
Two Cases That Inspired The Exorcist





William Peter Blatty 
(1928-2017)

• Blatty is a senior at Georgetown 
University.

• Father Eugene Gallagher discusses the 
case in his New Testament class.

• May 10, 1950: Georgetown hosts a talk 
by Edward Hughes, a local priest who 
participated in one of the exorcisms.

• Blatty graduates and becomes a 
comedy writer.

• Spoke Arabic and worked in the 
Foreign Service.



Rosemary’s Baby 
(1968)

• Ruth Gordon wins an academy award.

• Horror goes “mainstream.”

• The Catholic Church condemns the 
film.

• Book publishers begin scrambling to 
find “the next Rosemary’s Baby.”



Book Contract

• 1967: Blatty meets Mark Jaffe of 
Bantam books at a New Year’s Eve 
Party and pitches a court drama about 
a child murderer who pleads not-guilty 
by reason of demonic possession.

• “I’ll publish that.”

• Blatty is given an advance.



Research

• Blatty reaches out to Jesuit Thomas 
Bermingham and asks for help writing 
an “authentic” story about Catholic 
exorcism.

• Bermingham: “I don’t want another 
Rosemary’s Baby.”

• Bermingham connects Blatty with 
William S. Bowdern, a lead exorcist in 
the 1949 case.



Ronald Hunkeler 
(1936-2020) 

• Lutheran household.

• Parents Edwin and Odell.

• Grandmother Anna Coppage.

• Lived at 3807 40th Avenue, Cottage 
City, Maryland.

• Ronald spent a lot of time at his Aunt 
Tillie’s house, playing the Ouija board.



Disturbances
• July 15, 1949: Aunt Tillie dies.
• The family begins hearing noises in the walls 

of the house and under floorboards.
• Pictures of Jesus and Mary fall down “as if 

bumped hard from the other side of the wall.”
• An exterminator sprays chemicals into walls, 

but the noises and poltergeist activity get 
worse.

• Odell stated, “If you are Aunt Tillie, knock 
three times.”

• Ronald begins to curse and spit at his 
family and to sing songs he supposedly 
never learned.

• Some sources report a Spiritualist 
“dispossession” was attempted.



• Words begin to appear scratched onto 
Ronald’s body.

• Some appeared on his back.  This 
convinced Blatty these events were 
“unquestionably paranormal.”

• “No school.”

• Jesuit William Van Roo saw Hunkeler 
write on himself and noted how long 
his fingernails were.



Reverend Schulze
• The family consulted pastor Luther Miles 

Schulze. of St. Stephen’s Evangelical 
Lutheran Church (1611 Brentwood Road NE, 
Washington, D.C.)

• On February 17, Schulze had Ronald spend the 
night at his house.  Schulze reported poltergeist 
phenomena, including a heavy chair moving 
across the room and flipping over.

• Schulze tells the family they need a Catholic 
priest.

• In March 1949, he wrote to J.B. Rhine, then 
Director of the Parapsychology Laboratory at 
Duke University. 

• Rhine was probably responsible for an account 
that appeared in The Parapsychology Bulletin 
(August 1949).



Father Hughes

• Ronald underwent two medical 
consultations and was declared 
healthy.

• E. Albert Hughes attempts a series of 
exorcisms, including one at 
Georgetown hospital.

• Ronald slashed Hughes’s arm with a 
bedspring, requiring stitches.



Scratch Marks

• A scratch mark appears that states “Louis.”

• The family presumed the entity was 
instructing them to visit their relatives, 
Leonard and Doris Hunkeler who lived at 
8435 Roanoke Drive in Bel-Nor, Missouri – a 
suburb of St. Louis.



St. Louis
• Priests Raymond J. Bishop and William S. 

Bowdern of St. Louis University examine 
Ronald.

• Archbishop Joseph E. Ritter grants 
permission to perform an exorcism.

• Ronald broke the nose of 27-year-old 
Father Walter Halloran.

• “The contortions revealed physical 
strength beyond the natural power of a 
boy.”

• Exorcisms moved to Alexian Brothers 
Hospital in St. Louis.

• Then to St. Francis Savier College Church 
on the campus of St. Louis University.



Final Rite

• Ronald is moved back to the Alexian 
Brothers Hospital.

• The final exorcism occurred on April 
18, 1949: (the day after Easter).

• At 10:45pm, Ronald declared, ““Satan! 
Satan! I am St. Michael, and I 
command you Satan, and the other 
evil spirits to leave the body in the 
name of God, immediately. Now! 
NOW! N-O-W!”



Ronald Hunkeler

• Hunkeler went on to get degrees in 
chemical engineering and psychology.

• Married in 1970, had three children.

• Worked for NASA until 2000.



The Diary

• Father Bowdern kept a diary of these 
events from March 16 to April 18.

• Blatty was given a copy of the diary after 
he wrote The Exorcist.

• “I didn't read Blatty's book; I didn't want 
to. I personally felt that the movie was 
utterly disgusting, utterly false and quite 
dangerous because of the affect it might 
have on emotionally disturbed persons. 
The movie has been melodramatized, 
especially the ending, which was utterly 
absurd.” ––Father William Van Roo, 
witness to the Hunkeler exorcism.



Begone, Satan (1934)

• Pamphlet describing a 23-day exorcism 
that occurred in Earling, Iowa, in 1928

• “I instinctively felt it could not have 
been invented, but the tone of the 
pamphlet seemed so overly credulous, 
so replete with pietistic asides and 
exclamations, that it turned me 
off.”––William Peter Blatty



Begone, 
Satan 
(1934)

• “With lightning speed the possessed 
dislodged herself from her bed and from 
the hands of her guards; and her body, 
carried through the air, landed high 
above the door of the room and clung to 
the wall with a tenacious grip.” (63)

• “Outpourings that would fill a pitcher, 
yes, even a  pail, full of the most 
obnoxious stench were most unnatural.  
These come in quantities that were 
humanly speaking impossible to lodge in 
a normal being.” (65)



Exorcist and 
Energumen

• Theophilus Riesinger (1868-1941), 
Capuchin monk from Bavaria

• Met a German-speaking woman in 
New York, known as “Anna Ecklund,” 
“Emma Schmidt,”  or just “the 
woman.”

• We have records of an immigrant from 
Switzerland named Hulda Emma 
Schmidt (1882-1964).



Emma’s Demons

• Emma described hosting various demons including:
• Lucifer
• Beelzebub
• Judas Iscariot
• Jacob (her deceased father, having escaped from hell).
• Mina (Jacob’s mistress and/or Emma’s aunt.)
• “[Jacob] now admitted that he had repeatedly tried to force his own daughter to 

commit incest with him.  But she had firmly resisted him.  Therefore, he had cursed 
her and wished inhumanly that the devils would enter into her and entice her to 
commit every possible sin against chastity, thereby ruining her, body and soul.  . . .  
Even in hell he was still scheming how to torture and molest his child.”



We Were Never 
Supposed to 
Know This Story!

• Riesinger’s friend, Father Joseph Steiger, visited Germany 
and told a priest named Carl Vogel about the exorcism.

• Vogel wrote it up for the Catholic magazine 
Liebfrauenbote.

• The magazine article was taken back to America, 
translated, and published as Begone Satan!



We Were Never Supposed 
to Know This Story!

• Some Catholic authorities said the story is heretical and should never have received 
nihil obstat.

• “American Catholics have been accused of many things but of nothing so disgusting as 
the hill-billy theology of ‘Begone Satan.’” 



The Secret History of 
the Earling Exorcism

• Text written by Joseph Bunse, a German 
Jesuit who lived with Riesinger for three 
weeks in New York.

• Bunse died in 1935.  This texts appears 
to have been typed up in 1936.



The Bunse Text

• Emma was born in 1882. She would have been around 46 in 1928.
• She met Riesinger in New York when she was 16.
• Riesinger was her confessor.
• The Pitt Street parish where Riesinger was stationed was known as Kleindeutchsland .
• Reisinger knew “Jacob” before he died.
• “It was these wicked spirits who blinded her and drove her about the city so that, when she 

intended to go to church she at last found herself in a clairvoyant’s room.” 
• Riesinger first exorcised her in 1908.  This was apparently his first exorcism.
• In 1912, Riesinger was disciplined for his exorcisms and transferred to Marathon, 

Wisconsin.
• Emma wrote him in 1928 and said that “The devils called you a d.s. of a.b. [dumb son of a 

bitch] And said ‘Does he not know that hell is stronger than heaven, that there are more in 
hell than heaven?’” 

• He seems to have found a bishop in Iowa who would approve an exorcism and then sent 
for Emma in New York.



A Troubling Passage



The Iowa Prophecies

• God’s plan is to have Satan’s armies converge on 
Emma, so that Riesinger can decimate them, 
prior the apocalypse.

• The archangel Michael (speaking through Anna) 
declares “billions and billions of devils cast into 
the abyss in Earling”

• Otto von Habsburg is “The Great Monarch” 
whose reign will precede the return of Christ.

• Christ will return in 1955 and everyone will 
become Catholic.

• Riesinger sent a full report to Vatican.  Angels 
(speaking through Emma) confirmed it was 
received.



“I, in fact, did not base my book on either of 
the publicized North American cases.”

––William Peter Blatty, 1988



Blatty and the Ouija board

Well, I don’t want to sound like a nut but as I was writing the last chapter and the epilogue I 
did have a series of bizarre experiences. For the first time in my life I got hung up on a Ouija 
board for 10 days.
I’d never done it before but I found I couldn’t leave it alone. And I had the most definite 
feeling that I was communicating with the dead. Yes, I agree an awful lot of it could be 
auto-suggestion, and I knew all about how Ouija boards worked because I’d researched it so 
much for the book, but there were certain things which are not susceptible to explanation by 
the subconscious mind.
I thought it was my father communicating with me, and I got someone in to help validate the 
experience. She was a girl who could put herself into a self-imposed hypnotic trance and who 
would operate the planchette on the Ouija board. I didn’t touch it at all, and asked the 
questions in Arabic, which she didn’t understand a word of, and I got precisely the right 
answers.
But then I thought well maybe subconsciously I was formulating the answers in English and 
she was picking them up from me telepathically.



Finding Peter (2015)

2006: Blatty’s son Peter dies at the age of 
19 of a rare heart disorder.
“To those who have lost a loved one to 
that liar and fraud named death.”
“I have moved away from the belief in 
fallen angels to the belief that demons 
are, in fact, spirits of the dead who are 
behaving very, very badly. In fact, in all of 
the possession literature since the 
beginning of the 20th century, most cases 
involve the spirit of someone who has 
died.”


