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‘A case of truth being stranger than fiction in all its glory … the whole mix is fascinating. Parsons’ struggle to achieve a working rocket would make a good story in its own right, but add in the science fiction, add in the strange religion and characters like Hubbard – and finally, throw into the mix Parsons’ horrendous death in an apparently accidental explosion at home … it’s a cracker, that rarest of things, a popular science book that’s a page-turner too’

PopularScience.co.uk

‘Readable and engrossing’

Bryan Appleyard, Literary Review

‘This amazing book is set in a more brightly coloured universe than most scientific lives are … George Pendle’s superbly detailed and addictively readable book makes the reader fall in love with these young men’s energy and enthusiasm, and the blazing trail that Parsons left behind him as he finally fell to earth’

Maggie Gee, Daily Telegraph

‘Forget geek stereotypes. Parsons’ life seems straight out of a Hollywood thriller … Pendle’s book leaves us with a taste of genius’s energy and fragility’

Los Angeles magazine

‘Pendle weaves a fascinating yarn … he deftly and seemingly effortlessly leads his readers through the technical aspects of Parsons’ work. You don’t have to be a rocket scientist to enjoy it’

Seattle Times

‘A riveting tale of rocketry, the occult, and boom-and-bust 1920s and 1930s Los Angeles’

Booklist (starred review)

‘As a history of space travel, Strange Angel is a cornerstone. This is your book if you want to start reading up on the space age. Highly recommended’

Ray Bradbury

‘An engaging treatment of a time whean the modern world moved at the same speed as crazed mania’

The Onion

‘George Pendle, with his graceful, measured prose, describes a handsome man of charm and intellect … The author skilfully steers us through the quagmire of Parsons’s personal life to place him on the pedestal that he deserves, so that we may admire his remarkable legacy to modern rocket science’

Observer

‘Offers glimpses not only of the history of a lab, a science and a group of extraordinary people but also of America’s rapidly changing political and cultural assumptions … Parsons’s story is an intriguing one, full of contradictions that seem quintessentially of their time’

New York Times Book Review

‘Tells a spellbinding story … Strange Angel has a strong narrative drive and reads like a novel – except that novels need to be plausible, whereas the life of Jack Parsons, poet, magician and rocket pioneer, had no such constraint’

American Scientist

‘Pendle vividly tells the story of a mysterious and forgotten man who embodied the contradictions of his time … Pendle offers a fascinating glimpse into a world long past, a story that would make a compelling work of fiction if it weren’t so astonishingly true’

Publishers Weekly

‘Strange Angel could be a hybrid sired by Gravity’s Rainbow out of Foucault’s Pendulum. Explosively fascinating’

Globe & Mail (Toronto)

‘[A] rambunctiously funny, deliriously weird, and incredibly true story of a space-science pioneer turned lustful witch’

Mike Davis, author of City of Quartz

‘You couldn’t make it up’

Physics World
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“No rocket goes as far astray as man.”

—ROBERT LOWELL



PROLOGUE

Moderation has never yet engineered an explosion.

—ELLEN GLASGOW, The Woman Within

At 5:08 P.M. on June 17, 1952, an explosion rips through the warm, lush air that blankets the city of Pasadena. Those who are closest to the explosion will say that there were two almost simultaneous blasts. But by the time the sounds reach the famed mission-style dome of City Hall some two miles away from their source, they have fused into one indistinct eruption. People turn blindly to the sky, trying to find the source of the explosion. Tentatively at first, then more confidently, they dismiss it as construction noise or demolition work. Pasadena is changing rapidly these days.

Those to the south of the city center can pinpoint the noise a little better. It seems to have come from the edge of the Arroyo Seco, the wild valley that runs along the western border of Pasadena and separates the city from the encroaching sprawl of Los Angeles. Indeed, those near the Arroyo flinch and swing their heads instinctively toward the source of the sound—Orange Grove Avenue, that faded relic of the city’s glorious past better known as Millionaire’s Row.

On Orange Grove the explosion causes the magnolia trees to shudder. Heads appear out of windows and people stand frozen as the blast echoes off the few remaining white-washed mansions, ringing high over the empty lots and building sites. The sound does not come from the French manor house of John S. Cravens, former president of the Edison Company. Nor does it come from the Busch Gardens that had once played host to presidents and those even more powerful. The Macris estate, home to the reclusive oil heiress, stands unmoved. No, the sound of the explosion came from 1071 South Orange Grove, the old Cruikshank estate.

But the old Cruikshank manor has long since been torn down. Once the home of California’s most prominent attorney, its place is taken now by some of the first condominiums to breach this once restricted area. They sit awkwardly alone, an air of incongruity hanging heavily on their modern frames as if membership to the street still eluded them. The explosion seemed to come from beyond them, down the long, serpentine drive that remains from the manor’s glory days. It is now clear that the blast came from the estate’s old coach house.

Loose sheaves of paper have been blown out onto the driveway and the surrounding lawn. Thin smoke cloaks the building. All but one of the large garage doors have been knocked from their hinges and lie askew on the ground, buckled and broken. The window frames hang glassless and limp from the wall. It is as if the building has disgorged itself. Getting closer, one can see that the doors previously enclosed a large room, although it is hard to make out the room’s exact dimensions since it is clogged with debris. The heavy timber frames from the ceiling have collapsed, and the floor is covered in splintered wood, broken plaster, and the unidentifiable confetti of destruction. The side walls have been stripped of their plaster, and the exposed wooden support struts loomed like a broken rib cage. The back wall has exploded outward, revealing a shattered greenhouse slumped some twenty-five feet away. There is an acrid, chemical smell in the room. The right-side wall bulges unnaturally, blocking shut the door to an adjacent room. There is a large hole, charred black, in the middle of the floor.

The room appears to have been used as a laundry. A dented boiler squats in the corner, its water pipes buckled and bent. A large cast-iron wash tub has been ripped from its fitting and lies wedged against the wall as if it had been tossed aside by an uninterested child. Two people, a young man and an older woman, are straining to move it. It is too heavy to lift, so they try to roll it away. Finally it tumbles onto its side. Beneath its white bulk they find a pool of blood and, lying in it, the singed and broken body of a man. They pull him to the wall as carefully as they can and prop him up. He looks like a life-sized rag doll. The man’s shoes have been shredded by the force of the explosion. His legs lie shattered and limp in front of him, unnaturally crooked. His white shirt is scorched black and stained red, the right sleeve flapping uselessly; there is no arm to fill it. But this is not the worst. The left side of the man’s face is slack and expressionless, and the right side appears to have disappeared altogether. The skin has been ripped off, exposing the white of jaw bone and teeth. One eye is open, the other appears not even to be there so covered in gore is the face. And there is the sound of groaning; despite his horrific injuries, the man is conscious.

Greg Ganci, who has just propped the body up, stands back in a daze. He is a young actor, in his mid-twenties, and has been renting one of the upstairs bedrooms for the past three weeks. He looks up and sees the hole in the ceiling that had appeared in his floor only moments before. Another boarder, Martin Foshaug, now comes downstairs and surveys the devastation. He called the police immediately after the explosion occurred. The older woman who had helped move the body, Foshaug’s mother, goes upstairs. She has something on the stove and doesn’t want it to boil over.

Ganci and Foshaug look at the devastation that surrounds them. As the smoke clears, the room seems to reveal itself as something other than a laundry. Around the body lie broken bottles made of thick dark glass, vials, flasks, and test tubes. The man continues to groan. Ganci says to Foshaug, “We’ve got to go and tell his wife.” As he turns to leave, he notices hypodermic needles spilling out of one of the overturned trash cans. He looks at Foshaug and back down at the needles. “We don’t want to be accused of taking drugs,” he says with sudden urgency. They sweep them up and dispose of them as the sound of sirens emerges in the distance.

Reams of paper continue to waft around and out of the room, brushing up against the groaning, half-dead man. Some carry abstruse chemical formulas, sketches of molecular composition, and long streams of tables and equations. Neatly clipped newspaper cuttings singed by the heat of the explosion tell tales of blasts in shipyards and bombs placed under cars, of massive loss of life and unexplained causes. The garishly colored covers of science fiction magazines float by, ripped from their staples, tattered and torn. Other pages have strange symbols on them, pentagrams, cabalistic charts, and writing in unintelligible languages. As the sirens get louder and louder, the paper seems to swathe the crushed body like bandages.

Ganci is driving quickly along Orange Grove toward 424 Arroyo Terrace, a couple of miles to the north. The door is not opened by the wife Ganci expected to see, but rather by the mother, sixty-one-year-old Ruth Parsons, who has been taking care of the house for the summer. Her son and daughter-in-law have been staying with her for the past few weeks prior to a long-planned holiday, and their suitcases line the corridor. It is the first time that Ruth Parsons has lived with her son since he was a child. Ganci speaks, trying to catch his breath, “Mrs. Parsons,” he says, “Jack has been injured in an explosion in the house.” There is the slightest of pauses before Ruth Parsons screams. She covers her mouth with her hand, gasping for breath. “Oh, my God!” she screams over and over again. Ganci helps her to a chair and sits with her for a few long minutes. As her sobs slowly quiet, Ganci speaks again, “Mrs. Parsons, he’s very badly hurt. There’s a possibility that he may not live.” Ruth Parsons screams and groans again. Ganci, not knowing quite what to do, says he will send word about her son’s progress, and leaves her.

By the time he returns to the coach house, Jack Parsons, still conscious, has been rushed to Huntingdon Memorial Hospital. The ambulance crew inform the arriving newspaper reporters that Parsons had struggled to tell them something, but the wounds to his face would not allow him to speak. They had tried, but could not find the rest of his right arm. In the coach house police investigators have their notepads out and are trying to ascertain the cause of the explosion. Ganci and Foshaug describe what happened as best they can. They were the man’s tenants. They had known him only for a few months. Just outside the garage door, unaffected by the blast, are several boxes full of glass bottles labelled DANGER—EXPLOSIVES. The reporters photograph the police investigator as he works his way through the rubble; he estimates that there are enough explosives still remaining in the laboratory to “blow up half the block.” He puts a call through to the army’s Fifty-eighth Ordnance Disposal Unit to remove them and quickly covers some of the bottles so the camera flashes won’t ignite any light-sensitive chemicals.

Some twenty or so reporters and photographers are now at the scene of the blast, walking in and around the building, reading the scraps of paper that lie strewn across the floor. A local newspaperman finds a fragment of legible handwriting. It reads, “Let me know the misery totally. And spare not and be not spared. Sacrament and Crucifixion. Oh my passion and shame.”

Amidst this confusion of police and press, Marjorie Cameron Parsons, Jack Parsons’ wife, returns to the coach house in a car pulling a trailer. The reporters, sensing a widow in the making, swarm around her. Stunned as she is, all she can say is that her husband was a chemist, that she is an artist, and that they were due to leave for Mexico that very day for a holiday. In fact, they were going to leave as soon as her husband had finished working with his chemicals. Some of the more inquisitive reporters lift up the tarpaulin covering the trailer. It contains canvases, paints, a record player, archery equipment, and fencing foils. Marjorie Parsons gets back into her car and drives to the hospital. However, by the time she arrives, her husband, John Whiteside Parsons, known as Jack to his friends, has been declared dead. He was thirty-seven years old.

It is 6:30 P.M. At 424 Arroyo Terrace Ruth Parsons has just been informed of her son’s death. Ever since Ganci had told her of the accident, she has been drinking heavily. Now she becomes hysterical, screaming “I’m going to kill myself! I can’t stand this!” Mrs. Helen Rowan, a friend who is staying at the house, tries to comfort her, but Ruth Parsons is staggering wildly around the house, and Mrs. Rowan, who is chair-bound with arthritis, can do little to stop her. Mrs. Rowan phones for a doctor and is told that a prescription for the sedative Nembutal is being sent to calm Ruth down. Mrs. Nadia Kibort, another of Ruth’s elderly friends, arrives with the pills. She gives Ruth two of them. Ruth swallows them with alacrity and places the bottle of pills on the piano. Talking to Ruth slowly and calmly, Mrs. Kibort coaxes her into an easy chair opposite Mrs. Rowan. Slowly the sobs ease, and Mrs. Kibort, seeing that Ruth is calmer, goes to the kitchen to prepare some food. After a minute or two Ruth Parsons stands up, grabs the bottle of sedatives, and begins to swallow its contents. Mrs. Rowan, unable to stand, can only watch aghast. She begs her to stop, but Ruth does not heed her and continues to gulp down the pills. Realizing she is powerless, Mrs. Rowan screams for help and Mrs. Kibort hurries as quickly as she can back into the room. But by that time Ruth Parsons has slumped back into her chair. The pill bottle is almost empty. A nurse is called; however, by the time the nurse arrives, Ruth Parsons is barely conscious. A doctor follows quickly, but the barbiturates have completed their work. Mrs. Ruth Virginia Parsons is declared dead at 9:05 P.M., less than four hours after her son. When an ambulance crew arrives to remove the body, they find Ruth’s dog standing guard at her feet.

Back at 1071 South Orange Grove, the reporters and police are leaving. Deadlines are approaching and reports need to be written. Word comes over the radio of Ruth’s death, and the photographers scurry up the road to get pictures of this new macabre development. Once there is no one left, Ganci and Foshaug force their way into the room that had been closed off by the buckled wall. The room they step into is painted bright pink. Black lace is draped over the bookshelves, and on one wall is a ten-foot-high painting of a black devil’s head with huge eyes and horns. “We better paint over that face,” says Ganci to Foshaug, “or else this is going to haunt us for years to come.” Rather ruefully, they begin to whitewash the devil from existence.

The paint was still drying on the demon in the garage when the next day’s newspapers appeared. In spite of the fact that the chairman of the United States Joint Chiefs of Staff had warned Congress that the Soviet Union “could overrun Europe today,” that the army had placed its homeland antiaircraft batteries on high alert against the possibility of a Soviet air attack, and that Ingrid Bergman had given birth to twins, the front page of the Los Angeles Times was emblazoned with the headline: ROCKET SCIENTIST KILLED IN PASADENA EXPLOSION.

At first glance the story seemed a straightforward, if shocking, family tragedy, as well as a terrible loss for the world of science. The newspapers sadly outlined Parsons’ accomplishments and his terrible end. He had been a scientist at the California Institute of Technology (Caltech) in Pasadena and while there had worked with the famed Dr. Theodore von Kármán, the presiding genius of aeronautics. He had been one of the founders of the prestigious Jet Propulsion Laboratory (JPL) situated just a few miles northwest of the city, where he had engaged in top secret governmental work during the Second World War. He was recognized “as one of the foremost authorities on rocket propulsion” and had been a member of the American Chemical Society, the Institute of Aeronautical Sciences, the Army Ordnance Association, and the exclusive Sigma Xi fraternity. In addition to all of this, he had even dallied in the world of commerce as one of the founders of the hugely successful Aerojet Engineering Corporation, an aerospace company rich with governmental research projects.

Similarly, the reason for Parsons’ death appeared relatively clear-cut. Don Harding, a criminologist involved in his first major investigation since his assignment to the Pasadena police department, found residue of fulminate of mercury, a highly combustible explosive, in a trash can at the scene of the explosion. He also found bits of a coffee tin shredded into shrapnel and theorized that Parsons had been using the tin to mix the chemical in when he had accidentally dropped it. Knowing the fulminate was so volatile, Parsons had quickly stooped down in an attempt to catch it. He had been too late. The can had hit the floor, the explosive had ignited, and Parsons’ searching right arm and right side of his face had borne the full brunt of the blast. The explosion had then ignited other chemicals in the room, causing the holocaust. A man of promise and genius had been lost to a terrible accident.

Over the next few days, however, Parsons’ life began to appear more complicated and the story of his death less straightforward. Most scientists of any standing leave a clear trail through their work and research—Ph.D.’s, published papers, articles, conferences attended—all carefully documented and easily traceable. But Parsons left little in the way of illumination. Despite statements given by former friends and acquaintances that Parsons studied at Caltech, when pressed, neither the police nor the newspapers could find any official record of an education past high school. Some said that Parsons’ most recent work before his death had been making special effects for the motion picture industry—strange work for a man named as one of the “foremost authorities” on rocketry.

Two days after the explosion the Pasadena police added to these contradictions by announcing that Parsons had been investigated by them ten years earlier, following the receipt of an anonymous letter accusing him of “perversion” and “black magic.” Although “charges of strange cultism were not substantiated,” they had been noted. Parsons’ house had been investigated in 1944 following a minor fire, at which time the investigating officers found “numerous books and pamphlets about a mysterious ‘Church of Thelema’,” along with paraphernalia suggesting that “spiritual séances” were held in the house. These revelations prompted the newspapers to search out the dead scientist’s former colleagues to corroborate these facts, and soon journalists were being told of Parsons’ “flair for mysticism” and of his interest in the occult, which seemed to rival his fascination with rocketry. From shock and mourning, the tone had shifted to scandalized excitement:

John W. Parsons, handsome 37-year-old rocket scientist killed Tuesday in a chemical explosion, was one of the founders of a weird semi-religious cult that flourished here about 10 years ago … Old police reports yesterday pictured the former Caltech professor as a man who led a double existence—a down-to-earth explosives expert who dabbled in intellectual necromancy. Possibly he was trying to reconcile fundamental human urges with the inhuman, Buck Rogers type of inventions that sprang from his test tubes.

The lavish rhetoric continued across the tabloids:

Often an enigma to his friends [he] actually led two lives … In one he probed deep into the scientific fields of speed and sound and stratosphere—and in another he sought the cosmos which man has strived throughout the ages to attain; to weld science and philosophy and religion into a Utopian existence.

Certainly the photographs of Parsons displayed in every West Coast newspaper suggested that he was an unusual-looking rocket scientist. With his rakish moustache and chiselled good looks, he seemed to emanate an aspect not of scientific stolidity but of Mephistophelean allure.

By June 20, three days after his death, a former member of Parsons’ “cult” had been tracked down by the newspapers, whose headlines now ran: SLAIN SCIENTIST PRIEST IN BLACK MAGIC CULT and VENTURES INTO BLACK MAGIC BY BLAST VICTIM REVEALED. The articles told how Parsons had been a high priest of one of the “weirdest cults of mystic potions, free love and exotic ritual ever uncovered in the Southland,” and boasted of finding a trail, “locked behind the iron turret of death,” that “reached back into the darkest night of the Middle Ages.” The unnamed former member explained that Parsons had been a follower of the teachings of one Aleister Crowley, a “British witch doctor,” and went on to describe the revels that had taken place at Parsons’ home in Pasadena. Lines of robed figures had walked through the grounds, carrying torches and chanting pagan poems. “The score or more of followers were about equally divided as to sexes, and included persons of all ages and professions, some of them brilliant scientists.” It was even said that a pregnant woman had disrobed and leapt “several times through ‘sacred fire’ to insure safe delivery of her child.” The fragment of a poem which Parsons had written and circulated among his alleged followers ten years earlier was dutifully printed under the headline POETRY OF MADNESS:

I height Don Quixote, I live on peyote,
Marihuana, morphine and cocaine,
I never knew sadness, but only a madness
That burns at the heart and the brain.

Other members of Parsons’ group also began to speak to the newspapers. One man, who described himself as a “tongue-in-cheek visitor,” reiterated that members of the group ranged “from plain screwballs and psychos to some really brilliant scientists,” and told how “Friday night seemed to be the big night, and they would run ’round in black robes with daggers at their belts.” Parsons, he said, had declared that his “real work” was black magic and had transformed the main sitting room of his Millionaire’s Row house into “a temple of hedonistic worship.”

In the light of these revelations, even the police criminologist’s report on Parsons’ death was being reevaluated. While the theory that his death was accidental seemed proven by his injuries, it clashed strongly with the reminiscences of his former work colleagues. In the year before his death, Parsons had been involved in what was called a “confidential research program” for the Bermite Powder Company, a local explosives firm. “Parsons was extremely safety-conscious,” claimed one of his colleagues at Bermite. “He worked carefully, had a thorough knowledge of his job and was scrupulously neat.” If this was the case, how could Parsons have allowed himself to be in a position in which he might drop his chemicals, let alone be accused of mixing them in a tin coffee can? And why had he been manufacturing a chemical that the army had long ago stopped using precisely because of its volatility?

It was now revealed that Parsons had acted as an “expert witness” during the famed Kynette car-bombing trial of 1938, one of the most shocking in Los Angeles history. Was it more than just a cruel irony that he had been killed in an equally deadly explosion? Fulminate of mercury in a trash can would be anathema to a respected scientist like Parsons. Even the police had to admit it was “incongruous.” George Santmyers, an engineer who had associated with Parsons at the Bermite company, compared Parsons’ supposed method of manufacturing the chemical to a highly trained surgeon operating with dirty hands: “I intimately knew Parsons as an exceptionally cautious and brilliant scientific researcher.” Santmyers suggested that “someone else” had handled the chemicals in Parsons’ laboratory prior to his death. MYSTERY ANGLE ENTERS SCIENTIST’S BLAST DEATH, read the Los Angeles Times.

The specter of foul play was all too easy to conjure up. This was, after all, Los Angeles, the city that Raymond Chandler was in the midst of depicting as a landscape of murders and femme fatales in such hard-boiled crime classics as Farewell, My Lovely and The Long Goodbye. It was a city in which things had a habit of going bang in the night. Encouraged by this local instinct for the sensational, the story of Jack Parsons was swiftly transforming itself from family tragedy and scientific calamity into a gothic horror story with a dash of film noir.

Four days after the explosion, in an attempt to quiet the churning of the rumor mill, Detective Lieutenant Cecil Burlingame announced that Parsons’ curious disposal of the chemicals wasn’t sufficient “to warrant us reopening the case,” nor was his membership of a religious cult. “His death is listed as an accident,” announced Burlingame. “The case is closed as far as we’re concerned.”

However, this official judgment did little to disperse the increasing hubbub of gossip and conjecture that continued to swirl through Los Angeles and Pasadena among Parsons’ friends and former acquaintances. Soon Parsons’ bizarre story was spreading into the national magazines. The following month’s issue of People Today published a profile of Parsons under the title, L.A.’S LUST CULT:

Rich rock-ribbed Pasadena, famed for its roses, the California Institute of Technology and as a retirement haven for Eastern millionaires, looks like the last place a black magic cult dedicated to sex would thrive. Nevertheless the Church of Thelema (the name means “will”), a cult practising sexual perversion, has been making converts of all ages, sexes, there since 1940. Among the believers: many prominent residents of the Pasadena-Los Angeles area; at least one member of Hollywood’s movie colony. The existence of the cult … was only proven this June by the “accidental” death of high priest John W. Parsons.

Speculation continued to mount. Some of Parsons’ former lodgers suggested that he had been depressed for some time and that his death had been a spectacular suicide. Others who had gotten to know him through his love of science fiction magazines imagined, only half-jokingly, that he had been trying to conjure up a homunculus, a magical creature created by the alchemists of yore, but that the magical working had gone wrong and by mistake he had summoned a fire demon that had consumed him. The scientific establishment, however, remained resolutely silent on the matter. Despite Parsons’ obvious prominence in their ranks, any comments they made were curiously oblique. When Aerojet’s secretary-treasurer was asked about him, he described Parsons simply as “a loner” who “liked to wander.” Parsons’ character seemed to be changing by the day, becoming less real, more exaggerated. Indeed, in the eyes of the public and the press, John Whiteside Parsons had gone from being a young genius dead before his time to the most overworked, hackneyed, science fiction cliché of them all—the mad scientist.

The fantastical, tragic, and largely unknown story of John Whiteside Parsons is one of the most intriguing tales to be found in the annals of modern science. His life brings together the seemingly disparate worlds of rocketry, science fiction, and the occult. But for Parsons there was never any contradiction in these subjects.

For us, the rocket scientist exemplifies intellectual complexity. The phrase “it’s not rocket science” instantly places rocketry as the ceiling on cerebral understanding. When Jack Parsons began shooting off homemade rockets in his backyard in the 1920s, the very opposite was the case. Rocketry, or the study of rockets, was not only not a science; it had not even been coined as a word yet.

During the first decades of the twentieth century the world was in awe of aviation. Since the Wright brothers’ historic twelve-second flight in 1903, pilots had swiftly become modern-day heroes. By the time Charles Lindbergh flew solo across the Atlantic in 1927, airplane manufacture had become the boom industry of the era. The same could not be said of rockets. Despite having been used in fireworks and primitive weapons for over a thousand years, these often complex machines had never been comprehensively studied. No universities taught rocketry courses, and there were no government grants allotted to rocketry research. In established scientific circles, rockets were synonymous with the ridiculous, the far-fetched, the lunatic, as much a euphemism for “foolish” as rocket scientist is now a byword for “genius.”

Ironically it was in the United States that both public and professional opinion was especially hostile. A widely used textbook on astronomy, released in 1933, patronizingly claimed to understand the appeal of rockets and its attendant goal of space travel, but decreed that there was “no hope” that such wishes could ever be realized; “only those who are unfamiliar with the physical factors involved believe that such adventures will ever pass beyond the realms of fancy.”

It was precisely these realms of fancy that inspired amateur enthusiasts across the globe to begin experimenting. As the historian of astronautics Frank H. Winter has written, “Science fiction was, in the beginning, an inseparable and formidable factor in fomenting ideas about spaceflight,” even though the genre was derided by the general public and the press alike as a juvenile and inconsequential form of literature. Inspired by these futuristic stories, amateur rocketeers formed space travel clubs and intended to develop rockets not for entertainment or for weapons, but for the cause of space exploration. Holding up the science fiction magazines as their scriptures, enthusiasts from all walks of life constructed small, primitive rockets, hoping to progress toward their far-off goal (though more often than not these rockets blew up on takeoff or exploded in midair).

Space travel was a brave dream, largely because it was sought in the face of so much public and professional hostility. Even as late as 1941, one rocketry enthusiast was mocked in Congress as “a crackpot with mental delusions that we can travel to the moon!” at which the entire House of Representatives roared with laughter. Such mockery was unsurprising. We like to think of our sciences as cumulative enterprises, incorporating centuries of thought within their practice and a pantheon of innovators stretching back to antiquity. Rocketry was not like this. Up until the twentieth century it was a threadbare discipline, with few maxims and fewer heroes, lacking the deep theoretical and experimental foundations on which any science is based. In rocketry these fundamentals would grow out of the amateurs’ dreams and “delusions.” “Not the public will, but private fanaticism drove men to the moon,” declared the sociologist William Bainbridge. Those interested in rockets were as much obsessive visionaries as technical geniuses.

Jack Parsons was just such a figure, living on the cusp between an old world in which the very idea of space travel was a scientific absurdity and a new world in which it would become scientific fact. It was this new world which, despite his lack of a university degree or professional scientific qualifications, he would help to create. Along with his motley band of experimenters, disparagingly known as the “Suicide Squad,” he revolutionized the public and academic perception of rocketry, transforming it from an object of ridicule into a viable science. In the process Parsons invented a radically new kind of fuel, the descendants of which are still used in the space shuttle to this day, and helped found the Jet Propulsion Laboratory at Caltech, which has since become the world’s preeminent institution for the exploration of the solar system. In many respects the United States’ path to the moon landings began with him. In the words of the great scientist Theodore von Kármán, after the work of Parsons and his partners, “a new age was born.”

Parsons himself was born into an age in which perceptions of the world were changing on a daily basis. Laws that had been set in stone were swiftly crumbling under the advance of science. In 1916 Einstein published his The Foundation of the General Theory of Relativity; in 1927 the big bang theory of the universe was introduced; and in 1930 the planet Pluto was first discovered. The age was illuminating, confusing, and frightening. When Niels Bohr, one of the greatest interpreters of the new science of quantum theory, stated, “If you aren’t confused by quantum physics, then you haven’t understood it,” he seemed to be ushering in a mysterious new era of chaos and absurdity. Naturally there were backlashes against this scientific revolution. The old known world was not going to give up easily. The Scopes trial of 1925 in which a biology teacher from a Tennessee public school was convicted of teaching Darwinism in the classroom was a case in point.

Los Angeles, where Parsons spent the early years of his life, was a metropolis perfectly in tune with this perplexing time. During Parsons’ youth, evangelists like Aimee Semple McPherson might be heard performing exorcisms over the new medium of radio, broadcasting to hundreds of thousands of people, while Albert Einstein, harbinger of the scientific age, attended a séance hosted by a dubious Polish count. Igor Stravinsky, the most famed composer of the era, ended up in the city providing music for Walt Disney’s Fantasia, while the prominent astronomer Edwin Hubble could be found dining with the mime Harpo Marx. The author William Faulkner was reduced to rewriting B movie film scripts, while the social campaigner and writer Upton Sinclair was arrested for reading the First Amendment of the United States Constitution (the right to freedom of expression) in public. All was topsy-turvy, nothing more so than Los Angeles itself, an Ozymandian kingdom built on a desert that had been transformed by the wonders of engineering into fertile land.

Jack Parsons’ life exemplifies this place and age of flux and uncertainty. When I first came across his story, I was amazed by its bizarre contradictions. First and foremost was the fact that one of America’s pioneering rocket scientists was also a devout occultist, fascinated by magic and the supernatural. But as I delved deeper into his life, the strange mixture of science and magic was only one of many incongruities that appeared. How could a college dropout find himself, at the age of twenty-six, a government-funded rocket scientist? How did he come to live a bohemian, free love lifestyle amidst the social strictures of the 1930s and 1940s? Why did he exude “an aura of inherited wealth” and yet have to scrounge for money for his rocketry experiments? And what was he doing appearing in both scientific journals and science fiction stories? I have long been fascinated with Los Angeles as a crucible from out of which the world’s trends erupt. Parsons seemed to embody the city’s tumultuous character.

I soon found that Parsons’ story, besides being a guide to his times, also helped elucidate the process of scientific discovery. Most scientific research is based on past achievements in the field, its accomplishments recounted in textbooks and taught in lecture halls. But when there are no textbooks to read, as in the case of rocketry, where does one turn for inspiration? Parsons’ story reassures us that at the heart of all scientific advances is the imagination—that what we perceive as perverse eccentricities can be the key to important breakthroughs.

In Parsons’ case, his obsession with magic placed him in a long line of scientists stretching back to antiquity who have explored the occult. These include Robert Boyle, the celebrated seventeenth century chemist; Dr. John Dee, the court astronomer to Elizabeth I, and most famous of all, the father of the Age of Reason himself, Sir Isaac Newton.

While Newton is largely responsible for the scientific enlightenment that swept away the common belief in magic and mysticism, he also immersed himself in these very same practices. Newton did not call himself a scientist (the term was not coined until 1834). He was a natural philosopher and an adventurer of the intellect. Newton’s most famous work, the Principia Mathematica, advances a highly sophisticated and complex description of the workings of the universe; but he was also fascinated by alchemy—the ancient precursor of the science of chemistry—in particular its quest for the philosophers’ stone, which was said to have the power to transform any base metal into gold. Such was Newton’s enthusiasm for this subject that the distinguished economist and Newton scholar, John Maynard Keynes, described him as “Copernicus and Faustus as one.” “Newton was not the first of the age of reason,” wrote Keynes. “He was the last of the magicians, the last of the Babylonians and Sumerians, the last great mind which looked out on the visible and intellectual world with the same eyes as those who began to build our intellectual inheritance rather less than 10,000 years ago.”

Like his illustrious predecessor, Parsons did not see the two disciplines of science and magic as contradictory. Writing three years before his death, Parsons stated with a certain sober detachment, “It has seemed to me that if I had the genius to found the jet propulsion field in the US, and found a multimillion dollar corporation and a world renowned research laboratory, then I should also be able to apply this genius in the magical field.”

He treated magic and rocketry as different sides of the same coin: Both had been disparaged, both derided as impossible, but because of this both presented themselves as challenges to be conquered. Rocketry postulated that we should no longer see ourselves as creatures chained to the earth but as beings capable of exploring the universe. Similarly, magic suggested there were unseen metaphysical worlds that existed and could be explored with the right knowledge. Both rocketry and magic were rebellions against the very limits of human existence; in striving for one challenge he could not help but strive for the other.

I first encountered Jack Parsons as little more than a footnote in a history of rocketry—appropriately, since he has been relegated to the sidelines of that history ever since his death. One reason for his marginalization seems to have been the embarrassment his unorthodox lifestyle caused his academic successors; another is his elusiveness. When Parsons died, he left no heir, and many of his letters and documents have since been lost or destroyed. Also lost are many of the minutes and papers concerning the Jet Propulsion Laboratory’s earliest days, and many of the central characters featured in this book—Frank Malina, his rocketry colleague; Ed Forman, his closest childhood friend; Theodore von Kármán, the scientific great; and L. Ron Hubbard, the fantasy writer—are dead.

Nevertheless, through his first wife, the late Helen Parsons Smith, through the memories of those who knew him in Pasadena and at Caltech, through the archives kept by the Jet Propulsion Laboratory, the Ordo Templi Orientis—the occult society of which he was a member—and the painstaking ministrations of a few eager archivists and enthusiasts, I managed to learn a great deal about Jack Parsons. This book is intended to show him in all his peculiar glory for the first time. In writing it I hope to free Parsons from both establishment censure and mystical titillation, from the footnote, and from the “mad scientist” tag.

Upon first looking into Parsons’ story, I found him a fearsome figure, dour and surrounded by occult dogma. But the more his friends and former acquaintances talked about him, the more the human being came into view. Those whom I spoke to recalled him with fondness and an amused exasperation at his impetuosity. Each told me of his charisma, his brilliance, his enthusiasm, but also of a man whose total dedication to his science and way of life could leave him indifferent to others’ emotions, aloof to the real world. He seemed to create for himself various personae—the literary dilettante, the rocket scientist, the magician—which may be why he remained something of a mystery to even those who knew him well. When his rocketry work was not recognized or when events contradicted his selfcreated myth, he was prone to deep depressions and extreme mood swings.

But at the heart of his character was an essential optimism, a confidence that if he believed in an endeavor enough, he would eventually gain the prize. Parsons was by no means an innocent, but he possessed a child’s capacity to believe, a naiveté, as well as a love of experimentation. It was this mindset in particular that allowed him to break scientific barriers previously thought to be indestructible.

Ultimately his insouciance and his otherworldliness would lead to his scientific downfall. The enthusiasms and complications of his private life would overpower him and be ruthlessly exploited by others. He would retreat further into his magic as it became the only world he could control. The man who had done so much to establish the science of rocketry in America would end his life making special effects for Hollywood film companies.

Nevertheless, his willingness to believe in magic, to be inspired by science fiction, to dare to challenge the scientific establishment, humanizes what has since become a strangely antiseptic and colorless discipline. Like many scientific mavericks, Parsons was discarded by the establishment once he had served his purpose. But in the short time he existed he represented a character that is less and less prevalent in the world of science today: the wide-eyed dreamer, the visionary scientist. In his wish to push the world into the future, he can be seen as the brother of the American pioneer, or his modern-day counterpart, the space explorer of science fiction. His life suggested that it is sometimes by going in the irrational and unknown direction that great leaps forward can be made. Jack Parsons’ story is that of the traveler seeking a brave new world.
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