
 

t h e  Psycho log ia Supp lementa l 
 
 

Episode 3: Hypnosis on Trial   
 
 
CHOWCHILLA KIDNAPPING, 1976 
On July 15, 1976, a school bus driven by Ed Ray carrying twenty-six children aged 5 to 14 was stopped on the 
highway coming home from a field trip to the local swimming pool. It was about 4:00 when three armed men climbed 
aboard the bus and drove it off the road before forcing Ray and the children into a pair of waiting vans. After driving 
for 11 hours, they were led off at gunpoint and made to climb into the movie van buried 6 feet below the ground in a 
quarry. Dirty mattresses and a few small provisions lay on the floor, and the walls were covered in wire. For the next 
16 hours, they were trapped in the coffin-like space, long after the food was gone and battery-powered fans stopped 
whirring. Finally, Ray and several of the older children were able to force open a metal plate in the roof and make an 
escape. No ransom was ever made, as the intended call to the local precinct couldn’t get through the overwhelming 
tide of media attention. The three men who had held them hostage were arrested only after Ed Ray was able to 
recall all but one of the digits of their vehicle under hypnosis. They were charged with kidnapping and sentenced to 
life in prison. 
 
STATE V. HURD, 1981  
In New Jersey in 1978, Jane Sell was brutally attacked by a knife-wielding assailant as she lay sleeping in her 
home. Sell lived with her second husband, David, and three children, two of whom she had had during a 
previous marriage to a man named Paul Hurd. She survived, and was taken to the emergency room of the 
local hospital. When police questioned her, she said she did not remember any details of the event, but asked 
that they look closely at her ex-husband. Quickly, the investigation began to close in on her two husbands, 
current and former.  
 
Once she was able to leave the hospital, police asked if she would be willing to undergo hypnosis in hopes of 
clarifying her memory for the attack. She agreed, and was driven into New York City to meet with Dr. Herbert 
Spiegel. After assessing her ability to be hypnotized, Dr. Spiegel began the process. Under hypnosis, she 
began to describe the assailant, then abruptly started to cry hysterically. The detective present continued the 
questioning: "Jane, I want you to think very, very hard of what you are seeing right now. It's up to you to help 
me. It is up to you now to describe for me what you see. Is it somebody that you know, Jane?" Mrs. Sell said, 
"Yes." He went on, "Is it David, Jane?" "No," she answered. "Is it Paul?" he finally asked. "Yes," Mrs. Sell 
responded. When the case went to court, the issue of whether or not to admit this evidence was hotly 
debated, and eventually was out to the Supreme Court of New Jersey. Ultimately, the testimony was allowed, 
and the Court ruled hypnosis could be used to refresh witnesses’ memories if the session was conducted by 
a trained psychiatrist or psychologist and used only in appropriate cases, where no suggestion is made prior 
to the session and no extraneous parties are present.   
 
PEOPLE V. SHIRLEY, 1982 
In 1982, the California Supreme Court reversed their prior decision made in the 1968 trial against James 
Harding during the trial People v. Shirley in which the defendant, Donald Lee Shirley, was charged with 
breaking into the home of Catherine C. and sexually assaulting her. Her recollection for the event was hazy, 
and, during questioning, a police officer used hypnosis in an effort to help her recover memory for the time 
she had forgotten. During the hypnosis, she made statements that were contrary to things she had previously 
told police. When this was revealed in court, the defense called Dr. Donald W. Schafer to the stand, and he 
testified unequivocally that memories revealed under hypnosis could not be considered untainted, particularly 
when the session is conducted by someone untrained, such as a police investigator. Ultimately, the court 
ruled that the precedent set in 1968 must be overturned, and hypnosis-induced evidence was again rendered 
inadmissible. 


