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Q: A few days ago I was telling a friend 

that I was going to be interviewing Paul 

Morantz. And she didn’t know who Paul 

Morantz was. But when I mentioned the 

rattlesnake and Synanon, her eyes lit up 

because she knew exactly who that guy 

was. So how much did your life change 

after they tried to kill you?

My life changed in so many ways. 
I doubt I could list them all. You see, 
my goal was never to be a lawyer. I 
wanted to be a writer. That was my 
first love. But then when I came up 
against Synanon—and I don’t know 

how to say this ... but—I sort of had 
the feeling that this was why I was 
placed on earth, that this was my 
moment, and that I had to rise to the 
occasion. 

I’ve never been bitten by a rattlesnake. 

How painful is it?

It’s extremely painful. It’s not like in 

the movies where John Wayne sucks 
the venom out, jumps back on his 
horse, and goes after the bad guys. It’s 
like having your hand in a vice. See, 
part of the poison kills, but another 
part destroys tissue.

Three weeks before you met up with that 

snake you had won a $300,000 judgment 

against Synanon on behalf of a married 

couple, in which the wife claimed that she 

had been held captive by the organiza-

tion. Did you feel at that point your life was 

in danger?

Way before. Synanon had trained a 
hit force called the Imperial Marines, 
and their chain of command was 
through the Synanon legal department. 
And we knew of 80 people over four 
years who had been physically attacked 
by them. One man was a former  
Synanon member who was trying to 
get his child out. They cracked his 

skull, and only the shouts of people 
who came by saved his life.

Still, it seems that your feelings toward 

Charles Dederich, the man who founded 

and led Synanon, are rather complicated. 

You write, “[T]here was a strange, creepy 

bond between us.” What did you mean 

by that?

It was like we were both captives 
to each other. I mean, I’d be at dinner 
with my fiancée and she’d say, “What’s 
new dear?” And I’d say, “Well, Synanon 
purchased $307,000 worth of weapons 
plus armor piercing bullets. How was 
your day?” I was captured. And Ded-
erich was captured by me. I was out 
there to destroy him. And so we both 
had a sort of morbid curiosity about 
each other.

After you got out of the hospital, did you 

ever consider another line of work; some-

thing calmer and perhaps a bit more lucra-

tive, like trying to find tax loopholes for 

rich guys?

I couldn’t stand the practice of law. I 
couldn’t stand tax cases, divorce cases, 
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personal injury cases. I could never 
have been that kind of lawyer for long. 

So you were hooked on the excitement ... 

on the danger. But it did take a toll on your 

personal life, didn’t it?

Very large. When I was fighting Syn-
anon, my fiancée left me because she 
feared for her children.

When you look at the people who start 

cults—whether it’s Charles Dederich who 

started Synanon, or L. Ron Hubbard who 

started Scientology—do you see them all 

as basically cut from the same cloth?

I see the same person every time. 
... There’s a manic quality about them, 
but they’re all very insecure, very nar-
cissistic, very paranoid, and concerned 
about their place in history.

In 1988 you managed to convince the Cal-

ifornia Supreme Court that brainwashing 

was real and that you could sue for it. 

After you won that case (Molko v. Holy 

Spirit Ass’n, 46 Cal. 3d 1092 (1988)), were 

there a lot of causes of action based on 

brainwashing theory? 

I’m sure there were. ... Up until 
then, I never took a case in which I 
had to prove brainwashing. I had to 
have ordinary torts that I could win. ... 
To me brainwashing, if it got through, 
was the gravy. It was also a risk because 
it might get overturned on appeal. But 
once the Supreme Court decision came 
down it was a different story.  

Reading your book it seemed, at times, 

like I was reading about a character in The 

X-Files. Do you remember that show?

It felt to me more like living in 
an Alfred Hitchcock movie, with the 
guy walking along, doing something 
innocent when, all of a sudden, he 
overhears a conversation, and the next 
thing he knows he’s trying to save the 
world and save the girl. We’ve all seen 
that plot in stories so many times. But 
to live it is quite something else. CL 
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