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MI6 Psychiatrist Sept 3, 2004

I heard that Sargant was advising the MoD and, it’s been stated, the British 
intelligence services? 

He didn’t talk about that. He wasn’t allowed to. Officially. I mean, he talked about it 
generally, but not specific matters.

One interviewee told me that he used to vanish off to clandestine meetings…

No, no. The world wasn’t like that in those days. There weren’t clandestine meetings 
– for all I know there were at night but I didn’t follow him. 

I was also told that he flatly refused to sign the Official Secrets Act.

No. He wouldn’t have. I agree entirely. We didn’t in those days sign the OSA. We 
gave advice - so I mean, certainly Sargant gave advice but it wouldn’t have been 
advice about matters which required signing the Secrets Act. 

Because times were different back then? 

No. I used to do occasional things but I never signed up. Neither did Sargant

Sargant was fond of gossiping though, wasn’t he? 

Sargant did, yes. But he wouldn’t have given away secrets in any sense. He was 
certainly indiscreet. 

That wouldn’t have discouraged the MoD/whoever? 

Yes, but they would have got his opinion without necessarily going into the details. 
You don’t necessarily go into the details about why X or Mrs X was behaving like 
this. You know, you can just ask him general questions. Which Sargant would have 
loved doing. He loved doing things for the government. 

Sort of: ‘Here’s a patient’? Or ‘We wonder what the Chinese might be doing?’

‘We wonder what the Chinese are doing.’ He wasn’t part of the official group of 
psychiatrists who saw sick spies and things like that.

He never did that? 

No. Not as far as I know. 

Truth drugs appear to have been experimented with by the British intelligence 
community for a while and then discarded as pretty much useless? 
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I honestly can’t tell you but I can tell you from experience that that’s what we found 
and that was generally accepted. You know, you might as well stick a pin in 
somebody’s testicles and expect an answer as give someone a truth drug and expect 
an answer. 

You say ‘from experience’. What experience?

I don’t want to talk about my experiences. Experimentation took place in a vague sort 
of way. I mean, at the Royal Waterloo Hospital, part of Thomas’, we used to 
experiment in whether or not we could get confessions from people who had been -
who were suspected of this or that. But it wasn’t done in any sort of scientific way, if 
that’s what you mean. 

Perhaps most hospitals were doing this at the time? 

I think they were, yes.

At Waterloo, this wasn’t something linked to the government? You weren’t officially 
asked to conduct this type of research?

No, no. I was a junior then at Thomas’. Certainly as far as Thomas’ and the Royal 
Waterloo. 

Were your tests ever successful? 

Not that I know of. You could brainwash somebody to some extent but you could 
have probably brainwashed them anyway without all that palaver. But we 
experimented on a wide range of people and problems. 

Was there any particular doctor in charge collating all this information? It must have 
been sanctioned from quite high up? 

No. I mean we were - one wasn’t under any pressure from people like Sargant. 
Sargant was interested in what one was doing, and when you said ‘Why don’t we try 
this?’ he’d say, ‘Well, go ahead and do it.’ But it wasn’t any sort of official [thing]. 
Dr ******, did enormous amount with intravenous methedrine. He was a marvellous 
chap and he used to get the information. Whether it was real information [I don’t 
know] but we were told about it.

***** was working on methedrine? 

Yeah, he used to give methedrine to many of his patients…

…as a means of getting them to talk? 

Yes. 
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Any success? 

He had a great reputation. As I say, one accepted what he had got out of it. In those 
days I was a junior, and I used to lap it up and think ‘Well done!’ and I used to give a 
few shots of methedrine – without always being as successful as he was.

Methedrine…?

Methyl amphetamine

What kind of patients would you consider suitable for such treatment? 

They would be rather inhibited people, they might have depression. Not psychotic 
depression, or anxiety. You had to be quite careful. It’s quite capable of blowing 
somebody up into a dangerous state. 

You give them methedrine and…

…they start talking at a great rate. Yes. 

Babbling or comprehensible? 

In a comprehensive way. But you have to establish some sort of a relationship with 
these people first. You can’t just give an injection out of the blue. And you have to be 
somebody to them. 

You mentioned that ‘truth drugs’ are about as effective as torture? 

I mean one doesn’t know. How does one know? One only has one’s ideas. Yours is as 
good as mine. 

Were you aware at the time of the rumours of brainwashing coming out from behind 
the Iron Curtain?

When I was a junior? Yes, I became a consultant in **

And you were aware of allegations that the Chinese and Russians were using truth 
drugs?

Yes, yes. There was a lot of talk about it. And the meetings we had, there was a great 
deal of discussion about it. 

Was there a view that the Soviets might actually be onto something?

Everybody thought they were no more onto it than we were…I mean the Russians’ 
idea of brainwashing was - well, you’ve read Stalin – it shows how you can brainwash
somebody in that sense, when they’re actually believing in the system. Other things 
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come in: the relationship you have to the patient, the relationship the patient has with 
the system.

Any work done on hypnosis, so far as you are aware?

Not really, in any work that I would refer to as scientific. A lot of anecdotal stuff. 

Sargant was aware of this kind of thing? What did he make of it all? 

He thought it was all anecdotal. He didn’t think you could brainwash anyone with 
hypnosis

But he thought brainwashing was real? 

He did, yes. And indeed it is, if you do it properly. If you deprive sleep, wake them 
every hour, and – also that the inquisitor, the person who talks to you, you develop a 
very special relationship with them. It’s a very complex and multi-faceted process. I 
mean when you say ‘One gives a drug’ or something – that’s a very narrow view of it. 

A Pavlovian thing taken to extremes…

Well, you can regard it as Pavlovian but it’s a fairly simplistic view of Pavlov. I 
mean, no physiologist today would accept it as Pavlovian. 

Ever come across research into Sensory Deprivation? 

I certainly knew there was quite a lot going on. We didn’t do much with it because 
you had to have special facilities. I haven’t got any practical experience of that. 

Were you aware that there were facilities in the UK where it was being practised?

I think there was something going on at Georges and one certainly heard about it.  
There were labs here or there but I didn’t know anything about that much. I didn’t 
involve myself because I didn’t know much about it and didn’t know the people who 
were involved with it. 

Dr **** **** was named as someone who became involved. Did you know him?

Yes, I knew him well. Charming man. Lovely man. And very upright and proper. In 
some ways, rather the opposite of Sargant. **** **** wouldn’t have gone in for SD. 

I was told that he was involved in [Northern Ireland] in 1971, as an observer.

Possibly, yes. He was one of the high-powered people who was highly respected and 
he might well have been employed by [Intelligence/military services]. 

Did he have a military background? 
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No. 

Sargant wasn’t one of the ones consulted by MI6 on individual cases either, then?

As far as I know he wasn’t on their list of official people, no. I don’t think that’s true. 
I may be wrong but I don’t think it’s likely. 

Ever come across the Consultant Panel on Psychiatry? 

No

They did some work into hallucinogenic drugs…

Yes, one used to use them a lot. In a therapeutic way. Certainly. And brainwashing in 
a way but it was used very experimental way and therapeutically. 

Did you ever work with LSD?

I used it a lot 

For what? 

We used it on an enormous range of people, from alcoholics to anxiety states caused 
by various traumas. I mean, we were experimenting with it. 

Did you know Ron Sandison? 

No. 

When did you start with LSD? 

When it came out. LSD itself I think came out in the 1950s which is when we were 
using it. We were using it in a very indiscriminating way because we wanted to know 
what its value was. … Certainly at Thomas’ one tried it on everything so to speak to 
see what might do well on it and if somebody, some particular type of patient did well 
then you might concentrate on that

Did you ever try it yourself? 

No, I never did. I was much too frightened. 

But some of your colleagues evidently did…?

I should think so. I didn’t ask. 

Other hallucinogenics? Ever come across them?

Only from what I’d read. Aldous Huxley and mescaline and so on
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What can you tell me about Sargant’s special ward in the Royal Waterloo? I’ve been 
told some pretty startling stuff about it in the late 1960s and early 1970s

Before then. He had a ward soon after he became a consultant from – the mid 1950s. 

His own ward? 

Yes. He was in charge of it.

At the Royal Waterloo?

Yes.

All I’ve heard of it is the sleep treatment.

The sleep treatment itself was much later on. But we had, in those days we had –
insulin was being used for schizophrenia. Day patients used to come in as well; there 
was a lot of ECT. And psychotherapy.  Sargant was accused of being not keen on 
psychotherapy but he – quite rightly - he thought a lot of time was wasted on it. There 
were a lot of people who wouldn’t benefit from it. But he was very good at choosing 
people who would benefit. 

He seems to have had a powerful personality

He was very strong, yes

Where did he come up with sleep treatment? When was it originated? 

Not sure when it originated. But it stemmed a bit from insulin, and keeping people 
unconscious for a couple of hours and things. It was being used mainly after I’d left 
Thomas’ 

When was that? 

About **, when I became a consultant. It was mainly used on very difficult patients 
who were very anxious and the theory was that if you remove the anxiety for 10 days, 
the condition would get much better, they would wake up better. They of course woke 
up in between. It didn’t last for 10 days. And obsessional people. Anorexia nervosas 
were sometimes subjected to that. But on the whole it didn’t receive much of a 
reception.

It didn’t work well? 

It was alright once it was suggested, yes, but the results weren’t very impressive. It 
required an enormous number of nurses. In those days Thomas’ nurses were still 
plenty in the Royal Waterloo. I mean the Royal Waterloo was lucky in that we had the 
Nightingales who were highly reliable, and there were a lot of them and you could 
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therefore afford to do things like sleep treatment, which required a lot of nurses. The 
idea that the ordinary psychiatric ward with its rather poorly trained nurses - doing 
that sort of thing would have been highly dangerous. 

Was sleep treatment/narcosis regarded as weird? 

No. It was just regarded as interesting to see what happened.

Where was his ward? 

On the top floor, Ward 5. 

Did you refer patients to Sargant for it?

I treated my own patients after I became a consultant.

What was the relationship between Sargant and Ewen Cameron? 

I think that sort of remark is meaningless. As I said before, they were asked for their 
opinion about this or that. They weren’t asked about specific patients or specific – you 
know – spy situations. And I would have thought most psychiatrists – at least the 
good ones – would have been approached by MI6 or MI5 to give their opinion on this 
or that without necessarily being told anything which might give trouble with the 
secrets act.

Was it possible that Sargant could have been conducting research for the government 
or intelligence services in Ward 5

No. Sargant wasn’t like that. That would have meant setting up special…no. I don’t 
think Sargant would have done that. 

Did you ever come across reports of truth drugs being used in actuality? 

You mean on a real sort of a spy? No, I didn’t. I didn’t know of any specific example. 
No.

You were never called, and none of your friends or colleagues were called? ‘Would 
you mind sitting in on this interrogation?’

No.

What kind of a man was Sargant?

…He had a very bad reputation which was not justified because in fact he was a very 
kind man. A lot of people say he was not – but he was, actually. And what’s more he 
had enormous intuition into a patient, which was something I admired enormously 
and wished I had. He could see somehow, straight away, whether somebody would 
benefit from certain things. Not always, obviously. The reason why he got such a bad 
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reputation was that he couldn’t bear to give up. So he would go on beyond what you 
might call the call of duty. That earned him a bad reputation I think because he would 
do things which hadn’t been proven, perhaps.

You mean, in terms of arguing with others’ opinions and so on?

No, I’m talking about treatment. Because he felt that they were – he could save them. 
He was a very religious man in an odd way, you know his brother was a bishop in 
India. And it was very much a duty that he had to get this patient back to normal. 

Is it correct to say that there was an attitude in psychiatry at the time that the 
discipline was evolving fast and he got swept up in that? 

Oh yes. I agree entirely. It was a marvellous time to be in psychiatry, I thought. But 
then Sargant wasn’t carried away like I was in the beginning. I remember walking 
along Thomas’ corridor with him and saying ‘In another 20 years time we’ll get rid of 
psychiatric illnesses.’ And he said , you know – ‘My dear chap! You have to think 
again.’ So he wasn’t naïve in that sense. 

I thought he would have agreed…

No. He said ‘don’t be so silly’. 

He was willing to administer huge doses of drugs and ECT that most doctors would 
have stopped. 

Well yes, that’s true – but he wasn’t like Cameron in Canada. But he felt that – he 
believed in the rather ropey Pavlovian ideas, that he could cure somebody by going 
on. It wasn’t as if he was doing it mindlessly. It was based on faith. He saw himself as 
a messenger of God – a psychiatric god, anyway.

Almost messianic? 

Yes, it was – which was of course what really captivated me about psychiatry in the 
beginning

He was why you got into psychiatry at the start? 

Yes, it was really. At Thomas’ as a student. He was captivating. 

****, [one of your contemporaries] told me about a medical school demonstration 
involving abreacting patients in front of students, getting them to relive wartime 
traumas…

No. That’s not true. I was with *** in Thomas’ as a medical student. No, he didn’t 
show off patients who were abreacting. He would get them to describe their 
experiences if they’d been given an abreactive drug, which he felt led on to some 
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advance in their treatment. The patients weren’t humiliated or made to feel, or appear 
odd. 

Were you aware of Ewen Cameron in Canada and what he was doing? 

Well, I knew he was giving vast quantities of ECT, which I thought was barmy. 
Sargant did, too, in a way. I don’t think Sargant approved of it. 

Barmy because there was too much ECT? 

Cameron’s idea was simply that you knocked out every thought in the brain, which 
contributed to the abnormal thought. I don’t think anybody accepted that. 

Very maverick, left field? 

Yes 

Were you aware of what he was up to, though? It was hardly a secret at the time

Yes

But no-one stopped him

Well, you couldn’t stop him. What grounds would you have stopped him? 

Damaging his patients? 

But he was actually producing evidence in his papers that he was actually doing good. 
I mean he wasn’t just doing it out of the blue. He would publish a paper and say 
‘We’ve given these ten patients 150 ECTs each a month and they’re all much better’. 
And if anyone’s going to refute that they’re going to have to repeat it, which is not 
very easy. … I don’t think Sargant thought for a moment of doing that, and I wouldn’t 
have dreamt of doing that. 

What’s a normal dose? 

Well, you wouldn’t give more – mainly you only gave it in severe depression. And 
then you had to be sure you gave it towards the end. If you gave ECT at the beginning 
of a depression, that would be fatal – you would go on till the cows came home. And 
a good psychiatrist would recognise that. But you would expect the patient to recover 
within 6 treatments. 6 to 8. 

Each one is three shocks? 

No, no. One shock. And they used to have two a week. Cameron used to give about 2 
a day. One wouldn’t give it more than twice a week, otherwise it does affect memory. 

He was a great believer in the Page-Russell technique…? 
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Doesn’t ring a bell. 

If it was raising concern that Cameron was giving large doses of ECT, was it not also 
raising eyebrows that Sargant was also giving large doses?

Well, Sargant was never giving ECT like that. He would never give – well – if you’ve 
got a manic patient, you wanted to get quite fast - you’d give it every day. But within 
a week the patient would be quiet and it would be over. 

The worst you could expect was one a day for a week? 

Well, if he was manic, yes. But mania is a very rare condition, and you control it by 
other means. But very occasionally you have to resort to that, if you’ve got nothing 
else to do. But depressions, no. You’d only give it once a week. 

Did you ever come across any hard evidence on truth drugs? The impression I got on 
the Intelligence Services here in the UK is that they just wandered around asking 
specialists and collating their views? 

I should think so, yeah. 

There was nothing a bit more involved – like handing out drugs and asking 
psychiatrists to test them? 

No, because you can’t test things like that. Testing in a scientific way is a bit more 
than that. It’s a naïve way of looking at it. You can only get anecdotal evidence like 
that. 

But there were tests just like that in the USA. 

Certainly but a great deal of the work was based on anecdotes. To do a proper study 
you need a grant of a million pounds to do it properly. Otherwise it just becomes 
anecdotal. 


