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John "'Jack’’ Parsons, left, died in a mysterious explosion in this mansion in 1952 Some say the rocket sclentist was murdered.

Life as Satanist Propelled Rocketeer

1 height [sic] Don Quizote, I live on peyote,

marijuana, morphine and cocaine.

I'never knew sadness, bul only a madness that

burns at the heart and the brain. ‘
~—John Whiteside Pauom

e was an unorthodox genius, a poet

and rocket scientist who helped give |

birth to an institution that would

become mankind's window on the
universe.

" He was also a devotee of the black arts, a
sci-fi junkie and host of backyard orgies on
Pasadena’s stately Millionaires’ Row.

John “Jack” Whiteside Parsons, a founder ;

of the legendary Jet Propulsion Laboratory

- and a maverick visionary honored with a moon
crater bearing his name, gave no early hint of |

- the inner stirrings that propelied him to
worship the devil and lead an extraordinary
double life: respected scientist by day,
dedicated occuitist by night.
_ Over a little more than a decade, the tall and
vainly handsome Parsons skilifully twinned

- his two existences as rocketeer and antichrist
leader of the occult Ordo Templi Orientis.

His mysterious death in an explosion in
1952 left many wondering whether Parsons
was a victim of murder or suicide—or simply
of an accident at his own momentarily careless’
hands.

Born Marvel Whiteside Parsonsin 1914, he !
wag a mama’s boy who hated authority and
detested social mores. He was reared by his
aging, wealthy grandparents and his mother,
Ruth. Embittered by her adulterous husband,
also named Marvel, who abandoned his family,
Ruth began calling her son John.

Young John found his companions in

" poetry, which he read the way other boys read -
comic books, He also guiped down the space
and sci-fi fantasies of Jules Verne, He and his
childhood pal, the mechanically gifted Ed
Forman, tinkered with black-powder rockets
and pocked their backyards with craters.

Parsons was at USC when word of Caltech
graduate student Frank Malina's project on
rocket propulsion and high-altitude rockets
reached him and Forman. The young duo
brazenly offered to help. Even though neither
youth had a degree, Theodore von Karman,
the director of Caltech’s Guggenheim
Aeronautical Laboratory and one of the
world’s leading scientists, took them up on
their offer.

Unencumbered by academic knowledge,
Parsons was a cookbook chemist obsessed
with things that go bang, while Forman
helped turn designs into hardware. On
Halloween 1938, the rocketeers dug trenches
and piled up sandbags in the Arroyo Seco and
attempted to test a rocket motor they had i

built. Fueled with a brew of gaseous oxygen
and methy! alcohol, the motor burned for
three seconds.

This inauspicious beginning marked the
start of rocketry in California at a time when
America still saw space exploration as pulp

- fiction. The test site in the Arroyo Seco later

became JPL.

Von Karman allocated campus 1ab space to
the rocketry project. But after two lab
explosions, the group—by then dubbed the
“Suicide Squad”—was kicked off campus and
headed back to the Arroyo Seco.

Parsons’ new fame as Caltech's best
explosives expert took him to the courtroom
as an expert witness. In 1938, he testified
against Los Angeles Police Department L.
Earl Kynette, a mayoral crony accused iri the

: car bombing of an ex-LAPD detective-
i turned-private eye.

Parsons earned his bread and butter
working on a jet-assisted takeoff unit that
developed into a solid-fuel rocket that would

| helpwin World War I1.

Early in the war, in 1942, Parsons and his

i wife, Helen, moved into an aging Pasadena
i mansion. The house on South Orange Grove
* Boulevard was next door to the former estate

of beer baron Adolphus Busch with its famous
gardens.
But Millionaires’ Row had never seen
anything like Parsons and his friends. -
Parsons converted the rooms into 19
apartments, and invited in an odd mix of

. Bohemian artists, writers, scientists and
occultists. The residents mockingly named the

place “the Parsonage,” for it was anything
but.

Before dropping out of USC, the
poetry-loving Parsons had cullivated an

_ interest in the writings of Aleister Crowley,

the English sorcerer and Satanist who calted
himself “Beast 666" and "'the wickedest man

. inthe world.”

Soon the house on South Orange Grove was
a laboratory of another sort—for black magic.

In 1944, Parsons resigned from JPL in favor
of whizzing through time and space via
peyote, mescaline, marijuana, opiates and
hallucinogens.

Soon, the marriage began to unravel, Helen
became pregnant by another member of the
Parsonage circle, and Parsons took up with
Helen's beautiful 18-year-old sister, Sara
Northrup, before divorcing Helen,

Mutual curiosity about the mind's power led
Parsons into a friendship in 1946 with L. Ron
Hubbard, the future founder of Scientology.
Hubbard moved into the house and later - .

married Sara, Parsons’ lover and sister-in-| law,
before divorcing his first wife.

According to “Sex and Rockets: The Occult

World of Jack Parsons,” a new book by John
Carter {a pseudonym), Hubbard chanted
incantations while Parsons and his new lover,
Marjorie Cameron, tried to produce a “moon ,
child,” a “magical child” with superior
intellect and powers whose birth would occur
on the astral plane, not the physical one.

The ceremony was to span 12 consecutive
nights, But when rituals called for a naked
pregnant woman to fump nine times through
fire to ensure a safe delivery, the neighbors
began protesting. The police looked into the
mitter, but nothing came of their
investigation,

" Parsons and Hubbard, who had united to
take on Christianity, fell out over more trivial
matters. Carter writes that the two argued
over a sailboat venture that ended in a court
dispute.

Disillusioned with Hubbard Parsons
resigned from the Ordo Templi Orientis,
married Cameron and began exploring the
unknown on his own. After one reputed
out-of-body experience, he acquired the name
“Belarion Armiluss Al Dajjal, antichrist.”

But even the antichrist had to eat. Low on
funds, he worked for various local aviation
companies, including Hughes Alrcralt and
bootlegged nitroglycerin. ;

It was after he left the mansion and moved
with his wife into a ténted room over the
garage at the Crulkshank Estate on South
Orange Grove that life began to unravel,

The FBI was investigating him on suspicion
of espionage, consorting with communists,
including some allegedly at Caltech, and cult
activities; the scrutiny cost Parsons his
government security clearance.

In June 1952, while his wife shopped for
groceries for a planned vacation to Mexico,
Parsons mixed chemicals from his arsenal of
illegal explosives,

Police reports say the explosives expert
dropped the concoction of fulminate of
mercury. A deadly blast that could be felt a
mile away ripped through Parsons’ garage lab,
blowing off his right arm, breaking his other
arm and both legs, and leaving a gaping hole
in his jaw.

He died 45 minutes later. When his mother
heard the news, she joined him in death,
gulping down a bottle of sleeping pills.

Authorities concluded that his death was a
drug-induced accident or suicide. His wife and
others believed he was killed by the recently
paroled Kynette, whom Parsons had helped
put in prison.

To this day, there's a joke In the aerospace
community that JPL stands for “Jack
Parsons’ Laboratory" or “Jack Parsons
Lives,” The Crater Pargons, named in his
honor, happens to be bn the moon's dark side.
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o olution of Scientology

Church in Frafce

m Europe: Panel calls
group a danger to the

publicand a threatto -
national security. .

y JOHN-THOR DAHLBURG
TIMES STAFF WRITER -~ .+ ' -
it Doy _
i PARIS—Scientology, the Los
‘Angeles-based religion treated

 with stispicion and hostility by sev-

eral Western European govern-

ments, is now under siege in -
* France, where an officlal report has

called for disbanding church op-
erations here. .

+ - A blue-ribbori government panel
studying what French officials de-

- fine as “sects” has concluded that

‘the faith, fotinded by the late U.S.
cience fiction writer L. Ron Hub-
bard, {s a “vast enterprise of trans-

o mational character” with its own
- pprivate police force run clandes-

‘nely from the United States. "
ti “They have a clear strategy. of;

dnfiitrating and of trying to infly-
lence the state, and the will to do’,

Jt,” sald Dénis Barthelemy, & tareer

jmagistrate gerving a8 secretaiy- -
'general of the panel, the Intermin: -

" isterial Mission on Combating

iSects. “This goes beyond being afi
‘ordinary pressure group: For the
internal secutity of the state, we
:’are afrald.” - : . S

EP'élmel Also Tafgefs'

‘Cult Tied to Suicides |

- [ - - on
- +} In the report to Prime Minister.

~rlost 74

iLionel . Jospin published thid
imonth, the panel contends that Sct-.
rentology ls, in fact, a moneymaking
iventure. The report foes to the
rextradrdinary length of proposing’
sthe dissolution here of Scientology
\and another religlous group, the
1Ordet of the Solar Temple; which

In France, Switzerlaid and Canada
Jbetween 1994 and 1997, - " :

s {1t 18 the latest controversy to eni-
sbroil Sctentology in Burope, where
. rejected on those grounds so far.

2

‘tries on,a collision course with the
1Clintoh administration. A 1998 U.S.
Jlaw makes ensuring freedom of re:
Jigion a priority in foreign policy,
'and the State Department’s world-
wide stirvey of human rights prac-
itices released Friday criticized
tsome Frrench conduct.

¢ | Tax clalms brought against some

"tScientology churches in France in

© . 11994-95 forced them into bank-

"fupley, thé State Department said.
:Thé survey also found that the

Y
3 i

members to murder-sulicides -

it

. 1" dny tles to Sclentology. According

rthe actions of courts and govern-..
ments threaten to puit some coun- -

that

- classification of Sciento]og} and

172 other groups as sects by a
French parliamentary committee
four years ago contributed to “an

‘atmosphere of intolerance and bias
- against minority religions.”

“We are in 4 ¢limiate of tertor and
witch hunts,” said Danlele Gounord,

spokeswomari for the Paris Church |

of Sclentology: She noted that the .,
panel's report is short ori specifics to 1
buttress its charges and said Scien-
tologists were never asked to give
their side of the story. “
“France is dealing with us the
exact same way the Chinese deal
with the Falun Gong,” she said, re--
ferring to a religlous movement
banned by leaders th Belfing. .
However, in thé view of the gov-
ernment panel—which was chaired
by Alain Vivien, a former meémber -
of Parliament—Scieritology ¢onsti-
bites a clear and present dariger to
“public order” and the “dignity of
the human person.” .
Some former Sclentologists
agree. "I was turned intd a tobot,” .
.sald Mona Vasquez, a 40-yedr-old
Frenchwoman who spent sevén
years in the organization, “They .
made me leave my shidies, my boy-
friend, my family.”
» France ls far from the only Euro-

- pean country where Scientology,

which was founded in 1954 and

‘claims 8 milllon members World-
. -wide, faces official pressure, In Bel- _
", glum, police in October raided the -

‘local church headquarters arid 24

.. other locations, including affiliated

ibusinesses. Thousands of docu-
.ments were carted away i that
‘colintry’s largest Investigation of
Sclentology’s operations to date,
' In Gérmany, where the govern-
ment has denounced Scientologj'y
“totalitarian’ structure and
methods” as & threat to democracy,
church activities are being probed
by the Office for the Protection of
the Constitiition, In the southern
state of Bavatia, applicants for clvil
‘gefvice jobs are required to discloge

to the German Embassy in Wash-
ington, no applications have been

; “What's happening in Europe is
more and more countries are
expressirig concern about the pro-
H]’eratlon of groups commonly

nown as cufts and doing more to
protect their citizens,” sald Ian
Haworth, secretary-general of the
South London-based Cult Informa-
tion Center, Among critics of ¢on-.

" troversial religions, Haworth said,

there is broad consensus that Sel-
entology Is the “worst group, the
most sinister.” S

In June, the parliamenta'r:y as-

S

sembly of the Council of Europe, an
organization of 41 countries that-
proniotes European cooperation,
recommended formation of a conti-
nentwide agenty to watch over
fringe “religious, esotetic or apirit-
ual groups!’ and facilitate the ex-
change of information.

In December, the French Sen-
até—with Scientology as one of thé -
potental tdrget§ in mind—unani-
mously. approved a bill that would
empower the governmerit to dis- ;
solve religidiss sects if they disturb
public order 6i ptesent 4 “mdjot
peril” for thelr members: The iower,.
house, of Pafliameht is expécted to;
examine simmil r;législatlon. b

Paris..Maybr Jean Tiberl fifis-
called fotd ban on rectultment ef-,
forte by Bects near schoold, tetire-
ment hommed, drug-tredtment teh-,
ters' dhd other locales whefe, he"
sald, soclety’s “mogt vulnerabie el-
ementd” aré targeted, '

French ‘Are Pdtting |

' YRR .

a Religion on Tiial’; -

+ French éfﬂd bls “are putting a
religion on ttlal,"” charged Bill
Walsh, a Wdshington attorney
who represents the Church of Sci-_
entology Initérnational. “They are -
saying Stfentology Is 4 ciiminat en-
terprise and should be banned and
shut down.”: i ‘

French authoritles, however,
maintain that théy are ot attacking
religious beltefs, which aré protected
by law, but {llégal conduct. In No-
vember, a Marseilles court found
five current or former members of
the church guilty of swindling, In
1996, a Liyons court found the for-
mer local Scientology ditector guilty
of swindling and Involuntary man-
slaughter in the death of a man who
committed suicide after his wife was
pressured by the church officlal to'
take out a loan to finance $6,000 of
church teachings for him.

France algo appears to be the
only country to have convicted the
creator of Sclentology of a criminal
offense. In 1978, Hubbard was
found guilty in absentia of swin-
dling and sentenced to four years in
prison. The author, who never
came to France, died in 19886,

Leaders of France's Sclentolo-
gists indignantly deny the charges
against them: They plan to Issue a
detailed rebuttal. C

“These are total hate cam-
palgns,” Gounord said. “We are
people who obey the law.” .

Accorditig to the spokeswoman,
the organization's members in
France—she put thelr number at
50,000—are subject to incteasing of-
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hinFrance |

tiUrges Dissolution of Scientology
Chure

ficial harassment, including tax
_ audits, the closing of their schools
i1and Police pressure on other French
not todo business with them, =
» .French officials reject accusa-
- tions of hatassment, Like some of .

+thosé who have left Scieritology, ..

they paint an unsavory picture of a
- globe-girdling organization, ob-.
~sesséd with making monky that"
i Use8 blackmail, harassmént and

’ b;heat.,g:#mp_algns to keepif ormer “the Church of Scientolog¥ Interna-

“tional, called Brooks a, “liar fot

16, 1
3 Aecording to the French bifl
fr‘?g‘,‘..f&f. b Selehtologlat
qw,ntgo\g'bi‘x:;ezt‘é.fcfge‘d“.f.r. isthe
¢ motheF thlirch, located Shik HOfIE:
w‘{f_!bbd-,. stebifFeramed I’ g8, to
 hofibf Hlib‘ _rd;?dﬁq.,f'r_bhgiqéiﬁ‘:-ﬁ
 dnd éenter "éf‘tiiliﬁéb',‘:ﬂot, prings
i Rlvég'side‘fl_bﬁng;r‘ﬁ o} M

... All Hirectives, Berything we did,

Wal dtdered by filssionaries fronmi
{ the" United States,” said Vasquez,
! the forrfer member, “Evéty Thurs-
! day, we céllected the money from all
gqvé}',iEul‘bﬁe and sent it to the
? Unlted States, Copenhagen [site of
gScléntolog}%’élg} European; head-
5 quarter?e:ibeyéd; evetything they
*did wag decided by the Americans.”
" Batthelemy, the government,
: patiel's secretary-general, said for-
‘mer; Sélentologlsts. have . told
{ Frerich abthorities that trforma-
i oh ¢ollected by the thurch; in-
cluding potentlally embarrassing or
;. compromising data gleaned from
i: questionnalres and interviews with
i ,members’. Is fofwarded to the U.S, -

“thembers pr ogpo'nems Inli
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Local Anriual Revenue
; Said to Be $9:2 Milliont

i " Int Jurie, a French parliamentary
: commission inves_tlgatlng; the fi-
I nances of religlous groups classi-
- fled hére 84 secte eatimated Sclen-
ilology’s annual revenue in' France
“at"more than $9.2 million, and
“:worldwide 4t between $1.5 billion
"and $3billion;. - . Lo
' Qounord, Scientology's Paris
t-spokesivoman, said the only con-
| nection the churches in France
have with Los Angeles s the train. |
Ing of pastors and auditors, who
- carry out -question-and-answer
--counseling sessions the church
-calls auditing, o s
i 1. The French report makes special
mentlon of Sclentology’s Office of
+ Speclal Affalrs, which it labels a

t
4 .
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private police. Stacy Brooks, a for-
mer member now working with an
anti-Scientology organization in
‘Clearwater, Fla., described the
OSA as a dirty-tricks squad that
targets the church's crities. -+
* "L know all about these people,”
Brooks said. “They tried to smieai
and hatass me and my husband af-
terlleftin1989” .+ 3, .3
Karin Pouw, spokéswoman fof’

hire.” Pouw, a member of the OSA,

h
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+ « bodies for help, Ont.Th

ffice functions as a “pub-,

-

lic affairs o[ﬁce."c o .
Faced with the friounting pres:
sure in France, Seientologists said
they will call on othet countries, iri?
cluding the 11.8,; and interiiational
‘ ' ursday, they
-plan to hold qﬁ;ﬁh[éﬁlatjohal cons
ference in Parlé to examine limiti
placed ont rellizioris fréedom here. ¢
' Gotnord sald the court cases hnd .
-official criticisin ;Havé only’ fn:
creased the French:members’ de-
termination. “W# difvays win,” shé
sald. “In Scientology, we believe
what we are doliig g




