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Mary Dillman:	 Interview with Lawrence Dowler, October 
13th, 2010, and Lawrence, you were the 
person who accepted the Jane Roberts Papers 
for Yale, is that correct?


Larry Dowler:	 That's right. I can't remember exactly what 
year it was but I think it might have been 
1979 , '78, '79, in that area. I guess initially I 1

was contacted by – must have been Jane's 
editor or somebody at Prentice Hall I believe, 
that published a book. I frankly had never 
heard of Jane Roberts at that point, and I got a letter from him and 
he said he had this – would we be interested in the papers of Jane 
Roberts, and they had published books and so on, and the guy I 
spoke to whose name I don't remember was a Yale graduate. I 
think that was part of the connection.


Mary Dillman:	 I believe it was Tam Mossman.


Larry Dowler:	 That sounds… Okay. I'll take your word for it, but it sounds right 
actually. So he contacted me and I didn't know quite what to do, so 
I started looking into Jane Roberts a little bit and found out she had 
something like 17 books. I don’t know if that's correct but that's the 
number that pops in my mind, and they were all still in print which 
was pretty amazing. I mean books don't stay – and I looked at 
some of the titles, and that was pretty impressive. What I had real 
doubts about, the whole idea that there was a medium that wrote 
these books, I guess I'm a rationalist and at that point I had great 
difficulty in really understanding what that was all about. 


But I went to a – I can't think if it was at a party, but I knew a guy 
who taught religious history, very distinguished religious historian 
by the name of Sydney Ahlstrom, and he was at Yale at that time 
and had written probably at that point at least the best single 
volume history of American religion, and somebody I had great 
respect for. I went to talk to him about it. He knew who Jane 
Roberts was, unlike me, and he said she had a considerable 
following, and was a very interesting person, and that I shouldn't 
be too quick to dismiss her. So that really gave me pause and made 
me reconsider and think about it in terms of sort of in the context 
of American religion with all of its variations and different kinds– 

 DCT note: Rob mentions the Yale Archives in a note in Dreams/Evol Vol. 1 Session 887 (12/5/79)1
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even though I suspect Jane Roberts wouldn't consider what she 
was doing part of religion, but a spiritual movement of some sort, 
or at least had a following of people who believed that she had 
these kinds of powers. 


So anyway we were going to go – my wife and I were going to go 
up to Cornell where my wife had worked for Cornell extension, 
and she was going to see some of her colleagues, and also I knew 
people – the University archivist and so on at Cornell, so I took 
that occasion to visit Jane, and her husband Rob, and they lived in 
Elmira which is not very far from Ithaca as I recall, and get to see 
first hand exactly what she had, and whether this was something 
we really ought to consider. So that evening – we went for a couple 
days. So it was getting towards evening when I left and I explained 
to my wife where I was going, and she was a little dubious about it 
and wondered what she had gotten herself into. I said well if you 
don't hear from me by 10:00 or something like that, you know 
where I am. 


So I drove down, and I knew all about Elmira because I was a 
history major, intellectual history, and Elmira was big, part of what 
was called the Burned-Over District, a lot of religious ferment 
back in the 1840s or so, 1830s, and was the center of – there had 
been various spiritual movements, and I think Mormonism started 
around that area, and there were all kinds of things, including – it 
seems to me the Fox Sisters  who used to come down were 2

originally Canadian but they had quite a following for a while. I 
guess mediums are able to talk to the dead in one sort or another, 
and there was a lot of interest in this kind of thing at that point. 


So I had all that in mind as I was driving down, getting towards 
evening as I was going to Elmira to meet this person that I didn't 
have any – I just thought this was pretty weird stuff. I came to the 
house and I remember it as being a very modest bungalow. That 
may be not an apt description, but it was certainly not palatial. It 
was a modest place. I went in and met them, and Rob was a very 
hail – whatever that expression is, hail-fellow, very upbeat and 
kind of a nice guy, and lively, and Jane as I recall was in a 
wheelchair I believe, and was clearly immobilized and had some 

 DCT Note: The Fox sisters were three sisters from New York who played an important role in the 2

creation of Spiritualism: Leah, Margaretta, and Catherine Fox.
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medical problems. I had no idea what at that point, but seemed to 
be partially paralyzed anyway, or not able to walk around. 


What I also remember is that part of her condition I guess was that 
she had eyes that were – lots of the white, so that on top of all of 
my premonitions going there just added to the whole thing. I'm 
like, God, what have I gotten myself into? [laughter] So anyway, I 
then went down and the papers were in the basement, and they 
were actually pretty extensive. It was a lot of stuff. I spent some 
time going through them and was very impressed with the papers 
in the sense that whatever this phenomenon was, it was well 
documented, and they recorded a lot of her when she would go into 
these – I don't know what the proper – not a séance I guess but a 
state or whatever it is, and they recorded – I think Rob was – Butts, 
Rob Butts was part of helping record that, so would take notes and 
what have you. 


So they had a very – pretty full record of these instances, and when 
she would be writing her books, and I gather wrote these things 
through when she was in the state. At that point, in fact I didn't 
know if she had even been to college or if I did, I forgot. But some 
of it is pretty sophisticated stuff. She had written about William 
James, and I believe Gauguin, and all kinds of fairly esoteric 
things, and I did actually read one or two of the books and was 
impressed that they were serious and not – I mean they weren't just 
some kook writing. The theme with James was very much in the 
styling I could imagine that he might say some of the things she 
wrote about it. I mean they weren't silly stuff. 


So I think that, and then as I say looking at the papers I was 
impressed by the fact that they had such a comprehensive record of 
her abilities, and a lot of correspondence from all kinds of people, 
and Phoebe Snow I think was one of the people apparently who 
could sing in dialects of some kind and was apparently influenced 
by Jane Roberts, and some other people, some scientific 
correspondence by scientists who were interested in what she did. 
Anyway, I thought as an archival record of whatever this was, it 
would be important to preserve that, and others could figure out 
what it all meant. 


So I thought it was a useful thing to try to – on the basis of that and 
my discussions with Sydney Ahlstrom, I decided that we ought to 
do it, so we did, and unfortunately never got a Deed of Gift, so I 
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don't know what that's all about. And I left not too long after that. I 
left Yale in I want to say the summer or maybe June or so of '82. 
So I was out of it at that point in terms of – and oh I guess what I 
didn't say was my experience aside from looking at the papers, my 
experience with Jane having these episodes, we were sitting at the 
table and I believe Rob and I were on one side and Jane was on the 
other side. I want to say it was like a breakfast nook but that may 
not be right, but it was a table and she was pulled up to it and 
looking a little strange to me. I knew I wanted to be sure where the 
door was so I could get out of there in a hurry if I had to, if it got 
any weirder. 


So we were chatting, talking about it, and I was trying to explain or 
raise questions about how we'd administer a collection like this and 
what kinds of expectations she would have about access and so on. 
I expressed some concern that this is the kind of collection that 
might attract people who are followers but not necessarily scholars. 
I didn't know what it was going to mean. At that point Jane froze 
up and suddenly I hear this – she was going into epilepsy or 
whatever it was, and this vaguely Medieval voice of some 
nondescript Middle Eastern origin I guess, but speaking English 
fortunately. 


Anyway I'm sitting there having this conversation with her 
medium self and feeling just totally that that I must be crazy, or 
somebody was. I think it was – I'm not sure if it was at this point or 
the second time. She did it twice. I raised the issue about, I was 
concerned about security, and how we would administer it and so 
on, if somebody, things got out of hand. At that point the name of 
the medium is—


Mary Dillman:	 Seth.


Larry Dowler:	 Yes, Seth spoke and said basically not to worry. He didn't use those 
words, but that disembodied hands would come out of the boxes, at 
which point I was ready to run for the door, but I allowed as how 
that would be effective. I wasn’t quite sure how we would write 
that in the rules governing these manuscripts. You could put a 
sticker on it, that it's maybe harmful to your health on the boxes or 
something. [laughter] Somebody would have a heart attack and 
sue us. Anyway so I recovered from that, and what I remember was 
Rob – maybe I was sitting on the end, and Rob was over here and 
Jane was there, but anyway Rob said, oh Seth, at which point I 
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thought we had gone around a bend and I didn’t know what was 
going to happen next. 


But we talked a little more and then she did it again, and Seth came 
out, and we talked. I don't remember which – I can't quite 
remember what else we talked about, but I was totally unnerved by 
that point and shortly after that I was able to escape. When I get 
back up to Ithaca, and my wife, started explaining this thing, she 
was sure that I had lost my – she didn’t believe any of it. It was a 
very strange evening, and memorable, and I've never forgotten it.


Mary Dillman:	 I can imagine.


Larry Dowler:	 After that I guess the papers started coming while I was still there. 
I can't quite remember now, or whether it maybe came after I left, 
because I think she died after I left. I didn't know, I’m not sure 
what year. I gathered she died from whatever it was she had.


Mary Dillman:	 1984. The papers started coming here in '85.


Larry Dowler:	 Oh, okay, so I wasn’t there to see the result of my handiwork. In 
any case I guess it's now probably because of you, one of the most 
used collections of manuscript archives.


Mary Dillman:	 Actually before I came.


Larry Dowler:	 I guess it was pretty widely used.


Mary Dillman:	 Yeah, they used to say it was often in the top 10. Sometimes there 
were some Seth conferences out here. In those years then they 
would be top three.


Larry Dowler:	 Then I heard there were these international conferences and people 
would come from all over.


Mary Dillman:	 There's people that I've never met before that show up at this are 
just totally unaware of other people reading the material. So Rob in 
some of his footnotes in one of the books mentioned that the 
papers would be at Yale , so people reading those books, they 3

know about it.


 DCT: See footnote #1.3
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Larry Dowler:	 Then I spoke a couple – two or three years ago at a conference, and 
I said – I might as well say my moment of regret was sort of at the 
end of it, a woman sitting in the front row – I can sort of picture 
her asking me if I had been affected, or if it had any affect on me, 
and I sort of blew it off and didn't really respond. Basically I didn't 
want to go there I guess, and I felt badly about it afterwards 
because the fact is it did have some affect. 


I guess I haven't become a convert or a believer or anything, but I 
think it did make me a little more aware of and less judgmental or 
less sure of my own opinions, and recognize that there are people 
who have all kinds of gifts, and some of them may be legitimate, 
whether I think they are or not. So I've been a little more respectful 
of that I think than I was when I was younger, and knew 
everything, you know? [laughter] So it was a very strange – and I 
still can't really explain it, what it was all about, don’t really know, 
but I think the archive is important for people to be able to use and 
understand, or interpret however they will. 


Mary Dillman:	 And you were the one who made the decision?


Larry Dowler:	 I did.


Mary Dillman:	 It wasn't a committee or anything?


Larry Dowler:	 No, no. When I look back on it, not only that decision, but a 
number of others, I can't get over the fact that I never consulted 
with anybody. I mean I just did it, and I had a lot of – I didn't 
realize at the time how much freedom I actually had, and I found I 
had much less freedom like when I went to Harvard. This isn't 
related to Seth, but I remember when I was over at the Beinecke 
Library, the last two years I was both here and Beinecke, and I 
once gave a – I don't know, I think about $350,000.00 at that time 
that had clearly come out of – probably been stolen from the 
Rothschild Library in World War II, and they wanted it back. 


They wanted to send it to Jerusalem, and I did. I just gave it. I tried 
to say we've taken care of it, and it's important scholarly, but 
nevertheless they wanted it. When I think back about it now, I 
didn't consult with the attorney, or counsel, or anybody. I just did it 
and never heard a word. Astonishing.


Mary Dillman:	 That's great.
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Larry Dowler:	 I thought it was the right thing to do, but it's astounding to me that 
I got away with it and nobody ever said anything.


Mary Dillman:	 Well as Jane Roberts fans, we feel you probably consulted one of 
the biggest experts by talking to Seth about it. He was in favor of 
it, right? [laughter]


Larry Dowler:	 Yeah. If anybody said anything, I just blamed Ahlstrom. [laughter] 
Well you're supposed to because as the archivist, you're supposed 
to try to consult. A lot of that stuff gets driven by faculty who have 
an interest, and not that I think Sydney at that point, as far as I 
know, ever came in and used it, but I don't think he lived a whole 
lot longer after that. I think he developed Alzheimer's, and a very 
sad ending because he was a smart guy, and very…. That's another 
story I guess.


Mary Dillman:	 That's too bad. He might have enjoyed looking at some of it. Or 
maybe not.


Larry Dowler:	 He might have. I don't know. He was a senior at that point.


Mary Dillman:	 I did purchase one of his books and he did—


Larry Dowler:	 His book was much more receptive to this whole spiritual 
movement, and how that played and was part of American religion. 
I think appropriately. A lot of people would not have necessarily 
taken it that far – probably he maybe pioneered it in some sense 
and had a broader canvas than I think just talking about 
denominations X, Y, and Z. I think that was a useful way to look at 
it. He saw Jane Roberts in a way she probably wouldn't, but he 
nevertheless thought was in that kind of broad category of spiritual 
awakening or spiritual experience that he termed as religion or as a 
religious experience. So I think that's all I know.


Mary Dillman:	 Well thank you. I really appreciate it. I noticed after we sat here 
there started to be background noise, but hopefully that's not 
muffling us.


[End of Audio]
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