical and biological agents, including LSD, BZ (a powerful hallucinogen that could produce delirium lasting several days), tear gas, and nerve agents. The soldiers were nominally volunteers, but the standards of informed consent were almost nonexistent. Many were told they were participating in studies of protective equipment or common cold remedies. They signed consent forms that described the experiments in language so vague as to be meaningless.

One of these soldiers was a young man named James Joseph Bulger — "Whitey" to his friends and, eventually, to the FBI. Bulger was serving time at Atlanta Federal Penitentiary in the late 1950s when he was recruited for what he was told was a medical experiment to find a cure for schizophrenia. For eighteen months, he was given LSD regularly — sometimes twice a week. He experienced violent hallucinations, crushing anxiety, and what he would later describe as the feeling that his brain was being "taken apart and put back together wrong." The nightmares lasted the rest of his life.

Bulger would go on to become one of the most feared criminals in American history — the head of Boston's Winter Hill Gang, a man responsible for at least eleven murders, and an FBI informant whose reign of terror lasted decades. Whether MKUltra played any role in his transformation from a petty criminal into a psychopath is impossible to prove. But Bulger himself believed it did. "They were looking for the mind-control drug," he would later say, "and they used us as guinea pigs."

 [image: Whitey Bulger prison mugshot, 1956]James "Whitey" Bulger in his 1956 prison mugshot. As an inmate at Atlanta Federal Penitentiary, Bulger was given LSD repeatedly for eighteen months as part of MKUltra experiments. "They were looking for the mind-control drug," he later said, "and they used us as guinea pigs."
 

Chapter Four
 The Doctor

 Of all the experiments conducted under the MKUltra umbrella, none were more devastating — and none more thoroughly documented — than those carried out by Dr. Donald Ewen Cameron at the Allan Memorial Institute in Montreal.

Cameron was not a fringe figure. He was, by any conventional measure, one of the most distinguished psychiatrists of his generation. He had served as president of the World Psychiatric Association, the American Psychiatric Association, and the Canadian Psychiatric Association — the only person ever to hold all three positions. He had testified at the Nuremberg Trials as an expert on the psychology of the Nazi defendants. He was a man of enormous prestige, unquestioned authority, and absolute certainty in his own methods.

He was also, as it turned out, a man willing to use his patients as experimental subjects in ways that would have been recognised as torture in any other context.

Cameron ran the Allan Memorial Institute — the psychiatric department of Montreal's Royal Victoria Hospital — from 1943 to 1964. The institute was housed in Ravenscrag, a Gothic Victorian mansion on the slopes of Mount Royal that had been the home of Sir Hugh Allan, one of the wealthiest men in Canadian history. The building was imposing, atmospheric, and deeply isolated. Patients who entered Ravenscrag were, in a very real sense, cut off from the world.

Cameron's research focus was what he called "psychic driving." The theory — insofar as it was a theory and not simply an obsession — was that mental illness was caused by faulty patterns of thought and behaviour that had become deeply embedded in the brain. The cure, Cameron believed, was to erase those patterns entirely and start fresh. To wipe the mind clean, like reformatting a hard drive, and then write new patterns over the blank surface.

The erasure phase was called "depatterning." It involved three elements, applied simultaneously and over extended periods: massive doses of drugs, electroshock therapy at many times the normal voltage, and prolonged periods of drug-induced sleep.

The drugs were a cocktail of barbiturates, chlorpromazine, and LSD — the last supplied indirectly through MKUltra funding. Patients were put into drug-induced comas that lasted for weeks, sometimes months. They lay in darkened rooms, catheterised, fed through tubes, while the chemicals dissolved the normal rhythms of consciousness. They could not speak, could not move, could not orient themselves in time or space. They existed in a twilight state that was neither sleep nor waking — a pharmaceutical limbo from which they emerged, if they emerged at all, profoundly changed.

The electroshock was even worse. Standard ECT protocol in the 1950s called for a single treatment at 110 volts, administered a few times a week. Cameron used voltages far exceeding the norm, administered the treatments multiple times per day, and continued them over periods of weeks. The effect was to produce grand mal seizures — massive convulsions that left patients unconscious, incontinent, and profoundly disoriented. After extended courses of Cameron's ECT, patients lost not just the memories that were supposedly causing their illness but vast swathes of their autobiographical memory. They forgot their names. They forgot their families. They forgot how to dress themselves, how to use a toilet, how to speak.

Once the depatterning was complete — once the patient had been reduced to what Cameron described as a "state of differential awareness," a clinical euphemism for a mind stripped bare — the second phase began. This was the "psychic driving" proper. Patients were fitted with headphones or placed in rooms with speakers mounted on the walls, and they were subjected to recorded messages played on a continuous loop. The messages were simple — affirmations, corrections, instructions — and they were played for up to twenty hours a day, for weeks on end. Some patients heard the same message repeated half a million times.

The theory was that the driving messages would implant new patterns of thought in the wiped mind, the way data is written to a blank tape. The reality was that the messages achieved nothing — or rather, they achieved something, but not what Cameron intended. The patients did not acquire new personalities or new patterns of thought. They acquired anxiety, confusion, and a deep, permanent sense of violation. Many were left with devastating memory loss that never recovered. Some were reduced to a near-infantile state, unable to care for themselves, unable to recognise their own children.

The funding came through MKUltra Subproject 68. Between 1957 and 1964, the CIA channelled approximately sixty-nine thousand dollars to Cameron through the Society for the Investigation of Human Ecology, one of the Agency's front organisations. It was not a large sum, even by the standards of the time. Cameron's own hospital and the Canadian government provided far more. But the CIA money came with an implicit understanding: Cameron's research was of interest to American intelligence, and the results would be shared.

Cameron never expressed doubt about what he was doing. He published his methods openly in medical journals. He presented his findings at conferences. He spoke of his patients the way an engineer speaks of machines — as systems to be debugged, repaired, and reprogrammed. The ethical dimension of his work — the fact that he was inflicting profound suffering on vulnerable people who had come to him for help — seems never to have occurred to him, or if it did, he dismissed it as irrelevant to the larger project of understanding the mind.

His patients, by contrast, knew exactly what had been done to them. Or rather, they knew that something terrible had been done, even if they could not always remember the details. Many of them spent the rest of their lives trying to recover what Cameron had taken from them — their memories, their identities, their sense of self. Some succeeded, partially. Many did not.

One of them, a woman named Velma Orlikow, had entered the Allan Memorial Institute in 1956 suffering from postpartum depression. She was thirty-nine years old, intelligent, articulate, and married to David Orlikow, a Winnipeg municipal politician who would later become a member of the Canadian Parliament. Cameron subjected her to LSD, electroshock, and psychic driving over a period of years. When she emerged, she was a different person — fragile, confused, terrified of doctors. She would later become one of the lead plaintiffs in a class-action lawsuit against the CIA. She died in 1990, before the case was settled.

Cameron himself died of a heart attack in 1967, while climbing a mountain in Lake Placid, New York. He was sixty-six years old. He never faced any professional sanction for his experiments. He never expressed regret. He died as he had lived — certain, unyielding, and utterly convinced that he had been doing important work.

 [image: The Allan Memorial Institute (Ravenscrag), Montreal]The Allan Memorial Institute in Montreal, housed in the Gothic Victorian mansion called Ravenscrag. Here Dr. Donald Ewen Cameron conducted his notorious "psychic driving" experiments under MKUltra Subproject 68.
 

Chapter Five
 The Unwitting

 The experiments at the Allan Memorial Institute were exceptional in their cruelty, but they were not exceptional in their disregard for the rights of the people subjected to them. That disregard was the defining characteristic of MKUltra as a whole — a program that treated human beings as raw material, as inputs in an equation that was supposed to yield the secret of mind control but that yielded, instead, only suffering.

The full scope of MKUltra's human experimentation will never be known. In 1973, on the orders of CIA Director Richard Helms, the bulk of the program's records were destroyed. What survived — approximately twenty thousand documents — was discovered only by accident in 1977, misfiled in a financial records archive that the destruction order had not covered. Those documents provide a partial, fragmentary picture of a program that touched hundreds of institutions and thousands of lives. But the picture is incomplete. For every experiment that was documented, there were others that were not. For every subject who was identified, there were others who vanished into the gaps in the historical record.

What the surviving documents reveal is a pattern of experimentation that ranged from the reckless to the sadistic. At the Addiction Research Centre in Lexington, Kentucky — a federal facility that was nominally a hospital for drug addicts but was in practice a prison — Dr. Harris Isbell conducted experiments in which inmates were given LSD for seventy-seven consecutive days, with the dose steadily increased as tolerance developed. The subjects were African American men, most of them heroin addicts who had been arrested on drug charges and who were offered reduced sentences in exchange for their participation. The consent they gave was compromised by their circumstances to the point of meaninglessness — these were men in cages being offered the key in exchange for submitting to chemical experimentation.

At the University of Oklahoma, Dr. Louis Jolyon West — who would later become famous as the psychiatrist who examined Jack Ruby — conducted experiments with LSD and other hallucinogens on mentally ill patients and prisoners. At one point, West injected an elephant named Tusko with a massive dose of LSD to study the drug's effects on a large mammal. The elephant collapsed and died within minutes. West attributed the death to a reaction between the LSD and the tranquilliser he had administered as an antidote. The incident became one of the more darkly absurd footnotes in the history of Cold War science.

At Harvard University, Dr. Henry Murray — a distinguished psychologist who had developed personality assessment techniques for the OSS during the war — conducted a series of experiments on undergraduate students between 1959 and 1962. The experiments were designed to measure responses to extreme psychological stress. Students were told they would be participating in a debate about their personal philosophies. Instead, they were subjected to brutal, sustained verbal attacks by a trained interrogator who ridiculed their beliefs, their intelligence, and their character while they were strapped to a chair and monitored with electrodes. The sessions were filmed and played back to the subjects afterward, forcing them to watch their own humiliation.

One of Murray's subjects was a sixteen-year-old mathematics prodigy named Theodore John Kaczynski. Kaczynski had entered Harvard at sixteen, younger than almost all his classmates, socially isolated, and deeply uncomfortable in the competitive atmosphere of an Ivy League university. He participated in Murray's experiments for three years. The experience, by his own later account, was devastating. Whether Murray's experiments were directly funded by MKUltra has never been definitively established — Murray had documented connections to the intelligence community, and the timing and nature of the experiments fit the MKUltra pattern — but the question has haunted the historical record. Kaczynski, of course, would later become the Unabomber, a man who waged a seventeen-year campaign of mail bombings against targets he associated with technology and the destruction of human freedom.

The connection between MKUltra and the Unabomber is not a simple one, and it would be irresponsible to claim that Murray's experiments "created" Kaczynski. But the experiments clearly inflicted lasting psychological damage on a young man who was already vulnerable, and they did so in a context — Cold War intelligence research — that valued results over human welfare. Kaczynski himself, in his writings from prison, described the Murray experiments as a formative experience. He did not blame them for everything he became, but he did not forgive them either.

Then there was Frank Olson. His case, more than any other, crystallised the moral horror of MKUltra — not because what happened to him was the worst thing the program did, but because his death was the most visible and the most thoroughly investigated, and because the investigation revealed, layer by layer, the depths of the Agency's willingness to lie.

The official story of Olson's death was that he had suffered a psychotic episode after being dosed with LSD and had jumped from his hotel window in a fit of despair. The CIA kept the story secret for more than twenty years. When it finally emerged, in the wake of the Church Committee hearings in 1975, the Agency expressed regret, and President Gerald Ford personally apologised to the Olson family. Congress authorised a settlement of $750,000. The case was officially closed.

It was not closed for the Olson family. Frank Olson's son, Eric, had been nine years old when his father died. He spent the rest of his life investigating the circumstances of that death. In 1994, he had his father's body exhumed and examined by a forensic pathologist. The examination revealed a previously undetected cranial haematoma — a wound to the head that was inconsistent with a fall and consistent with a blow. The pathologist's conclusion was that Frank Olson had likely been struck on the head before going through the window.

A grand jury investigation was opened in 1996 but produced no indictments. Eric Olson filed a lawsuit against the CIA that was eventually dismissed on procedural grounds. He continued to press for answers for more than five decades. The question of whether Frank Olson was murdered by the CIA — whether the man who was supposed to be a colleague and a patriot was killed because he knew too much and was threatening to talk — remains officially unanswered.

But the evidence points in one direction. And the silence of the men who could have answered the question — the silence that was maintained for decades, through investigations and lawsuits and congressional hearings — speaks its own kind of truth.

 [image: Frank Olson (1910–1953)]Frank Olson, the U.S. Army biochemist who was covertly dosed with LSD by Sidney Gottlieb in November 1953. Nine days later, Olson fell from the thirteenth floor of the Hotel Statler in New York City. The CIA called it suicide. His family spent fifty years trying to prove it was murder.
 

Chapter Six
 The Destruction

 By the early 1960s, MKUltra was beginning to eat itself. The program had been running for nearly a decade. It had consumed millions of dollars. It had subjected thousands of people to experiments that ranged from the merely unpleasant to the permanently damaging. And it had produced, by any honest assessment, nothing of practical value.

The dream of mind control — the dream that had launched the program in the first place — remained exactly that. There was no truth serum. There was no compliance drug. There was no technique that could reliably reprogram a human mind. LSD was powerful but uncontrollable — it produced wildly different effects in different people, and the idea that it could be used as a precision tool of interrogation or behaviour modification was, by the early 1960s, clearly a fantasy. The other approaches — hypnosis, sensory deprivation, electroshock — were similarly disappointing. They could break people. They could damage people. But they could not control them.

In 1963, the CIA's Inspector General, John Earman, conducted an internal review of MKUltra. His report was scathing. He found that the program had been run with almost no oversight, that the experiments on unwitting subjects posed "serious moral questions" and "extreme security risks," and that the scientific methodology was often so poor that the results were meaningless. He recommended significant reforms, including a halt to the testing on unwitting subjects.

Gottlieb resisted. Dulles was no longer Director — he had been forced out by President Kennedy after the Bay of Pigs disaster in 1961 — but Gottlieb had powerful allies within the Agency, and the culture of secrecy that had protected MKUltra from the beginning continued to shield it from scrutiny. Some experiments were scaled back. Operation Midnight Climax was shut down in 1965 when George Hunter White retired. But the program itself continued, in reduced form, into the late 1960s and early 1970s.

The man who finally ended MKUltra — and who then tried to ensure that no one would ever learn what it had done — was Richard Helms.

Helms had been Director of Central Intelligence since 1966. He was, in many ways, the quintessential CIA man — calm, polished, impenetrable, a product of the Eastern establishment who had risen through the Agency's ranks by being both competent and discreet. He was not a zealot like Dulles or a technician like Gottlieb. He was an administrator, a man who understood institutions and how to protect them.

In the early 1970s, Helms had reason to be worried. The political landscape had shifted dramatically since the program's inception. The Vietnam War had eroded public trust in the government. The counterculture had turned LSD — the CIA's secret weapon — into a sacrament of rebellion. Investigative journalists were beginning to ask questions about the Agency's domestic activities. And the Watergate scandal, which was unfolding in real time, was demonstrating that government secrets, no matter how well buried, had a way of surfacing.

In January 1973, Helms was informed that he was being replaced as Director. He had a few weeks before his departure. He used them to order the destruction of the MKUltra files.

The order was given to Gottlieb — who was himself preparing to retire — and it was carried out with the efficiency one might expect from men who had spent their careers managing secrets. Files were pulled from cabinets. Documents were fed into shredders. Boxes of records were trucked to the Agency's burn facility and incinerated. The destruction was systematic, thorough, and very nearly complete.

When it was done, twenty years of research — the protocols, the results, the names of subjects and institutions, the correspondence between Gottlieb and his network of researchers — had been reduced to ash. The official rationale was that the program had been terminated and the files were no longer operationally relevant. The actual rationale was simpler: Richard Helms knew that if those files ever became public, the consequences for the Agency — and for the men who had run the program — would be devastating.

He was right about the consequences. He was wrong about the completeness of the destruction.

The files that survived did so because of a bureaucratic accident. When Gottlieb's staff destroyed the operational files — the experiment records, the correspondence, the subject lists — they did not think to destroy the financial records. The vouchers, receipts, and payment records for MKUltra had been filed separately, in the Agency's Office of Finance, and the destruction order either did not reach them or was not applied to them. These financial records — approximately twenty thousand pages — were dry, technical documents: invoices, budget allocations, payment authorisations. They did not contain the vivid details of individual experiments. But they contained something almost as valuable: the names of institutions, the amounts of money, the dates of transactions, and enough contextual information to reconstruct, in broad outline, the scope and nature of MKUltra.

For four years, the surviving files sat in the CIA's archives, unread and unremarked. Then, in 1977, a researcher named John Marks filed a Freedom of Information Act request for any remaining MKUltra documents. The CIA's records search turned up the financial files. And the secret that Richard Helms had tried to burn out of existence began, slowly and painfully, to come to light.

 [image: CIA Director Richard Helms]CIA Director Richard Helms (right), photographed at the White House. In January 1973, weeks before leaving office, Helms ordered the destruction of nearly all MKUltra records — an act that very nearly erased the program from history.
 

Chapter Seven
 The Reckoning

 The reckoning began in 1974, and it began not with MKUltra but with a broader crisis of confidence in American intelligence. Investigative reporter Seymour Hersh published a front-page story in the New York Times on December 22, 1974, revealing that the CIA had conducted a "massive, illegal domestic intelligence operation" during the Nixon administration, including surveillance of anti-war activists and civil rights leaders. The story detonated like a bomb in Washington. President Ford convened a blue-ribbon commission — the Rockefeller Commission — to investigate. The Senate created a select committee, chaired by Senator Frank Church of Idaho. The House created its own committee, chaired by Congressman Otis Pike of New York.

The Church Committee, as it became known, was the most consequential congressional investigation of intelligence activities in American history. Between January 1975 and April 1976, the committee held 126 meetings, interviewed over eight hundred witnesses, and produced fourteen reports totalling thousands of pages. The scope of what it uncovered was staggering: assassination plots against foreign leaders, domestic surveillance programs, illegal mail-opening operations, and — buried in the avalanche of revelations — the existence of MKUltra.

The committee's investigation of MKUltra was hampered from the outset by the destruction of records. Helms had done his work well. The operational files were gone, and the witnesses who could have testified about specific experiments were reluctant, evasive, or — in Gottlieb's case — virtually unavailable. But the committee had the financial records, and it had the testimony of CIA Director William Colby, who had succeeded Helms and who had adopted a policy of cautious cooperation with congressional investigators. Colby confirmed the program's existence, described its general outlines, and acknowledged that it had involved experiments on unwitting subjects.

The most dramatic moment of the Church Committee's public hearings came on September 17, 1975, when Senator Church held up a CIA dart gun — a modified Colt .45 pistol that could fire a small dart coated with shellfish toxin — and displayed it for the television cameras. The weapon had been developed by the Technical Services Staff, Gottlieb's division, and had been stockpiled in violation of a presidential order to destroy all biological weapons. The image of a United States senator holding a CIA assassination weapon on live television became one of the defining images of the era — a visual symbol of an intelligence community that had operated beyond the law and beyond accountability.

But the Church Committee's investigation of MKUltra was necessarily limited. The committee was dealing with a universe of intelligence abuses, and MKUltra was one program among many. The deeper investigation came two years later, when Senator Edward Kennedy convened hearings before the Senate Subcommittee on Health and Scientific Research.

The Kennedy hearings, held in August 1977, were triggered by the discovery of the surviving MKUltra financial records. The new CIA Director, Admiral Stansfield Turner, appeared before the committee and revealed that the Agency had located approximately twenty thousand pages of MKUltra-related documents that had escaped the 1973 destruction. Turner was visibly uncomfortable — he had inherited a scandal he had played no part in creating — but he was forthcoming. He described 149 subprojects. He named some of the institutions involved. He acknowledged that the program had included experiments on unwitting subjects and that some of those subjects had been seriously harmed.

Sidney Gottlieb was called to testify. He appeared before the committee on September 21, 1977, walking with a cane and claiming to be in poor health. He invoked his Fifth Amendment right against self-incrimination on many questions. On others, he displayed a remarkable inability to remember details of a program he had directed for two decades. He acknowledged the general outlines of MKUltra but denied personal responsibility for its worst excesses. He said the destruction of files had been routine — a standard security procedure — and not an attempt to conceal wrongdoing.

The committee did not believe him. Kennedy, in particular, pressed Gottlieb hard, asking how a program that had experimented on unwitting American citizens could be characterised as anything other than a fundamental violation of human rights. Gottlieb's response was evasive. He spoke of national security imperatives. He spoke of the threat posed by Soviet mind-control research. He spoke as though the Cold War justified everything — every experiment, every shattered life, every secret kept and every record burned.

The hearings produced a detailed public record of MKUltra's operations — the most comprehensive account that would ever be compiled, given the destruction of the primary sources. The final report, published by the Senate in 1977 under the title Project MKULTRA, The CIA's Program of Research in Behavioral Modification, ran to nearly two hundred pages and painted a picture of an agency that had operated with no meaningful oversight, no accountability, and no regard for the rights or welfare of the people it had used as experimental subjects.

The consequences for the men who had run the program were remarkably mild. No criminal charges were ever filed. Gottlieb retired to rural Virginia, where he kept goats, practiced folk dancing, and volunteered at a hospice. Helms pleaded no contest to two misdemeanor charges of failing to testify fully before Congress about CIA activities in Chile — not about MKUltra — and was fined two thousand dollars. He paid the fine with contributions from former colleagues and described it as a "badge of honour."

The victims received even less. A handful of Cameron's patients in Montreal eventually won settlements — nine former patients sued the CIA and settled in 1988 for a total of $750,000, and in 1992 the Canadian government compensated seventy-seven former patients with approximately $100,000 each for years of experimentation that had destroyed their minds. The Olson family received their $750,000 and a presidential apology. The thousands of other subjects — the prisoners, the addicts, the psychiatric patients, the soldiers, the unwitting visitors to George Hunter White's safe houses — received nothing. Most of them were never even identified.

 [image: Cover page of the 1977 Senate report on MKUltra]The cover page of "Project MKULTRA, The CIA's Program of Research in Behavioral Modification" — the 1977 Senate report that publicly documented the program's scope and abuses for the first time.
 

Chapter Eight
 The Legacy

 Sidney Gottlieb died on March 7, 1999, at the age of eighty. He had spent his final years in a small farmhouse in the Shenandoah Valley of Virginia, tending his goats, growing Christmas trees, and meditating. He had volunteered at a hospice for the dying and had travelled to India to work at a leper colony. He spoke of these activities with what those who knew him described as genuine conviction — a belief that he was, in some small way, making amends.

He never said for what.

In the years since the Church Committee and the Kennedy hearings, the story of MKUltra has passed through several phases of public understanding. In the immediate aftermath of the revelations, there was outrage — congressional hearings, presidential apologies, promises of reform. The Foreign Intelligence Surveillance Act, executive orders restricting human experimentation, and the establishment of permanent congressional intelligence oversight committees were enacted to prevent the kind of unchecked agency power that had made MKUltra possible. The CIA's Inspector General was given more authority. Congressional oversight committees were established and strengthened.

Then the outrage faded, as outrage tends to do, and MKUltra drifted into the realm of conspiracy theory and cultural mythology. The program's real horrors — the unwitting drugging of American citizens, the destruction of minds in Canadian hospitals, the death of Frank Olson — became entangled with fictional embellishments and paranoid speculation. In the popular imagination, MKUltra became something larger and more lurid than what it actually was: a program of mind control so sophisticated that it had succeeded in creating Manchurian Candidates, sleeper agents, and programmed assassins. The truth — that the program had failed, that mind control remained as impossible at the end of MKUltra as it had been at the beginning — was less dramatic and therefore less memorable.

The conspiracy theories served a purpose, whether they knew it or not. By making MKUltra sound fantastical — by associating it with claims about CIA assassins, celebrity mind slaves, and secret government programs that controlled the population — the mythologisers made it easier for sceptical, rational people to dismiss the whole subject. If MKUltra was just a conspiracy theory, then it could be filed away with UFOs and the Kennedy assassination and forgotten. The fact that it was also a documented, confirmed, congressional-record-verified reality tended to get lost in the noise.

But the reality is stubborn, and it persists. The twenty thousand surviving documents are available to anyone who wants to read them. The Senate report is a public record. The testimony of Gottlieb, Turner, Colby, and others is preserved in the congressional archives. The names of the institutions that participated — Harvard, Stanford, Columbia, the University of Oklahoma, McGill, and dozens of others — are matters of historical fact. The experiments happened. The victims suffered. And the men responsible were never held accountable.

The deeper legacy of MKUltra is not about the specific experiments or the specific victims. It is about the principle that made the program possible — the principle that national security, sufficiently invoked, can justify anything. That the defence of freedom can require the destruction of freedom. That the government can, in secret, do things to its own citizens that would be recognised as crimes if done by anyone else, and that the cloak of classification is sufficient to transform a crime into a policy.

This principle did not die with MKUltra. It survived the Church Committee, the Kennedy hearings, and the reforms of the late 1970s. It survived because it is not a policy or a program but a way of thinking — a habit of mind that recurs whenever a nation is frightened and its institutions are powerful and the people who run those institutions believe, as Allen Dulles believed and Sidney Gottlieb believed and Richard Helms believed, that they know better than the public what is necessary for the public's safety.

The survivors of MKUltra — those who lived long enough to understand what had been done to them — offered a different perspective. They did not speak of national security or Soviet threats or the exigencies of the Cold War. They spoke of trust. They had trusted their government, their doctors, their hospitals. They had trusted that the institutions of a free society would protect them. And those institutions had betrayed them — not through negligence or incompetence but through a deliberate, systematic, and secret program of experimentation that treated them as less than human.

The last of Cameron's known patients in Montreal died in the 2010s. Eric Olson spent more than fifty years investigating his father's death. The soldiers who were dosed at Edgewood Arsenal, the prisoners who were experimented on at Lexington, the anonymous men who wandered out of George Hunter White's safe houses on Telegraph Hill — most of them are gone now, their stories untold, their suffering unacknowledged.

The documents remain. The twenty thousand pages that Richard Helms failed to destroy sit in the National Archives, yellowing and fragile, stamped with classification markings that are now merely decorative. They are dry, bureaucratic, technical — invoices and budget allocations and payment authorisations. They do not scream. They do not weep. They are the quietest kind of evidence, the kind that requires patience and attention to understand.

But they are enough. They are enough to prove that for twenty years, the Central Intelligence Agency of the United States conducted a program of human experimentation that violated every principle of medical ethics, every standard of human decency, and every law that was supposed to protect American citizens from their own government. They are enough to prove that the program was authorised at the highest levels, conducted in secret, and covered up with a thoroughness that very nearly succeeded. And they are enough to remind us — if we are willing to be reminded — that the most dangerous words in any democracy are trust us, spoken by men who have decided, in secret, that the rules do not apply to them.

The files are open now. The question is whether anyone is still reading.

 [image: Declassified MKUltra document]A page from the declassified MKUltra files. Of the approximately twenty thousand documents that survived Richard Helms's 1973 destruction order, most were financial records — dry, bureaucratic, technical. But they were enough to prove what the CIA had done.
 

Timeline

 1943 — Swiss chemist Albert Hofmann at Sandoz Laboratories accidentally discovers the psychedelic effects of LSD-25.

 1947 — The National Security Act creates the Central Intelligence Agency from the wartime Office of Strategic Services.

 1950 — American POWs in Korea appear on Chinese state radio making "confessions." Journalist Edward Hunter introduces the term "brainwashing" to the American public.

 1950 — The CIA launches Project BLUEBIRD, its first behavioural modification program. It is renamed ARTICHOKE in 1951.

 1953 (April 13) — CIA Director Allen Dulles authorises MKUltra. Sidney Gottlieb is appointed to direct the program.

 1953 (November 19) — Gottlieb covertly doses Frank Olson and others with LSD at Deep Creek Lodge, Maryland.

 1953 (November 28) — Frank Olson falls to his death from room 1018A of the Hotel Statler in New York City. The CIA rules it a suicide.

 1955–1965 — Operation Midnight Climax: CIA safe houses in San Francisco and New York dose unwitting citizens with LSD, observed through one-way mirrors.

 1957–1964 — Dr. Donald Ewen Cameron conducts "psychic driving" experiments at the Allan Memorial Institute in Montreal under MKUltra Subproject 68.

 1959–1962 — Dr. Henry Murray conducts stress experiments on Harvard undergraduates, including sixteen-year-old Theodore Kaczynski.

 1963 — CIA Inspector General John Earman produces a scathing internal review of MKUltra, recommending a halt to unwitting experiments.

 1964 — Ken Kesey, a former MKUltra test subject at Menlo Park VA Hospital, launches the Acid Tests. LSD escapes the laboratory and enters the counterculture.

 1973 (January) — CIA Director Richard Helms orders the destruction of all MKUltra files before leaving office. Sidney Gottlieb oversees the shredding and incineration. Approximately twenty thousand financial records survive by accident.

 1974 (December 22) — Seymour Hersh's New York Times exposé on CIA domestic spying triggers congressional investigations.

 1975 (January–April 1976) — The Church Committee investigates CIA abuses, including MKUltra. Senator Frank Church displays a CIA dart gun on live television.

 1975 — President Ford apologises to the Olson family. Congress authorises a $750,000 settlement.

 1977 (August 3) — Senator Edward Kennedy convenes hearings on MKUltra. CIA Director Stansfield Turner reveals the discovery of twenty thousand surviving documents.

 1977 (September 21) — Sidney Gottlieb testifies before the Senate, invoking the Fifth Amendment and claiming memory loss.

 1988 — Nine of Cameron's former patients in Montreal sue the CIA. The case is settled in 1988 for $750,000.

 1992 — The Canadian government compensates seventy-seven former patients of the Allan Memorial Institute with approximately $100,000 each.

 1994 — Frank Olson's body is exhumed. A forensic pathologist finds a previously undetected cranial haematoma inconsistent with a fall.

 1999 (March 7) — Sidney Gottlieb dies at age eighty in rural Virginia.

 • • •

 

About This Book

 MKUltra is a dramatised historical narrative based on documented events. The chronology, key figures, and factual framework are grounded in primary sources — including the declassified MKUltra documents, the 1977 Senate report, and the Church Committee findings — while some scene detail is imaginatively reconstructed to bring the story to life.
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