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Lynne Kelly has been teaching science and mathematics for
over 30 years. She holds degrees in education and engineer-
ing and delights in debunking claims of the paranormal. She
also delights in all things arachnid and is famous for her
spider jewellery.
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INTRODUCTION

Amazing facts are revealed to you. In front of your eyes,
someone is claiming the most incredible things—they can
read your mind, make spoons bend, identify the true shroud
of Christ, predict your future, read your star signs, contact
the dead or transmit messages telepathically.

In the face of no alternative explanation, you have little
choice but to believe them. Surely they wouldn’t be lying to
you? Just because they are making money out of this, they
wouldn’t stand up in public and blatantly lie. Would they?

Maybe not. Perhaps some genuinely believe what they
say despite all the evidence to the contrary. Maybe there is
some truth in one of these claims. The only way to be sure
is to have an alternative against which to measure. By elim-
inating the misconceived and fraudulent we can try and
identify any which really do defy known science.

The Skeptic’'s Guide to the Paranormal gives a rational
explanation for some of the most widely known claims
of the paranormal. It takes tangible claims and examines the
tangible evidence.

The lore of the skeptic says an extraordinary claim
requires an extraordinary proof. If a claim is made publicly
which defies all the rigours of peer review and debate,
then it is beholden on the claimant to provide the proof.
William of Occam was the fourteenth-century creator of the
famous razor which bears his name. Occam’s razor says that
claims should only be believed if there is not a more simple
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explanation. When the arguments become fuzzy, as they do
so often in the world of the paranormal, you must be sure
you haven’t allowed the razor to become blunt.

Over 30 years of genuine interest in the paranormal, I
have applied the tools of scientific method and skepticism:
expecting and evaluating evidence. Not cynicism, but a
healthy skepticism. Not disbelief, but a reluctance to belief
without substance.

Some believers accuse skeptics of having nothing left but
a dull, cold, scientific world. I am left with only art, music,
literature, theatre, the magnificence of nature, mathematics,
the human spirit, sex, the cosmos, friendship, history, science,
imagination, dreams, oceans, mountains, love and the
wonder of birth. That’ll do me.
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SPONTANEOUS HUFHAN
(OMBUSTION

George Mott was a fireman in upstate New York. In 1986 he
was found by his son Kendall in his country home. All that
was left was a piece of skull and part of a foot. Although the
TV and phone were melted and the curtains burnt, the wall-
paper at the head of the bed on which he had died was
untouched. On the bed Kendall found a pile of ashes which
was, just hours ago, his healthy father. This case is fully
documented. It is not a hoax.

What can be more frightening than the belief that
humans can suddenly burst into flame and be totally
destroyed, bones and all, for no known reason? Having been
investigated by police and other authorities, there is no
doubt that this strange form of human combustion is an
extremely rare, but real, event.

Bodies which have succumbed to spontaneous human
combustion display a horrifying similarity. Most of the
corpse is almost totally reduced to ash, but the feet and arms
may be left untouched and there is little damage to the
surrounding property. Nearby household items may be
melted, but not have ignited.

In a normal house fire, even a very intense one, human
remains look like charred human bodies, with skeletons and
some hint of flesh. The surrounding house and contents are
extensively burnt. Even the intense heat of a crematorium
furnace, designed specifically to reduce human bodies to ash,
doesn’t consume the bones. The remains need to be physically
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crushed to form the ashes which are then returned to the
family or buried. But in cases of spontaneous human com-
bustion the bones and most body parts are completely
reduced to ash. Is it any wonder that both firemen and
forensic experts have been utterly bamboozled by these
extraordinary spontaneous human combustion events?

Unknown to science

A man cannot ‘burn of himself’, wrote German chemist
Justus von Liebig in 1851. Charles Dickens was ‘perpetuating
a vulgar superstition” said George Henry Lewes, philosopher
and critic, in 1861 when Dickens killed off his evil, drunken
Mr Krook by ‘spontaneous combustion’ in Bleak House. The
great novelist retaliated by quoting actual cases. More cases
have been documented over the years, and doubters have
had to accept that the strange consumption by fire is not only
real but worthy of serious study.

Can such total combustion of a human body in the
absence of any external fuel be explained by science or are
we witnessing the result of what many claim to be a para-
normal effect? Something beyond science?

Until recently science had no explanation. But that is only
a reason to say ‘it can’t be explained by known science’ rather
than ‘it can’t ever be explained by science’. There is a big dif-
ference. But now science has not only found an explanation
but been able to reproduce the same effect in the laboratory.

|vestigafing the remains

Mrs Mary Reeser, a 67-year-old widow, lived in St Peters-
burg, Florida. On Monday, 2 July 1951 her landlady found
she could not open the door to Mrs Reeser’s apartment
because the door handle was too hot. Her cries brought two
house painters working across the street, who entered the
apartment and found the gruesome remains.
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In a room relatively untouched by flames they found a
foot still in its slipper and a shrunken skull. The rest of what
had been a large woman was reduced to ash.

Joe Nickell and John Fischer spent two years investigating
the death. They noted that Mrs Reeser was a smoker who
had told her son, a physician, that she had taken two sleeping
tablets already that day and intended taking two more. She
had been seated in her favourite chair, which had been
consumed by the fatal fire. On the spot where the chair had
stood there remained a pool of grease. She had a stiff leg
which was held out awkwardly when seated; the foot of this
leg remained intact.

A forensic anthropologist doubted the shrunken skull,
which had been mentioned in news reports, and proposed
that this was was likely to be a misinterpretation of a spher-
ical object which is left as the remains of musculature of the
neck at the top of the spine. Nickell and Fischer concluded
that Mary Reeser had been consumed by a slow burning fire
as a result of a dropped cigarette. In her drugged state, she
had not extinguished the flame which slowly consumed her,
burning her body fat the way a candle burns its wax.

The candle effect

A modern candle is usually made of paraffin wax. Paraffin is
manufactured from crude oil and, like oil, will burn. The
wick is made of a material which absorbs the liquid wax
easily. When a candle is lit the wax near the wick starts to
melt. The wax is drawn upwards through the wick to the
flame, where it evaporates and the gaseous wax burns.

In rare cases, a human body can burn in the same way,
but the wick is on the outside—the clothes. The fuel is not
paraffin but body fat, much like the tallow candles of old
which were made from animal fats. The human body
becomes an inside-out candle. The ‘wick’ must be ignited,
say, by a cigarette butt falling on the clothes. It must be
allowed to burn long enough for the body fat to start melting
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and be absorbed into the clothing to fuel the flame further.
Once the flame is being fed by melted body fat, the fire will
burn long and hot, continuing to supply itself with fuel as it
liquefies and consumes the body fat, evaporates the water
and combusts the flesh.

For a human body to become a candle the person must be
dead or unconscious. As the process is a slow one, the pain
would soon alert any conscious person to extinguish the flames.

When the clothes first start to burn there will be an initial
flare. If some kind of accelerant is present, say petrol or
perfume, this may cause a high flame but this initial flare
will subside almost immediately. The melted fat then
becomes the fuel source to continue feeding the flames. The
fat liquefies into the clothes and the victim burns slowly, but
at a very intense heat. Extremities, such as the lower legs
and hands, may not contain sufficient body fat to sustain the
burn and hence can remain untouched. Also, lack of clothes
on parts of the body can deny the melted body fat a wick.

Bone marrow is about 80 per cent fat. In a slow fire this
fat can be liquefied and slowly released, allowing complete
consumption of the bones. The body is destroyed from
within. This is different from a crematorium where the
burning is external and rapid.

As spontaneous human combustion is the result of an
internally fed fire, there will be little flame to destroy
external surrounds, although the heat may lead to nearby
objects melting.

Confirming the theory

In an episode of the 1998 BBC series QED, titled ‘Spon-
taneous human combustion’, two cases gave clues which
enabled spontaneous human combustion to be replicated in
the laboratory. The first case involved an investigation into
the remains of a woman conducted by Dr Dominique
Deharo from the Police Science Laboratory in Toulouse,
France. The police did not believe her death was due to
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spontaneous human combustion, despite all the clues
pointing that way. They were suspicious that a localised
accelerant had been used. They caught the murderers, who
confessed, telling police they had poured Chanel No. 5 on
the body and set it alight with a match to hide the evidence
of murder. They wouldn’t have wanted to use just any old
perfume, would they? Perfume contains alcohol, an acceler-
ant. In this case, the small amount of perfume helped set the
body alight. They didn’t have sufficient for the normal, fast
burn of a body doused in petrol.

In the second case, in 1991 near the American town of
Medford, Oregon, a woman'’s body was found in the woods
by two fishermen. It was still alight. They flagged down Mike
Lougheed, the Deputy Sheriff. He discovered that the
woman had been seen hitchhiking at about 7.30 a.m. Her
body was found smouldering five hours later. There was
intense damage to the body, with most of the bones having
been reduced to ash, but there was no sign of damage
outside the small area surrounding the corpse. The role of
the slow burn was added to the clues.

Forensic scientist Dr John DeHaan was called in as an
expert in arson investigations. He knew that what he
was looking at was an example of the ‘candle effect’. The
woman’s clothing and the deep layer of dead leaves had
acted as a wick and her body fat had acted as the fuel.
Damage to overhanging branches indicated the flame plume
had been less than 50 centimetres high even though the fire
was intense enough to consume the body thoroughly.

So the mechanism was now identified and named the
candle or wick effect. It still had to be reproduced in a labora-
tory to be established as the scientific explanation for spon-
taneous human combustion.

In the laboratory

In 1998 Dr John DeHaan from the Californian Criminalistics
Institute replicated the candle effect and demonstrated
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conclusively how this can explain all the features associated
with cases of spontaneous human combustion.

As shown in the BBC series QED, Dr DeHaan used a pig
carcass wrapped in a blanket. (Pigs have a similar body fat
content to humans.) The pig carcass was placed on a table
and a small amount of petrol—it’s cheaper than Chanel
No. 5—was used as an accelerant to start the fire. After about
two minutes the flames died down and from then on only
the pork fat acted as the fuel. As the fat liquefied, it was
consumed, giving a slow, intense, localised burning. The
flame temperature was measured at over 800 degrees centi-
grade, but the flames were small; too small to attract the
attention of passers-by.

Seven hours later the carcass was destroyed and the fire
was extinguished. Nearby objects did not catch fire, but
those very close to the pig did melt. In particular, objects
high in the room where hot air was trapped were seen to
melt but not ignite. The body extremities, such as feet, were
not burnt. They didn’t contain sufficient fat to sustain the
localised fire.

Do try this af home

You may not feel like slowly burning a whole pig at very
high temperatures in your kitchen, but you can model spon-
taneous human combustion at home.

Wrap a candle in a light cloth such as cheesecloth. Place
a very small amount of perfume on the cloth and light it.
The flame will soon die back and the candle will burn with
the outer material acting as a wick. As the wax melts the
cloth absorbs the flammable oil and fuels the flame. The
cloth will be charred but continue to absorb the oil and burn.
A red candle gives some lovely gory dripping blood effects if
you are that way inclined.
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Combusted humans

When a human body is discovered with the tell-tale signs of
what has been called ‘spontaneous human combustion’, it is
almost certain that the person was dead or unconscious
before the fire started. Only the parts of the body which are
rich in fat will fuel the fire.

Spontaneous human combustion requires an extremely
unusual set of circumstances and is very rarely recorded. But
as we saw above it can be replicated in the laboratory. It is
human combustion, but it is far from spontaneous. So rest
reassured: your body won't inexplicably burst into flames.
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WALKING O HOT COALS

Before you lies a bed of flaming coals. The temperature is
400 degrees centigrade, maybe much hotter. You know 100
degrees is boiling water, so 400 degrees is mighty hot and
would easily burn you. You remember enough of your
school science to know that.

With training, you are told, you too can make the hidden
powers of your mind overcome the heat and you can walk
across this bed of coals without being burnt. It is simply
mind over matter.

You stand in front of the bed. The radiant heat on your
face is enough to make you step back from the edge. There
is no way you will walk across this bed of coals. You're not
that stupid. You see films of men on exotic islands walking
across pits of volcanic rocks as an initiation ceremony. It’s
very impressive stuff. They train for a long time to achieve
that level of control over the power of the fire.

You join up. After seminars about the power you have
within you, and with those around you being so eager and
supportive, all those dreams suddenly seem possible. You
feel so positive you could burst. You know that if you could
just confront your fear of the bed of coals and draw upon
that amazing power in your mind, you could walk across it.
Then you know you could conquer the world.

You walk up to the pit and do exactly what you have
been trained to do. You feel the damp ground beneath your
bare feet; the heat on your face; the enthusiasm of those
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around you cheering you on and chanting. You long for the
applause which has greeted those who have crossed before
you. Some have turned back. They just couldn’t do it. But
you can. You just know you can do this. And you do.

The feeling of elation is astounding. You did it! You
walked across the fires burning at more than 400 degrees
centigrade and you hardly felt the heat. You can confront the
boss on Monday. You can sort out your financial worries. You
can get that promotion, new job, boyfriend, art prize, role in
the production . . . you can do anything. The $500 for the
course was money well spent. World—here you come!

Let’'s just imagine another scenario. A bit more
mundane—sorry about that. But it’s also much cheaper and
safe to do at home.

You have a cake in the oven (or loaf of wholemeal bread
if you’d prefer a healthier visualisation) at 180 degrees centi-
grade. You open the oven. You feel the heat on your face.

Will you put your hand in the oven? Touch the air?

Will you touch the top of the cake and press it to see if it
bounces back?

Will you touch the cake tin?

Yet the air, the cake and the tin are all at the same
temperature, 180 degrees centigrade.

The science

The key to the whole trick—and that’s just what it is—is the
difference between temperature and heat. Heat is the energy
which burns you. It can’t do so until enough heat energy has
been transferred to your feet (or finger).

Wood coals and porous rocks are very poor conductors of
heat. Air is even worse. Any metal is thousands of times
better at conducting heat—that is, transferring it from one
place to another.

More important is how much heat is actually contained
in the material. Coals have a very low heat capacity. They
store very little heat relative to other materials. Metals have
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a very high heat capacity. They have a lot more heat stored
and can get it across to your body quickly.

Technically speaking, the coals have a low heat capacity
and poor thermal conductivity. Metals have a high heat
capacity and high thermal conductivity. Our bodies are
mostly water and hence have a fairly high heat capacity as
does water. So it needs a fair bit of heat energy to be trans-
ferred before we can burn.

Don’t they say ‘it’s all in the timing’? Walk rapidly, but
don’t run, across a four-metre imaginary pit. How long is
each foot in contact with the ground? Two, maybe three,
short periods of less than a second each. That’s all.

Many people will pick up a glowing coal and quickly toss
it into a fire again. In that brief time the heat needed to burn
can’t get across. In the time it takes to walk across a pit of
burning coals, the time each foot is in contact with the coals
is not enough for it to burn.

When your feet are in contact with the coals some heat
does flow from the coals into your feet. But because the
coals are such poor conductors of heat they actually cool
down around that area. You can see the footprints of
people after they have walked across the coals for this
very reason.

There is another layer of protection coming into effect as
well. It’s called the Leidenfrost Effect. Your grandmother
probably doesn’t know its name but has used it often. It
used to be common practice to see if an iron was hot enough
by licking the end of a finger and touching the iron. The
same effect is behind the reason people lick their fingers
before putting out a candle flame. The water evaporates and
for an instant provides a protective layer of water vapour
between the finger and hot iron.

Standing in front of a bed of hot coals, you are likely
to sweat from the heat and panic. Where do you sweat? On
the soles of your feet among other areas. Just to make sure
your feet are wet, most firewalks will be surrounded by
wet ground. This thin layer of water vapour is an unneces-
sary extra level of protection, but it’s there anyway.
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Of course, things can go wrong when the pit of coals is
not prepared properly. The mind can only overcome matter
if the matter has been overcome by science first. There was
a case, sometimes referred to as the Kentucky Fried Feet
Fiasco, when 30 managers from the Kentucky Fried Chicken
restaurant chain suffered minor to severe burns when they
walked across a pit of coals which had not been correctly
prepared. The report in The Age newspaper, cleverly titled
‘Like some fries with that?’, reported that this management
fry-up occurred ‘during the fire-walking exercise under-
taken by many companies throughout Australia as part of
leadership development and management bonding schemes’
(The Age, 28 February 2002).

So anyone can walk across hot coals as long as the coals
are of a material which has a low heat capacity and low heat
conductivity and are prepared with regard for the laws of
science, not pseudoscience. I know. I've done it. It feels like
walking across warm carpet. Not even very hot. The training
can be done in one sentence: don’t stop to smile for the
camera and try to sweat a bit.



(ROP CIRCLES

It’s lovely to see Hollywood producing fiction based on crop
circles with the film Signs—aesthetic, fascinating and damn
good fun. And fiction is exactly where any link between
flattened breakfast foods and alien visitations belongs.

The corn field is large, and one night, suddenly and
silently, areas of the corn are flattened into spirals and swirls,
rings and circles. Sharp edges define the depression in which
the corn is systematically bent; stalks are untouched only
a grain’s width away from those bent full to the ground.
The stalks, still green and young, are bent but not broken.
They are still alive. Standing inside such a phenomenon is
eerie and spectacular. From the air or nearby hills the circle
is stunningly beautiful. There are no footprints where a human
has entered to create the huge depression now dominating
the field.

The background

Although an occasional crop circle has been reported as
far back as the sixteenth century, checking those sources
show they clearly state the crop was cut. They are not early
examples of the modern formations in which stalks are
bent but still grow. So there is a complete lack of historical
precedence. Any acceptable theory has to answer why this
phenomenon didn’t start until the 1960s.

72
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One of the first crop circles was among reeds in Australia
in 1966, but they didn’t come to the public’s attention until
the explosion in numbers in the 1980s. From about three
metres wide in the English counties of Hampshire and Wilt-
shire, they have grown to be as large as fields will allow. They
have spread worldwide, with peak numbers following media
interest in things alien.

Crop circles were initially simple circles of flattened cereals
produced in the fields of unsuspecting farmers by forces
unknown. As the phenomenon attracted more attention the
circles became more elaborate. The linked circles, swirls and
spirals became too complex to be called circles, no matter how
broad the definition, and so the term ‘crop pictographs’ entered
the literature. The appearance of a crop triangle merely confused
the issue. The name ‘agriglyph’ enjoyed some popularity.

Over 1000 crop circles were formed in 1990 alone. On
12 August 1991 at Ickleton near Cambridge a Mandelbrot Set
appeared in a field of wheat. It was a thrill for fractal fans to
see the signature of their new art form laid out so wondrously.
Were aliens in tune with human fashions?

Cereologists, as the believers became known, proposed
many theories. By far the most popular is that crop circles
are caused by aliens. Cereologists admit many crop circles are
faked, but there are plenty, they say, which defy such skeptical
interpretation.

The theories

These are the theories that have been put forward to explain
crop circles.

I. Crop circles are created by aliens. A few witnesses
have reported seeing flying saucers, strange lights
and other alien indicators. Hollywood favours this
explanation.

2. The Earth Energy Theory states that crop circles are a
message from the Earth telling us to stop polluting it.
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3. The circles are the result of a fungus—imagine a wildly
enhanced version of the familiar fairy rings created by
parasitic fungi and you’ll have the idea.

4. There are underground fields, magnetic or electric,
which suddenly cause the flattening of the grain. These
are possibly associated with the remains of ancient
fields and buildings.

5. The circles are the result of downdraughts from
aircraft or helicopters. In fact, one theory proposes
that the circles are the result of helicopter pilots flying
upside down above the crop.

6. There are naturally occurring spinning winds, possibly
small whirlwinds or tornadoes, which create the
circles as a result of their sudden swirling pressure.
The circles are usually found in summer when the
evening or morning air is still and warm. Whirlwinds
rise from the warm ground on hot, still days. They are
often found near hills, giving rise to the idea that the
presence of the hills causes some strange draughts
and hence contributes to the formation of the wind
vortices.

7. Crop circles are formed by a plasma vortex. This
theory was proposed by physicist, and later meteor-
ologist, Dr Terence Meaden, in his book The Circles
Effect and its Mysteries. Rejecting the alien hypothesis,
he proposed that a natural phenomenon was at
work. He defined a plasma vortex as ‘a spinning mass
of air which has accumulated a significant fraction of
electrically charged matter’. This wind has ‘entered the
ionized state known as plasma’, and the ‘vortices are to
become plasma balls akin to ball lightning in appear-
ance except that they are much bigger and longer
lived’ (Meaden, quoted in Nichell & Fischer 1987,
p- 137). Some witnesses have reported lights and
humming noises, which is consistent with the plasma
vortex theory as well as with the more exciting aliens
theory.

8. The last theory: they are all hoaxes.
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Eliminating theories

Mother Earth’s communications on the topic of pollution
suit current philosophies. However, the theory lacks any
physical means by which the Earth might have created the
circles. It fails to address why the circles are made in some
countries and not in those that have greater pollution
problems. Nor does it explain why the circles started in the
1960s, when the industrial age a century earlier would have
justifiably caused the Earth similar concerns.

Nothing can be found which detects the underground
magnetic or electric fields, and certainly nothing is known
that is strong enough to bend wheat and corn, which are not
metallic or susceptible to a strong electrical or magnetic
force. Strange, undefined energies are detected by dowsers
with their various energy wands. To date, these have also
defied any detection using scientific means. The presence of
ruins and underground buildings has not been shown to
correlate with crop circle occurrences, or produce forces
with the strength to bend stalks. Why would these energy
fields suddenly bend a stalk when it has grown unaffected
for months?

The fungus can’t be detected, nor can it be explained why
such a fungus would bend stalks so neatly.

The helicopters, I am reliably told by pilots, would be
easily detected by their smashed remains in the middle of
the field if anyone tried such acrobatics. Any form of down-
draught from a plane or helicopter would leave less defined
edges while the bending would not be so uniform.

Nor could a vortex of wind create such a sharp outline.
This explanation depends on the warmth of summer for
the creation of whirlwinds and so has a lovely correlation
with the pattern of crop circle seasons; but so does the
correlation of summer with the time when crops are ready
and are tall and yet still pliable, perfect for bending flat.
In fact, it is very difficult to break the stalks of crops at
this stage. A circle of broken stalks would be a much more
impressive feat.
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The proximity of many crop circles to hills is also quoted
as support for wind vortices, but there is also an advantage
to hoaxers who want to view their handiwork from above.
The physics of wind and hills creating such specific wind
vortices has never been developed convincingly.

Plasma vortices are unknown to meteorologists and have
never been recorded or detected. It is a delightfully creative
theory but suffers from lack of evidence. It also fails to match
the evidence of the distinct circles, especially as they have
become more and more complex. Although there will need
to be some rational explanation of why such circles are not
reported before 1980, it is a plausible cause of some simple
circles and is worthy of further research.

Both the plasma vortex and alien theories draw evidence
from eyewitness accounts. As the theories became more
widely publicised, so the eye witness accounts support them.
One teenager managed to support both when describing his
apparent witnessing of the creation of a crop circle near
Margate, Kent, in August 1989 to a newspaper (while posing
for his photograph). He described ‘a spiralling vortex of
flashing light” which ‘looked like an upturned satellite TV
dish with lots of flashing lights’.

The appearance of crop circles is a localised phenomenon,
with Wiltshire and Hampshire being the most favoured
counties. The Wiltshire town of Warminster is referred to as
the UFO capital of England, and so it was not surprising
when nearby crop circles were interpreted as UFO landing
sites. The belief that crop circles are created by visiting alien
craft was born.

As the patterns became more and more complex, it was
harder for those proposing natural phenomena to explain crop
circle creation without the involvement of intelligent beings.

Humans or aliens?

We are left with the crop circles being created by humans or
aliens—or a bit of both.
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Hoaxers have come clean. Using a plank of wood and a
piece of rope as their only essential tools, some have resorted
to pieces of looped wire attached to hats to allow them to
align with a distant landmark and gain accuracy in direction.
If they link arms, and have a plank each, a circle can be
created in no time.

The first to confess were Doug Bower and Dave Chorley,
two retired British artists who were in their sixties by the
end of their 15-year prank. They had been indulging in a
spot of mischief. In 1991 they claimed to have faked over
200 hundred crop circles and knew others who had done
likewise. They started by simply walking in ever-increasing
circles from a central stake using a horizontal piece of wood
to flatten the corn. They walked in and out of the fields
along the ‘tramlines’ left by tractors.

Cereologists agree that many of the crop circles are the
result of hoaxers, but they say some are beyond the ability
of humans. One of the best known cereologists, or ‘croppies’
as they are affectionately known, is Pat Delgado, an engineer
and cereologist who wrote Circular Evidence with another
engineer, Colin Andrews, in 1989.

In 1991 the British newspaper Today had Bower and
Chorley fake a crop circle. They then had it inspected by Pat
Delgado, who declared that no human could have made it.
Other newspapers and television stations have had crop
circles faked to try to fool their rivals. Crop circles are big
news stories. Despite the public embarrassments of this type,
many cereologists still believe that a small percentage of crop
circles may be genuinely made by aliens.

When the single word WEARENOTALONE appeared in a
field (Doug and Dave at work again), Delgado wrote in
Flying Saucer Review: ‘At first it was an obvious hoax, but
prolonged study makes me wonder’. Such is the desire of
cereologists to make the evidence match their beliefs. The
complex circles became signs and messages from alien races
to humans. The not-alone message was, in fact, directed at
the other hoaxers, not to the human race from aliens. The
‘we’ not ‘you’ went unnoticed.
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Could the dancing lights sometimes seen at circle sites
have anything to do with the torches needed by the hoaxers?

We cannot prove that all crop circles are manmade
without an intensive and expensive investigation into every
one as they occur. There is no one with the money and moti-
vation to mount such a massive campaign. So we are left
with the question: if we can’t check each one what should
we believe? Until we are presented with a circle which is
beyond the skills of humans, there is scant reason to believe
there is any alien race at work. We can never prove a
negative. We can never prove there are no crop circles which
are made by aliens.

Here we must apply Occam’s Razor, the philosophical
premise that if there is a complex explanation and a simple
explanation, it requires strong evidence to accept the
complex one. To date, we have no evidence that the crop
circles are the work of a race travelling vast distances,
unknown to us and undetected by us, and managing to toil
unnoticed in fields to create a phenomenon which can
simply be made by humans.

Motivating the hoaners

Why would someone fake a crop circle and then keep quiet
about it? Most remain anonymous because, let’s face it, no
matter how beautiful it might be, it is graffiti. There is the
small issue of criminal damage and angry farmers. For
others, it is the fun of fooling the croppies. Having your crop
circle deemed to be certainly alien is a real buzz for those in
the game.

Researchers Joe Nickell and John E Fischer, in a study
done for the Committee for the Scientific Investigation into
Claims of the Paranormal in 1991, refer to the ‘shyness
factor’. Crop circles are almost exclusively made at night.
They don’t tend to appear in fields under surveillance, and
for many years no one claimed responsibility.

Doug Bower and Dave Chorley kept quiet for 15 years;
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even Bower’s wife Irene knew nothing of their work. Bower
and Chorley have confessed they dreamed up the idea over
a pot at their local, the Percy Hobbes. Their goal had been to
fool the ufologists.

Starting with simple circles and a heavy steel bar, they
attracted no attention. Moving on to planks and ropes, they
drew more complex figures. When their efforts were finally
noticed, they delighted in the claims of scientists and ufolo-
gists that no human intelligence could create such wonders.
Closely following the comments on each creation, they
developed artistically and rejoiced in the attention and their
ability to confound.

More recently, farmers have realised that there is a buck
to be made by charging people to enter the flattened fields.
There is also a roaring trade in high-quality photographs of
the most impressive of crop circles.

And so the emphasis changes and many crop circles have
been generated openly by people who call themselves crop
artists and certainly do justice to the term. Some farmers
encourage them and charge for viewing, passing them off as
alien mysteries or acknowledging them as pure art works. A
short search on the Internet will deliver you some incredible
photographs of stunning artwork. Few artists have the delight
of their work being photographed from helicopters and the
images published worldwide, at no expense to themselves.

The field is their canvas. Long may these artists bend stalks.
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THE SHROUD OF TURIN

Do you need tangible proof for your beliefs? Some people do
and the Shroud of Turin provides it for many Christians.
They claim it is the true burial cloth of Jesus.

The debate is between the advocates, who believe it is the
true burial shroud of Jesus, and the skeptics, who believe it
is a work of art. You decide.

The clues

I. The Shroud of Turin is a 4.3 metre long cloth of linen
with a full length human image that is considered to be
a likeness of Christ.

2. The image contains both the front and back of a man,
as if he had been laid on the cloth with his feet at one
end.The cloth was then folded over his head to cover
the front of his body.

3. The likeness is a negative image.That is, the prominent
points, such as the nose and eyebrows, are dark, while
sunken parts, such as the eyes and neck, are light. In a
normal photograph the nose and eyebrows are usually
light, while the eyes and neck are dark.

4. The likeness of Christ is the thin, heavily bearded man
shown in many religious art works.

5. Wounds on the body are visible on the back, chest and
face with puncture marks on the feet, hands and one

20
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side. This is consistent with the description of Christ’s
crucifixion and spearing in the side.

. There are reddish bloodstains on the image at the

wrists, feet and on one side of the body. There are
more smaller bloodstains around the head, consistent
with the wearing of a crown of thorns.

. Iron and protein, as are found in blood, are present in

the areas of the bloodstains.

. Porphyrins, also found in blood, are present in the area

of the bloodstains.

. Over the eyes are two round darker rings, considered

by some to be coins.

. Pollen which is consistent with the known species

around Jerusalem has been found on the cloth.

The linen is a herringbone-twill weave.

The image only appears on the surface of the linen on
one side. It does not penetrate the fibres.

. The negative nature of the image was not realised until

the shroud was photographed in 1898. Photography
was unknown in the Middle Ages or before. The
positive image, as viewed on the shroud, is not partic-
ularly impressive. It is in the negative image that the
true strength and likeness is revealed.

. Thirty American and a smaller number of European

scientists examined the shroud minutely in October of
1978 over five days and reports from that group have
been quoted widely as authenticating the cloth as
being the burial shroud of Christ.

. The Shroud of Turin Research Project (STURP) group

of scientists has produced a theory, called the ‘flash
photolysis’ theory, which explains the image in terms
of the energy generated by the body of Christ at the
moment of resurrection.

. An Associated Press report on 20 November 1979

said: “The scientist who led the team that investigated
the Shroud of Turin last year says evidence so far
indicates that the linen did in fact wrap the crucified
body of Jesus Christ’.The scientist was then quoted as
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20.

saying: ‘Every one of the scientists | have talked to
believe the cloth is authentic’.

. One of the STURP scientists, on the ABC-TV

(America) network show 20/20 at Easter 198l, said:
‘The likelihood of this being a forgery is less than one
in a million, in my opinion’.

. Skeptics have maintained that it is a work of art

created by an artist in the Middle Ages.

. An artist of that time could not have known about

negative images and photography.
There is no sign of brush strokes on the shroud. It
cannot have been painted.

Advocates also say:

21.

22.
23.

24.

25.

26.

The blood flows and anatomical details and pathology
of crucifixion are correct and beyond the knowledge
of the artists in the Middle Ages.

Artistic methods have been ruled out as a possibility.

The shroud is consistent with biblical descriptions of
the burial of Jesus.

The shroud image contains unique 3D information
which enables a recreation of the physical body of
Jesus. This proof that the shroud could not be
manmade was proposed with much mathematical
detail by John Jackson and Eric Jumper in 1976.

Flat sections over the eyes have been identified as
coins. One of the members of the Holy Shroud Guild,
Father Francis Filas, S] claimed to be able to read the
inscriptions on the coins and that they were from the
time of Christ. Others have failed to see anything in
the blur.

This image is just too good to be produced by a
medieval artist.
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The theories

The body was covered in oils and spices, as was common in
the time of Christ, and these were transferred by direct
contact with the cloth as it was wrapped around the body.
More oils and spices were transferred from the more promi-
nent body parts, such as the nose and eyebrows. There are,
therefore, imprints of these parts of the body while the
recesses remain blank.

The image is the result of a projection from the body onto
the linen. Body vapours, such as weak ammonia, which is
present from the fermentation of urea in sweat, reacted with
the spices on the cloth. The shroud acted like a photographic
plate and so produced a negative image.

A Leonard pitittgoged Hery

Lynn Picknett and Clive Prince, in their 1966 book Turin
Shroud: In Whose Image? The Shocking Truth, claim the Shroud
is the result of a photographic technique developed in
absolute secrecy by Leonardo da Vinci in response to a
commission for the Pope, Innocent VIIL. The shocking ‘truth’
is indeed shocking. They claim that the shroud is a fifteenth-
century composite photograph of Leonardo’s head and the
body of some unfortunate fellow crucified for the purpose
by Leonardo.

Thlosk pttpris Horry

The image is a form of scorch mark formed by a short burst
of radiation emitted by the body of Christ at the moment
of resurrection. This defies any known scientific phenomena
and is certain proof of the supernatural nature of the
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resurrection. This is the favoured theory by the believers in
the authenticity of the Shroud.

Metberad ardbsan /Z%f/
&

The image is the work of a medieval artist. The artist used a
rubbing method with a semi-solid or dry substance. The
colouring pigment has faded with time due to reaction with
the cellulose of the fibres, temperature, evaporation and
handling. This is the favoured theory for skeptics.

The history of the shroud
5T

The linen and image, later known as The Shroud of Turin,
is first recorded in the Church of Our Lady in Lirey, a small
town in north-central France. The shroud is owned by a
soldier of fortune, Geoffroy de Charney, or de Charny,
depending on the source. Biblical relics are very popular at
this time and can be relied upon to generate significant
income for their owners.

e

Pilgrims are flocking to see the shroud, claimed to be the
true burial shroud of Christ. The many visitors pay to see
the cloth. A skeptical bishop, Henri de Poitiers, launches
an investigation into the authenticity of the shroud and,
deciding it is not legitimate, has it hidden away.

/S T8Y

The shroud is on show again, and is investigated by Bishop
Pierre d’Arcis. Again it is deemed not to be Christ’s true
burial shroud.
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Geoffroy de Charney’s granddaughter, Margaret, regains
control of the shroud and launches a Middle Ages version of
the travelling road show with it. In 1453 she ‘gives’ the
shroud to the duke and duchess of the Royal House of
Savoy, which will later become the Italian monarchy. Those
who advocate the authenticity of the shroud like to empha-
sise Margaret’s generosity in giving the shroud to the Royal
House of Savoy. (However, it is recorded that the House
of Savoy responded generously by giving Margaret two
castles.)

e

The shroud has a proud reputation as a source of protection.
However, it is nearly destroyed in a fire in the chapel which
houses it. Molten silver from the lining of the casket falls
onto the shroud, which also displays water marks from the
same event.

TS

The shroud finally arrives in Turin, Italy, having been sold
many times en route. It is to stay in Turin and can be still
seen at the Royal Chapel of the Cathedral St John the Baptist.

/S S5GS

The shroud is photographed by Secondo Pia. On developing
the plates, the shroud image is seen in negative, which gives
a much clearer image.

A new interest in the shroud arises, amid claims that no
artist in the Middle Ages could have known about photogra-
phy, which was still centuries from discovery.

Debate about the authenticity of the Shroud of Turin
continues to rage.
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John Jackson and Eric Jumper, who work at the Air Force
Weapons Laboratory, Albuquerque, New Mexico, claim the
shroud contains unique 3D information which will enable
them to reconstruct a solid figure of Christ. The complex
mathematics could not be known by an artist in the Middle
Ages.

;977

Jackson and Jumper form STURP in March 1977. Jackson
and Jumper are also on the Executive Council for the Holy
Shroud Guild. Almost all the members of STURP are deeply
religious scientists.

/9IS

In October a group of American and European scientists
spend five days examining the shroud. Carbon dating is not
permitted by the Vatican on the quite reasonable grounds
that it would require some of the precious cloth to be
removed.

Joe Nickell, from the Committee for the Scientific Inves-
tigation of Claims of the Paranormal, demonstrates a
rubbing technique known to have been used long before the
Middle Ages which produces a negative image from a bas-
relief and shows no signs of brush strokes.

Thirty-two rigorously clean sticky tape tests are taken
from the shroud by STURP. Dispute over the interpretation
of these contributes to a break in the group.

/9 7Y

In November press releases from STURP quote scientists as
being convinced that the shroud is authentic.
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Three postage-stamp-sized samples are sent for carbon
dating to three independent laboratories in America,
Switzerland and England. Using accelerator mass spectrom-
etry, the results are in close agreement, within the accuracy
of such tests. They date the flax which was harvested to form
the Shroud of Turin linen at between 1260 and 1390. Advo-
cates criticise the reliability of carbon dating methods.
Skeptics claim the debate is over.

Evaluating the theories

If oils and spices from the body were transferred to the cloth
by direct contact with the cloth as it was wrapped around the
body, we have a problem with the image. A cloth wrapped
around a curved body, when flattened out, would give an
expanded image of the non-horizontal parts of the body, such
as the sides, giving a grossly distorted image of the human.
The image on the shroud is a plan view, looking down on the
body. Simple geometry has ruled out this theory.

%ym/’{" 7% l//fg //fﬁ‘y

If the image is the result of a projection of body vapours
from the body onto the linen, we have a different problem
with the image. Vapours do not travel in nice straight lines,
but disperse, so the image would be blurred. The image on
the shroud is quite clear. This theory has also been rejected.

‘Z‘?i %ﬁ/!ﬂ/ﬂé ////// (47 //J/Z/
c

This claim is based on the fact that Leonardo was a genius
capable of such an extraordinary feat of science. The fact
he may have been intellectually capable of it does not justify
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the leap to saying he therefore did it. Leonardo lived just
beyond the accepted carbon dating period. Born in 1452, he
was more likely to have completed such an amazing feat
nearer the end of his life in 1519 than the beginning.

The authors of this theory claim the disembodied look
of the shroud supports the claim that it is a composite of
the vain Leonardo’s head on the body of his model. A more
likely explanation is that the neck area is too far from the
cloth when producing the image by rubbing, hence giving
an apparent gap on the front but not the back image, or
that the cloth was moved between rubbing the head and
the body.

The believers say that the fact that the man was genuinely
crucified means it is authentic, and that our suggestion that
Leonardo crucified someone (either living or already dead)
is macabre, and therefore, for some curious reason, incon-
ceivable ... However, we are dealing here not only with
uncompromising ‘heresy’, but with Leonardo, to whom the end
always and absolutely justified the means.

(Picknett & Prince 1994, p. 177.)

The fact that Leonardo’s notes do not mention the creation
of the shroud can be explained logically by the heretical
nature of the fraud and hence the life-threatening aspect of
exposure. However, those notes also do not mention the
photographic method used which was advanced enough to
generate a two-metre image, twice, on a single piece of cloth.
If he had developed this technique, why did he not leave a
photograph of himself, given his well-documented vanity?
Why would someone with his brilliant knowledge of anatomy
add blood flows to the image, given he must have known
blood does not flow after death? If he was intending to add
the blood and wounds later, why not use his own body,
of which he was known to be proud, for the entire image?
Why crucify some poor soul?

Most importantly, if Leonardo had developed photo-
graphic techniques why did it take centuries for others to
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gradually build the knowledge to do so? Surely he would
have mentioned such an incredible achievement and
demonstrated it on some other task.

Leonardo’s genius remains unsullied against such claims.

2
273 /z/f/?/,w;/ versns medbeval arfsan
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This leaves the flash photolysis theory, which is the theory
still favoured by believers, and the medieval artisan theory,
favoured by skeptics. These are the reasons why skeptics are
sure there is no more need to debate this one.

I. Carbon dating shows the linen to be from the Middle
Ages. End of story.

2. There are about 40 ‘authentic’ burial cloths of Christ
on display around the world. The Shroud of Turin is
merely the most famous. There is no mention in the
Bible or early Christian writing of a large burial cloth
or of any image formed at the time of the resurrec-
tion. Surely, given the desire for miraculous proof of
the divine nature of Christ, such a relic would have
rated a mention.

3. The likeness is a negative image. The method of taking
a rubbing from a bas-relief object (a raised sculptured
figure on a flat surface) will create a negative image
because more of the rubbing pigment will be
deposited on prominent features.

4. The likeness of Christ is that of the thin, bearded man
shown in many religious art works.This shows that the
medieval artist was using the accepted image of Christ
from the day. There are no records of what the real
Jesus Christ looked like.

5. The bloodstains are redder than other parts of the
image. Bloodstains do not remain red after time. They
turn black or dark brown.These bloodstains also have
a chemical composition matching paint which was
used in medieval times.

6. It is true that there are higher concentrations of iron
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and protein, as are found in blood, in the areas of the
bloodstains. But iron and proteins are also found in
pigments. Iron oxide is often used as a red colouring.
Iron oxide fades to yellow when dehydrated, so much
of the iron oxide has now faded to yellow.

. There are also significant amounts of mercuric

sulphide, which is a well-known pigment called vermil-
ion—a red pigment.

. There is no trace of sodium or potassium, constituents

of blood which would have been present if the stains
were truly blood.

. Porphyrins are present in the area of the bloodstains.

These are found in blood, but they are also found in
other animal and plant products, such as those used to
make artists’ pigments.

. Scorches on the linen show a strong reddish fluores-

cence under ultraviolet radiation.The only areas of the
shroud to show this fluorescence are those which
were burnt in the fire. There is no sign of it on the rest
of the image.

. The doubts expressed by the bishops in the four-

teenth century are supported by a letter, which still
exists, from Bishop Pierre d’Arcis to Clement VII, the
Avignon Pope, stating he knew the artist who
produced the shroud.

. Pollen which is consistent with known species around

Jerusalem has been found on the cloth. This relates to
a claim by Max Frei, who was later to authenticate the
Hitler Diaries, now known to be fakes. Cloth was often
brought to medieval Europe from Palestine, so there is
no strong support from the pollen grains anyway.

. The linen is a herringbone-twill weave.This weave was

not used in the first century or in Palestine. It was used
in Europe in the Middle Ages.

. It is claimed that an artist of that time could not have

known about negative images and photography. An
artist using rubbing methods, not painting, over a bas-
relief of an image of Christ would have produced a
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negative image. He had no need for knowledge of
photography.

. While we are talking about this medieval history

maker, the claim that an artist of the time could not
have been skilled enough to produce such an image is
pure nonsense.The human race has always had brilliant
artisans. We are not cleverer now, we just have more
scientific knowledge and technology, gradually built on
the cleverness of those before.

. There is no sign of brush strokes on the shroud so it

cannot have been painted. True, it was probably
produced by rubbing.

. The claim that the blood flows and anatomical details

and pathology of crucifixion are correct and beyond
the knowledge of the artists in the Middle Ages has
been denied by other pathologists and anatomists. In
fact, they claim the anatomy is elongated and not accu-
rately representative of human anatomy.

. It is very commonly stated by believers that ‘artistic

methods have been ruled out as a possibility’. Far from
it. Skeptic Joe Nickell demonstrated the method used
to create the shroud by using a bas-relief and the
pigments and tools available at the time. He was able
to reproduce all the features of the original shroud,
except the carbon dating.

. The shroud is widely claimed to be consistent with

biblical descriptions of the burial of Jesus. Bodies were
not wrapped that way in the time of Christ, nor are
there any biblical references giving such a description.
The claim that the shroud image contains unique 3D
information has been disputed by other mathematical
modellers, who claim the resulting body using the
proposed calculations would be distorted. However,
the image was probably produced from a 3D object, so
this claim adds nothing to the authenticity debate.
The church has never claimed this as an authentic
relic, however it has not discouraged the myth.
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Finally, some words from Walter McCrone. An analytical
chemist, McCrone is president of the McCrone Research
Institute in Chicago, which is a non-profit organisation
offering courses in microscopy, crystallography and ultra-
microscopy. He was a member of STURP and part of the
investigation team working on the Shroud of Turin, who
now claims he was ‘drummed out” when he disagreed with
some of their findings. He says:

My microanalytical work on the sticky tapes from the shroud’s
surface has proved to my satisfaction that the entire image was
produced by an artist using iron earth and vermilion pigments
in a tempera medium during the middle of the fourteenth
century ...

The image was created by an artist who was commissioned
to paint a shroud, probably to be used in religious processions
or to be exhibited in the newly founded church at Lirey by the
de Charny family. | doubt if the artist was intending to fool
anyone, and | feel that the church vergers didn’t have to make
any conscious effort to convince the general populace that this
was the shroud of Christ ...

Finally, | can see no possible mechanism by which the shroud
image could have been produced except as the work of an
artist. The faithful representation of all of the anatomical and
pathological markings, so well described in the New Testament,
would be difficult to produce except by an artist. They are
totally without distortion and, indeed, look exactly the way we
would have liked them to look.

(Skeptical Inquirer, 1982, vol. vi, no. 3, pp. 35-6.)
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PSTCHIC READINGS

She sat in front of me, the tears forming in her eyes, but she
didn’t wipe them away.

‘There is no way you could know that,” she said. I had
told her of a recent trauma in her life and the person who
didn’'t understand her full potential. He didn’t mean to do so,
I said, but he was constantly telling her she wasn’t capable
of achieving her goals. She was riddled with self-doubt, T had
told her, but had a dream which she really wanted to pursue.
And he was holding her back. She didn’t know what to do
about it.

‘There is no way you could know that,” she said. She
was right. There was no way I could, and I didn’t. I was
doing a psychic reading, using my own system. I call it
Tauromancy. It is an ‘ancient art’ I had constructed only
months before using metal book marks adorned with
masks, and a collection of chopsticks, which I call staves
and rods. Using cold-reading techniques, and under a sign
which said ‘Australian Skeptics’, performing at a science
show, I had managed to get 80-90 per cent accuracy rates
consistently, with no psychic abilities at all.

‘Tdon’t know it,” I told her. ‘I am a fraud.” I pointed to the
sign next to me saying ‘Psychic Fraud $0.00’.

‘T know that,” she replied, ‘but you couldn’t know it any
other way. You must be psychic and don't realise it. Anyway,
you told me I have two daughters. You couldn’t have known
that, either.’

34
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The two young girls she had sent away just before her
turn in the queue were a pretty good pointer, though. Des-
pite my obviously flawed attempt to explain the techniques
I was using, she remained convinced I had paranormal
powers and offered me a significant amount of money to do
private readings for her. I packed up my staves, masks and
rods swearing never to do it again.

I have done it since, many times, with similar success and
have become very attached to my paraphernalia. I can fully
understand that someone who believed in the system they
were using—the stars, cards or numbers—would be contin-
ually reinforced in that belief by the positive feedback. People
want to believe you and it is a wonderful bond as you talk
about their feelings and life. The person is engaged with you
on the topic which interests them most—themselves. For that
reason, these readings may be harmless, they may even be
beneficial, but if they are based on a false claim of psychic
ability then the methods need to exposed.

What is a psychic?

‘Psychic’ is a word that is used to describe someone who
draws on forces beyond those recognised by science. They
may see or hear people or events beyond what the recog-
nised five senses—hearing, sight, touch, taste and smell—
would tell them. They may have a link to the spiritual world
and can chat with those in the afterlife.

I believe psychic readers are drawing, consciously or
unconsciously, on principles of psychology. I cannot prove
that psychic powers do not exist. In fact, I would be very
pleased to see such abilities discovered and understood.
I have no doubt we know very little about the brain and its
potential. But I have yet to see any evidence that convinces
me there are such abilities.

Those who market powers they do not have need to be
exposed, so any true psychic potential can be studied
properly. Some universities have parapsychology research
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centres and it is through them that we have the best chance
of determining whether psychic abilities do exist.

Some skeptics claim people who fall for such readings
must be gullible fools. It is more likely they are not fools,
but fairly intelligent. If the psychic is using cold-reading
techniques, then the sitter does most of the work, inter-
preting the information and finding the links. Smarter
people can search their memories faster and will more
readily find the links, patterns and meaning. They are
more likely to give the feedback necessary for the reader.
As for ‘gullible’? Is that any different from ‘trusting’? I will
readily admit to gullible.

Are the psychics all lying?

Although T believe the famous stage performers know
exactly what they are doing, I am not convinced this is the
case with some of the psychics who do personal readings
from home, at the local market or at Mind and Spirit shows.

As I strike home with a name or a recent separation from
a loved one, I can see how easy it would be to convince
myself these messages were jumping into my head from
some other source. It is not much further before I could be
convinced of my own psychic powers, especially if I dearly
wanted that to be the case. A sensitive person can pick up
many clues from others without being conscious of doing
so. Through psychic readings, people are talking about
themselves, acknowledging their inner lives and being reas-
sured with a positive feedback about the genuineness of
their feelings and the resolution in the future. People seek
out psychics when they have problems. A good psychic will
always give a confident resolution in the future.

For this reason I believe many ‘psychics” are not deceiv-
ing the clients as much as they are deceiving themselves. A
psychic will usually be someone who has a genuine interest
in the field and has been involved in paranormal ideas in the
past. They try a reading with a friend. It seems to work. Then
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another and then someone beyond the friend circle. Now it
is someone they have never met yet they still seem to know
about them.

The friend talks about their abilities and someone else
asks for a reading. And then another. Then someone offers
to pay them. Begs them to let them pay for a reading. They
are special. They have a source of income which is never
dull. They now have a rare talent and life which is no longer
mundane. It is a very seductive self-deception.

Although the pseudoscience is psychic, the science is
psychology. Our lives have common threads and pathways
and our humanness defines us. There is a lot which is
predictable in being human and this is what the cold reader
draws upon.

Cold and hot reading

Cold reading is a term often thrown about dismissively to
describe what psychic performers are doing. ‘They’re just
cold reading’ is taken to mean throwing out vague generali-
sations. Cold reading is usually quite specific, but it relies on
the specifics that apply to so many of us.

Cold reading is telling people about themselves drawing
on a knowledge of the psychology of the majority. We are
far more alike than we are unlike, yet most people don't
realise it. They feel that their self-doubt is theirs alone—
everyone else seems so confident. They leave everything
until the last minute, yet everyone else is so organised. Most
people have a drawer of junk in their houses where keys
reside waiting for someone to identify them. They have
photographs in a box which they mean to put in an album,
and souvenirs which they feel are slightly tacky but could
not bear to part with. Many people have a pet who means
more to them than most people and have recently (what a
wide-ranging time frame) had to support someone through
illness. There are clothes in their wardrobe which are too
small, but they will fit into again—one day. And there is that
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present someone close gave them which they really can’t
stand, but what are they going to do with it?

There is someone they miss and someone who irritates
them but they must endure. Someone doesn’t recognise
their full potential and someone else doesn’t care. Most
people will be able to find a Peter and a Mary who bears
some relationship to their lives—either in this world or
having already ‘passed over’. Taking an easy way out,
psychics will try for just an initial. “Who is the letter D?’ Or
R or A or J. Sounds like John, Ron, is it Yvonne? Given time
and prompting, most people will identify the name belong-
ing to the letter or sound.

Stop and read the last paragraph slowly. Can you, with
time, find each of these people in your life? The focus is on
you and the psychic is waiting for a response.

Gender and age groups are very useful guides. Find me a
teenage girl who isn’t self-conscious about her looks and
I will acknowledge a very unusual adolescent. Almost all
women have ‘issues with something of a feminine nature’.

Drawing on these many common factors, the psychic
then feeds back to the client anything which gets the nod.
The hit is then repeated as if these are very individual
specifics which have just been revealed to the psychic—that
is cold reading.

A beginner can prepare a standard spiel to suit most
people and have variations ready for gender and age.

The psychic then moves on to an intermediate level
in cold reading, drawing on information from the person in
front of them. The way people dress, groom, stand or sit will
tell you a great deal about them. The psychic is now using the
information specifically from the individual in focus.

In the many readings I have done, the family illness has
been a standard. Women will almost always identify with
the revelation that there was ‘someone close to them’ who
was very ill. ‘Close to them’ rather than ‘a family member’
broadens the net. Acknowledging the support they gave
and the emotional drain it was on them will usually cause
them to respond and talk about themselves. From then on
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you feed back what they are saying, elaborating and
responding to the emotional reactions before you. Men will
often identify with sacrifices they made in their career
choices for the family. Once they are nodding and feeling
personally involved with the reading, they will do the work,
feeding back so much in words and expression that you will
gain direction from them. After the reading, credit will be
given to you even though the information has been
provided by them.

As a psychic reader progresses to a more advanced level,
it helps to have some prompts. This is the value of para-
phernalia. In my own scheme, Tauromancy, the metal
masks give the emotions, prompting me to talk about anger,
love, dislike (hatred is too strong), fear and sadness. The
rods and staves reflect money, travel, people (who support
and who repress), family, tragedy, death, romance, illness,
career and dreams. I allow the person to lay them out as
they see fit, reinforcing the feeling that they have control
and hence the success of the reading is from their good
work. A group of staves are ‘blockers” which enable me to
talk about the things in life which are blocking the money,
travel or dreams. My clients can almost always identify
those blocks in their lives and we talk about removing them.
They do so, taking away the blockers and feeling empow-
ered in their lives.

Using interesting cards or beautifully illustrated charts
serves to prompt the psychic reader on the aspect of
being human which they can then blend with the standard
interpretations and a sensitivity to the individual in front
of them.

If you want to become a hot-shot psychic, you can hot
read. That means that you use information gained from
other sources: associates listening in the foyer before the
show, microphones on in an auditorium before filming or
secondary sources such as application forms with names
and addresses. From these you can gain certainties. Fed
back to the person during the reading, you will astound with
your powers.
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They'Il quote the hits

The psychic will give out as many prompts and specifics as
possible, often rapidly. A hit can be emphasised, noted, rein-
forced. ‘Yes, I got Frank strongly there.” ‘Yes, that time was a
drain on you. Looking back, are you surprised you coped?’
That will give another yes. Another certainty of psychic
empathy.

There will be many misses. With waiting and prompting,
a psychic can usually find a Chris or a Jenny. Not recently,
the psychic prompts, Jenny was back a bit. Ah, the child-
hood friend. Does anyone not know a single Jenny?

The psychic prompts:

‘The man who you were there for when he was ill.’

‘He wasn't really ill, but do you mean when my husband
was really down?’

‘Yes, depression is an illness.” And then the psychic has
new knowledge of a husband and a sadness and all that goes
with it.

There will be total misses—those which cannot be
converted. The psychic may then move on. One method is
to say ‘I know there is a suitcase there. You must be just
blocking it out. We'll come back to it.” Failure lies with the
client not the psychic.

‘They were right a lot of the time’ is often said after a
psychic performance. Time is a crucial factor. When the
psychic gets a hit they reinforce it. Pause, think, reflect and
draw out more from the hit. A miss is passed over quickly.
So the memory is of much more time in which the reading
was correct. But if you do a count of the tangible statements
and then tally how many were right and how many were
wrong, a very different picture emerges.

The misses will be forgotten. Even better, they will be
edited out if the performer has the good fortune of all the
advantages that TV editing rooms provide. The hits will be
quoted, requoted, enhanced and retold yet again—even
repeated in promotions and end pieces on the show or
advertising. The misses are no longer in memory.
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The reputation of the psychic is based entirely on those hits.

DIY psychic reading

To be a successful cold reader all you need to do is two
crucial things:

I. Tell people they are human—we are all far more alike
than unlike.

2. Incorporate what they tell you, verbally and non-verbally,
as if it is your own revelation.

Your essential tools are the experiences and emotions
common to people of a given age group and gender, but
which are not readily recognised as such.

When cold reading you need to throw out plenty of state-
ments which have some substance. Totally vague statements
will not be recognised as personal. People tend to find more
meaning in any statement you make than is actually there.
They want to hear:

* about themselves

* evidence of some underlying methodology for making
the statements, such as a star chart, set of humbers,
ornate cards or innate inexplicable abilities

* statements with personal and emotional meaning, for
them to interpret

e prompts which allow them to give feedback and be
involved

* personal validation of whatever they have just told you

* something specific, a name or place

* reasons for not having achieved all they feel capable of
being

* promises that the achievements are just in the future

e that they are warm, intuitive, self-sacrificing and
creative—very creative. And make that very sensitive
as well.
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The beginner’s version is just to use a standard spiel which
pretty well fits everyone. The most famous is that developed
by Bertram Forer in 1948 and gleaned from astrology
columns collected at the local newsstand. His students rated
it on average at over four out of five, with five being perfect.
It has received similar ratings over subsequent decades of
testing. How would you rate it for accuracy for yourself?

Some of your aspirations tend to be pretty unrealistic. At times
you are extroverted, affable, sociable, while at other times you
are introverted, wary and reserved.You have found it unwise to
be too frank in revealing yourself to others.You pride yourself
on being an independent thinker and do not accept others’
opinions without satisfactory proof. You prefer a certain
amount of change and variety, and become dissatisfied when
hemmed in by restrictions and limitations. At times you have
serious doubts as to whether you have made the right decision
or done the right thing. Disciplined and controlled on the
outside, you tend to be worrisome and insecure on the inside.

Your sexual adjustment has presented some problems for
you. While you have some personality weaknesses, you are
generally able to compensate for them.You have a great deal of
unused capacity which you have not turned to your advantage.
You have a tendency to be critical of yourself.You have a strong
need for other people to like you and for them to admire you.

Ttbrmedbatt tevel—adlp] Sor e 1000

As you become more comfortable with cold reading you can
start to adapt it according to whoever is sitting in front of
you. People are telling you a great deal by their age, gender
and dress. A teenage girl will be concerned with relation-
ships and riddled with self-doubt. A teenage boy will sit
there with his body language screaming infallibility or self-
loathing, but not both. A middle-aged woman will be
weighed down with responsibilities for others while an older
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man will be searching for purpose after retirement. Go with
the stereotypes unless the sitter clearly defies them in their
presentation. But, whatever you do, make it sound like
these are very individual traits and that you are in no way
likening them to any other individual.

There are major transitions in life which apply to
everyone, so draw on them in the content of your spiel,
depending on the age of the sitter.

Starting with the inevitable birth, we go through child-
hood (where we learn a musical instrument which we have
subsequently stopped learning), puberty (where we chal-
lenged expectations and rode the emotional roller coaster),
education (where we didn’t do as well as we knew we
could), work (where there was someone who inhibited us
and didn’t recognise our full potential), marriage (where we
held back from our own dreams because we put our family
first), children (where we really held back from our own
dreams because we put our family first), middle age (when
both younger and older family responsibilities and career
and mortgages and health and . . . weighed down and held
us back from following our own dreams) and older age
(where we decided to ‘bugger them all’ and do our own
thing—I dream on here!).

There is a standard set of emotions you can draw on for
just about everyone: self-doubt and guilt are reliable, as are
ambitions and desire for self-worth, and love, of course,
and hate. Just be careful to mention that they resist hate and
don’t usually act upon it, which makes it all right. Then
there are fear, dreams, desire for money (which, of course,
doesn’t rule them) and a sense of responsibility (which
does). Conflict—there will always be some somewhere if
you dig enough. If not, then claim they are suppressing it! A
sure one is the drain on them because they have supported
others through their times of stress. With patience, and
pauses, they will tell you all about it.

Health is another certain area. Most people have some
area of pain. The back is a good place to start. A time of illness
in their childhood is also worth exploring. ‘You missed some
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school at one stage . ..” will do. Or was it during university
or job training? The serious illness of ‘someone close to
you’ will rarely fail to get a reaction. But you must have
something to follow with: ‘You haven’t really resolved all
the emotions raised” or ‘Your contribution was appreciated
more than you realise’. A hit must be followed with a
reason for your raising the topic in the first place. Then let
them talk.

Look carefully at the person. Watch any behaviour before
they sit down. Hands show nervousness and a direct gaze
defines confidence. Note dress, quality and type. Are they
well groomed, conservative, repressed or flamboyant in dress?
Fingernails, shoes, wear on cuffs and seams of clothes, rings,
necklaces, brooches, tie pins, hair combs and clips, scarves
they all tell you about the person, although I have found the
general impression more valuable than the details. Anything
which could be of sentimental value can be used, as is often
the case with jewellery or badges on a handbag or lapel. Be
careful: claiming that someone wearing a Royal Air Force
badge is keen on flying is a tad obvious.

2,
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Start the reading by handing responsibility back to the
person and making your excuses up front. Use something
like: ‘I don’t know how this works and so sometimes it can
be confusing. It is only really accurate if we work together.’
Failure is their fault, success is your achievement.

During the reading, make sure you pause and allow them
to talk. Pause long enough and they will be forced to talk.
The slower the delivery is, the more convincing. A calm,
low voice will draw them to concentrate on your words.
Use what they say, watch for nods and go with any agree-
ments. Move on quickly from any misses; they will be
forgotten. The person is there because they want to hear
about themselves, so feed back anything they have told you
in a different way, a bit later in the reading.

Listen to every word. You have no interest in the world
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except them. To do a reading properly you will find that has
to be the case. And don’t be surprised if you find you are
engaged in some of the warmest conversations you ever
have. I have never found a cold reading amusing or
anything a client has said to be worthy of ridicule. A good
reading just doesn’t work that way.

Advanced . /cwzzé//y
y

The next stage is to develop some kind of authenticity
for your reading. As mentioned above, I use a complex
collection of chopsticks, metallic masks, cloth bags and
embroidered mats. Others use star signs, tarot cards, crystals
or palms.

People find meaning in symbols, so the more beautiful
and complex these are the better. The props act as a prompt
for the various aspects of life to be included. The sitter sees
the props as credence, some external validation. I even have
a small, handwritten book of notes I took ‘while studying
Tauromancy in the Upper Pendim regions of China’. I refer
to my book during the session, showing I have not perfected
the art (hence justifying the misses) and giving a history and
academic structure to the reading.

I also start by asking the person to arrange the props on
the mats. This allows me to observe the way they work.
Those who just drop them fairly randomly are very different
people from those who take time to arrange with care and
precision. Unlike systems based only on birth dates and
times, Tauromancy acknowledges the growth as they have
journeyed through life. It isn’t a total falsehood. What they
are doing in placing the rods, staves and masks, and the
comments they make, tell me a great deal of who they are
right now.

You can start to include some very specific information.
Remember it is the sitter doing the interpretation, not you.
So give them scope for it to look specific, but have as broad
a range of interpretations as possible.

If the sitter indicates a hit, keep with it, saying the same
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things in different ways and embellishing along with the
feedback. With practice, you will develop your own success-
ful statements. Below are some which have worked for me.

*  ‘Who is Alison? Pause.‘Or is it Alex? It is confronting,
so they want to find an answer as you wait. If there is
a significant pause, you add: ‘Not in your immediate
family and friends. A bit further. | worry that you aren’t
fully aware of the depth of influence here’ They will
find Alex, Alison, Alan or Anne, and tell you enough to
draw on. Or David or Ann or Bert. Go for a common
name in the age group of the sitter or a previous
generation. When you have the link, talk about them.
They may well lead you to more crucial characters in
the plot that is your sitter’s life.

¢ ‘Tell me about the case! If you are lucky, you will have
hit on a court case. Then you are home with a
certainty. If nothing comes back quickly, go for travel.‘l
see a suit case. There’s something in it which is pretty
significant for you. It might be something they took
with them, the reason for the trip. Or a souvenir.

* ‘December was an important month for you, or ‘|
sense a real change in your current contemplations.’
These can lead to links into key aspects of their lives.

*  “You were a bit stressed. | am getting an incident a few
months ago. Youre in an office! If necessary, push.
‘Maybe it’s longer. There’s a table. You have a member
of your family with you’ Or ask ‘Is it a doctor’s
surgery?” Most people have something in an office
sometime.

* ‘'m not the first to comment on your potential, am I?
Or to recognise you are not using your ability to its
fullest?” That almost always works.

* ‘| wanted to stay away from it, but you seem to need to
talk about the health issue. It's worrying you, isn’t it?’ If
no reaction, say: ‘You do worry about your family a lot,
so it’s understandable that you have taken this so seri-
ously’.This means that you never intended it to be their
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own health. If still no certainty, then talk about seeing
an older member of the family. If still nothing, try: ‘You
were very supportive, but have you yet acknowledged
how much that took out of you? You knew it was in the
past—hadn’t they realised you knew that (you say, in all
innocence)? If they still have nothing, they have defied
all statistics on health in families.

You will only find the statements which work for you
with practice. But you will soon grow a set of statements
which draw out the crux of your sitter’s personal issues.
Then you talk to them, with honesty and sincerity. It is not
a joke or to be done for fun at someone else’s expense. I feel
emotionally drained at the end of a session.

c 7 (;/ /f//%’/y

The unscrupulous get really sneaky and head into hot
reading. You can find out about the person through the
phone book or other public documents, confederates feeding
you information through an ear piece, associates checking
handbags conveniently asked to be left in the hall and prior
checks through many unrestricted sources. If your client has
booked for the reading or public performance, then you
have plenty of information already and the necessary data
for further personal checks to be made.
I have never practised hot reading and will never do so.

Further reading

Cold reading is a real art and a lot of practice is needed to do
it convincingly. If you want to study cold reading seriously,
I strongly recommend reading Ray Hyman'’s classic article:
‘How to convince strangers you know all about them’, first
published in The Zetetic, Spring 1977, and the wonderful
and very detailed book by Ian Rowland, The Full Facts Book of
Cold Reading.
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Cold reading can be fun and lead to wonderful discus-
sions between people about what it really means to be and
feel human.

Cold reading is not fun when it is used to exploit.
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SPIRITUALISH

From the middle of the nineteenth century and well into the
twentieth the spiritualists flourished. Communities were still
parochial and lives retained some of the simplicity isolation
from the wider world can protect. Religion was under attack.
Voices proclaimed science as a higher reason and then, even
worse, Charles Darwin called the Creation story into doubt
with Origin of Species.

It was a time of religious fervour. Many Christian sects
saw spiritualism as blasphemous. Those who had not
adhered to the pious life claimed to be speaking now from a
democratic Heaven. It was, the Christians declared, a pact
with the Devil. The Christian Church was dominated by
men. There was resentment, screamed from the pulpits, of
practices which gave credence to the spiritual utterances
of women, let alone mere girls.

It was a time when spiritualism had spread from the
first rappings in small-town New York state to England
and on to Europe. Married couples, widows, mothers and
daughters, men of science, writers and philosophers, could
be seen in the séance rooms of America and Europe. Sir
Arthur Conan Doyle, Sir William Crookes, Professor Charles
Richet, Dr Schrenck-Notzing—famous and highly respected
men wrote about their experiences and gave credence to
the beliefs that in these small, dark rooms the spirits of the
dead would walk, talk, touch, move objects and sound out
their presence.

49
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Let’s sit in on a séance at the turn of the nineteenth
century and experience it for ourselves.

At the seance

The room is a small parlour in your host’s home. In the
corner is a cabinet—just a small space with a single chair
enclosed by dark curtains held up by wooden rods. Ruth is a
middle-aged woman. She tells how she will act as the
medium for the spirit world to return to the Earth, to talk
and walk among you. She sits at the small table with the
group of five intense people and asks that you all hold
hands. Miss Darlington, not much more than a child, starts
to shake.

The lights are extinguished, leaving only a candle flame
in a small desk behind Mrs Clovelly, sitting opposite. Shapes
form as your eyes become accustomed to the gloom.
Rapping sounds come from the walls, it seems, and then
from the floor; and now from under the table.

Ruth asks that the people on either side of her hold her
wrists so they can act as ‘controls” ensuring she is unable to
cause objects to move. She guides you to take her wrist. You
hold that bare wrist firmly. Mr Jensen reports equal dili-
gence.

You feel a touch on your shoulder. A gloved hand can be
seen in the candle glow. It taps your shoulder again. Small
objects materialised from the air, known as apports, land on
the table. A flower for Mr Jensen and then a brooch. Mrs
Clovelly claims the brooch. It was lost a long time ago; a
present from her now dead husband. She cries.

A silk floats to the table. Miss Darlington recognises the
face of her fiancé, killed only a few weeks ago. She had
hoped to make contact. She takes the silk and kisses it. Over
and over.

A long silver trumpet rises above the group, floating
unsupported, and from it comes a voice which talks of the
spirit world. It is Benjamin Franklin, long since dead, and
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he tells Mr Maxwell of his departed wife, Marie. Tells him
things only Marie could know. The trumpet voice says
your name. He tells you about your child, your tiny Adeline,
who died while only three years old. She is with him in the
afterlife.

You nod and don’t reply. Your emotions prohibit calm
response.

Franklin bids you farewell and the table starts to move. It
tilts, first right then left. It settles and silence falls.

Ruth stirs, takes some deep breaths and speaks. Now, she
says, she will go to the cabinet and the spirits will come to
the room. She will be tied, completely constrained. It is
essential you do not grab at the ghost, you are reminded, as
if you grab a spirit guide it can be fatal for the medium.

A second candle is lit and the medium enters the cabinet.
You check the curtains, the chair, the floor. Nothing is
hidden there. Mrs Clovelly checks the medium. Nothing,
she says, could be hidden in her garments. Inside, she is
fastened to the chair. You pass ropes around her body. Her
wrists are tied to the arms of the chair, her ankles to the
legs. The second candle is extinguished. The curtains are
drawn and you all sit at the table once again, softly singing
hymns. Minutes pass and you hear a voice, muffled, from
the cabinet. She calls to you and you go. In her hand, still
tied, is a parchment. You take it and read. Miss Darlington’s
father has written to his daughter telling her to marry her
patron. You are told to close the curtains. A cool breeze
brushes your hot face for just an instant and the candle
light flickers.

The sitters continue to sing hymns in the dim light. After
half an hour, maybe much longer, the curtains move and a
face appears. The ghost of a Native American is emerging. He
enters the room, and in the dim light you glimpse the
slumped figure of the medium still in her cabinet.

The tall Indian man walks around the room, touching
one sitter gently, talking to another. His presence is very real
and physical. He returns to the cabinet and closes the
curtains. You all sing hymns.



92 %z Mc/d?c.)/ ?zl/e lo Hhe g ararnormal

The medium stirs, but is still deep in her trance. The
curtain moves, unaided, just enough that you can see her
form. The candle glow catches a white, fluidic substance
which emerges from her heart. More and more it comes as
she groans. Still tied tight, the ectoplasm grows and become
a half body at her side. It grows until a child, a Native
American Indian girl, stands beside her. Draped in white, her
faint face looks surreal. She stares across the room and the
small music box, isolated from all, plays its eerie tune.

As you watch, the child droops and drops until she is
but a white mass on the floor, slowly drawn back into the
medium. The curtain floats back and you can no longer see
Ruth.

Two hours have passed and you are tired. You wait. Then
you hear the medium stir again. She speaks very slowly,
then more firmly. She is back, released from her trance and want-
ing release from her bonds. You go to the cabinet and check
the ropes. She is still bound as she was at the beginning.

When released, the medium is clearly exhausted. Lamps
are lit and the room floods with light. The séance is over.

We will return to the séance room and examine just what
did happen. Meanwhile, we need to place these events in
the history of spiritualism.

The Fox sisters

Spiritualism all began with two small girls. Katherine was
only eleven and Margaret thirteen. In a two-room cottage in
the backwoods of New York state, they lived a dull and
impoverished life. Sleeping upstairs in a single room, the
family lived and ate downstairs. The playful girls convinced
their mother, a believer in the spirit world, that the sounds
of an apple tied on string and knocked against the wall or
stairs was evidence of the presence of departed souls.

Katie and Maggie, as they are more often known, went
to bed on the night of 31 March 1848 in the early evening.
Rapping was heard by their parents not long after. Rushing
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upstairs to their daughters, they were surrounded by the
sounds. Mrs Fox called the neighbours who soon hurried to
the house to witness the events. A dozen neighbours in
the tiny room was a tight crowd. They asked the spirits
questions. How many children does this woman have and
how old is that one? Each answer was tapped out correctly.
Rap if this man is a peddler (it rapped) and if the ghost had
been murdered in the house (it rapped its assent). Was it
here to hurt anyone? Silence. The neighbours wrote their
testimonials. The little town of Hydesville was alive with
the news.

The sisters had enlarged their apple repertoire by rapping
with fingers or cracking their toe joints against surfaces
which would transmit the sounds. Tables, stools, bed-ends,
walls and doors provided the resonating surfaces.

Their brother David suggested the alphabet be recited; the
spirit would tap at the appropriate letter. It was a cumber-
some method, but messages could now be conveyed.

Maggie and Katie had a much older sister, Leah Fish, who
had married, moved to nearby Rochester and produced a
daughter. Mr Fish had since left his wife who now supported
herself by teaching music. On hearing of the Hydesville
events, she immediately returned home to find the constant
attention had driven the family from their home to stay with
David.

Forty years later, Maggie described how Leah had imme-
diately demanded the girls show her how they had produced
the sounds. She had never been fooled.

The family moved to Rochester and their fame soon
spread. The spirits learned to move tables, touch people gently
in darkened rooms and answer the numerous questions from
the endless stream of people visiting the house. Leah soon
charged for her sisters’” performances as the music lessons
could no longer continue in the crowded rooms.

Katie later explained how she would watch for muscle
movements in the face of the sitter to indicate when the
correct letter had been reached. When she directed her eyes
to a faraway corner of the room and rapped more loudly, the
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sitter would detect the sounds as coming from there. Her feet
on the base of the table legs produced sounds from the top
of the table, while the base of the door produced sounds
from the top. The ubiquitous belief in the innocence of
young girls prevented people from being suspicious.

Mediums appeared in other towns, rapping, spelling and
moving tables on request. So the time came, Leah insisted,
for the sisters to go public. For twelve days the spirits refused
to rap or move. Leah was unable to make the sounds as
convincingly herself. Finally the younger girls, still barely in
their teens, relented.

On 14 November 1849 they rapped out their spirit
messages in the Corinthian Hall in Rochester. Four hundred
people assembled to witness the event. The spirits replied to
the questions. A committee of investigation was appointed
to check the methods. It had been suggested they were using
their knee joints, and so these were held, and searches of
their bodies and clothing were made by female members
of the committee. Katie later confessed they used a Dutch
servant girl to tap from the cellar beneath the stage during
these tests.

Through night after night of investigation in front of
often hostile crowds the gutsy girls persevered. They were
finally rewarded. The committee declared them genuine.
Their fame grew rapidly and it was decided they should
perform in New York.

With the patronage of Judge John W. Edmonds of the
New York Court of Appeal and Horace Greeley, editor
of the New York Tribune, they enjoyed a new-found
respectability. The spirits now learned to tap ‘d-o-n-e’
whenever they felt the session should cease, hence
avoiding difficult questions.

Despite leaving many unconvinced, the Fox sisters
inspired an ever increasing number of mediums, who
performed for a rapidly growing throng of believers. There
were times of embarrassment, such as when a complaint
was made that the ghost of Benjamin Franklin replied in
very poor grammar, to which Leah replied ‘You know I
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never understood grammar!” However, these did little to
dampen the enthusiasm of their followers. Books and
pamphlets on spiritualism flourished as widely as the spiri-
tualists themselves, spreading throughout the world.

Leah Fish moved to New York and opened séance rooms
under the patronage of Horace Greeley. During one of
Maggie’s sessions in Webb’s Union Hotel, Philadelphia,
Maggie met Dr Elisha Kent Kane and life changed again.

Still only about fifteen years old, she was immediately
adored by the young sailor and explorer. From a prominent
Philadelphia family, he was normally beyond the reach of
a poor, uneducated girl like Maggie. He declared his love
and their romance was publicly acknowledged. Dr Kane’s
letters show he was never fooled by her performances and
constantly begged her to give up the trade. Kane even
offered marriage if Maggie were to give up the pretence,
rejecting his respectable intended partner. Leah was furious.

From July 1853 to October 1855 Maggie went to live in
seclusion while Kane was in the Arctic seeking out the lost
polar explorer Sir John Franklin.

It was two days after his much awaited return before he
sought her out, and then, amid the affectionate displays,
he asked her to sign a declaration for his mother that they
never would, and had never intended to, marry. Maggie was
devastated and declared their love over, but soon relented
and their affair continued. Newspapers reported every step
to an eager readership.

Before departing for England to meet Lady Franklin, and
deliver the manuscript of his Arctic adventures to his
publishers, Dr Elisha Kane exchanged rings with Maggie Fox
in the presence of a friend and they considered themselves
married. On Kane’s return, his fragile health was now so
poor he was sent straight to the West Indies where he died
upon arrival. Kane’s family ensured Maggie was given
nothing from his estate and William Elder’s biography, Life of
Elisha Kent Kane, published in 1857 to capitalise on his fame,
fails to mention her existence. Maggie was left without means
of support.
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She wrote a memoir including the transcripts of his
letters. After legal battles and broken promises with Kane’s
family, the memoir was published in 1862. Then Maggie
returned to the only trade she knew—mediumship. Leah
Fish was now Mrs Daniel Underhill, wife of a wealthy, and
believing, New York banker. Now a successful medium in
her own right, she disowned Maggie, who descended into
poverty and alcoholism.

Katie had worked for Leah until Mrs Underhill’s new
professional status made her redundant. Katie then went to
work for Mr Horace H. Day, who divided his time between
spiritualism and owning an Indian rubber works, the source
of his wealth and respectability. Katie spent every morning
rapping out the spirits” messages as a salaried worker. She
earned 1200 dollars per year.

Leah progressed. It was she who first produced the spir-
itualists’” new attraction: the materialisation. A female,
luminous spirit emerged in solid form.

Katie, along with many of the now numerous mediums
around the country, started producing materialis-
ations in New York, eventually persuading a rich widower,
Mr Livermore, that one of them was his dead wife. He
became her patron. Famous ghosts soon appeared from
Katie’s cabinet, including Benjamin Franklin, who put in a
regular appearance at a number of séance rooms. Katie
moved to England, taking her materialisations with her.
Soon these luminosities started appearing in séance rooms
all over England.

Katie took the opportunity to introduce herself to the
much respected scientist William Crookes, who was later
knighted for his services to science, which included the
discovery of the element thallium. A founding member of
the Society for Psychical Research, at one time its president,
he hoped to prove the reality of spiritualism using scientific
methods. Having lost his beloved brother at the age of 21,
he sought desperately to make contact with him. Katie
contacted Crookes by way of a letter written by Livermore’s
dead wife during a spirit-writing session.
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Records of Crooke’s letters and his notes show Katie
was following Maggie’s path into alcoholism. Hysterical
interludes and her increasing unreliability did not improve
the poor impression of her performances compared to
other more skilful mediums Crookes had investigated. In
1872 Katie married one of her believers, a London barrister,
and became Mrs Jencken. By 1873 Crookes’ records display
his irritation with Katie as the sessions become rarer and
eventually cease.

In 1881 Katie’s husband died, leaving her with two small
boys, Ferdy and Henry. Back in New York, these sons were
taken from her by the authorities because of her drunken-
ness. Maggie came to her sister’s aid, gaining permission to
take the boys to England and the safe custody of their uncle.

Maggie and Katie, the two small girls who had started it
all, had sunk into misery, drunkenness and poverty. Leah
had flourished and was now a wealthy medium in society.
They plotted their revenge.

On 21 October 1888 in the New York Academy of Music,
before a large crowd, Maggie confessed. Spiritualism, she
said, had been a sham from the start. Katie sat in the balcony
and nodded her agreement to all her sister said. Maggie
demonstrated exactly how she and Katie had cracked their
toes to make the raps. She explained all they had done from
knocking apples on the end of strings against walls, to using
assistants when they needed them.

Was it all over? Not at all. The movement was barely
dented. Spiritualism had outgrown the need for the validity
of the Fox sisters. When no other opportunity arose, they
weakly recanted and attempted, yet again, to make their
living as mediums. They failed and both died in poverty.

Daniel Dunglas Home (1833-86)

The Fox sisters confessed and most other famous mediums
were publicly exposed as cheats at some stage in their
career, as documented in Ruth Brandon’s fascinating
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history The Spiritualists. One famously was not. It may have
helped that his séances were by invitation only. D.D. Home
wrote and was written about extensively, in his auto-
biographies, biographies and many articles in newspapers
and pamphlets of the time. Born into a poor family in Edin-
burgh, he was raised by an aunt in America. Falling out
with his pious aunt over his spiritualism, he left as a young
man to travel through Britain, France, Italy and Russia as
a medium. Home is reported never to have accepted
payment for his services, but he did accept gifts, and he
managed to travel and live a very comfortable existence in
the homes of his many patrons. One of these, the wealthy
widow Mrs Jane Lyon, was told by her late husband,
through the mediumship of Home, to adopt him as a son.
An English court convicted him of ‘improper influence” and
he was ordered to return all monies he had received from
his doting ‘Mama’.

Home was famous for his accordion, which was cased
in his room, visible but untouchable, and which played
two thin, ethereal tunes: The Last Rose of Summer and Home,
Sweet Home. James ‘The Amazing” Randi, in his wide-
ranging reference Am Encyclopedia of Claims, Frauds, and
Hoaxes of the Occult and Supernatural, notes that a number of
tiny mouth organs were found in Home’s possessions after
his death. Only capable of a single octave range, these two
tunes represent examples of the very few limited melodies
which can be played on such a tiny instrument. Given
Home’s large moustache, these could have been easily
drawn from the hiding place in his mouth, to be played
when needed.

Although declared genuine by William Crookes, all
investigations took place in séances strictly controlled by
Home. Some of these were in the home of Kate Jencken
(née Fox). It must also be noted that many of Home’s
séances produced no contacts from the spirit world. This
inability to predict when a phenomenon will take place can
be very useful to the performer, but is taken by believers
as evidence of authenticity.
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Crookes published his findings in the Quarterly Journal of
Science, a much-quoted scientific support for spiritualism, but
Crookes was also proprietor and editor of this journal, hence
avoiding the peer review which caused the same papers
to be rejected by the Royal Society.

One of the most convincing displays, according to
Crookes” many records of the time, was Home’s ability
to handle burning coals without injury. As a chemist,
Crookes declared this impossible. However, the great
magician Harry Houdini disagreed. Desperate to contact his
late and much-loved mother, Houdini was greatly interested
in spiritualism. In his quest to prove its validity, however, he
served to expose more spiritualists than almost anyone else.
In his 1920 book Miracle Mongers and Their Methods, Houdini
gave exact instructions on the methods used to perform this
particular feat by magicians of the day, methods known well
before Home’s time.

Chemicals known at the time as samphire, acquavitae,
quicksilver, liquid storax and hematitus were mixed in
particular proportions and used to anoint the feet or hands.
Another method involved long-term washing of the hands
with ‘pure spirits of sulphur’ which burns and cauterises
the skin and, with repeated application, makes the skin hard
and leathery and able to take excessive heat. A third, pre-
performance, method involved rubbing the hands with
dilute sulphuric acid, or a solution of alum, and then hard
soap, which desensitised them to heat.

Despite being married twice, many accounts of supernat-
ural events detail happenings which occurred, not in the
séance room, but in the bedrooms of the young male sitter
or host with whom D.D. Home stayed. Sexual overtones in
the atmosphere of séances pervaded many contemporary
accounts. As we shall see, with the famous mediums Eva C
and Eusapia Paladino, they didn’t just pervade—they posi-
tively dominated. Meanwhile, the exotic Madame Blavatsky
had joined the scene.
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Helena Petrovna Blavatsky (1831-01)

While D.D. Home was convincing Crookes of his powers, he
was also inspiring one of the most exotic spiritualists of the
time. Born in the Ukraine, Madame Blavatsky was still a
teenager when she left her middle-aged husband of three
months, General Blavatsky. She travelled widely, at one
point working as a circus rider in Istanbul. She met D.D.
Home in Paris, where she was employed as his assistant. Her
history of repeated exposures includes the time when her
French Société Spirite was disbanded in 1871 after a spirit
hand was exposed as a long white glove, stuffed with cotton.
By 1873, she had founded the Theosophical Society in the
USA. Writing numerous books on the topic, she converted
many to the belief in spiritualism.

Madame Blavatsky was one of the first to bring Eastern
Mysticism into the spiritualist arena, with the core beliefs of
the Theosophical Society being based on the writing of
Tibetan mahatmas, which were often dropped into séances
from the spirit world. Madame Blavatsky had led a cult for a
few years in India, but when the sect’s headquarters in
Madras were examined it was found that many séance room
tricks emanated from Madame Blavatsky’s bedroom, which
conveniently adjoined the séance room. Despite issuing
vehement denials and threats to sue, Madame thought it
best to leave India, and would never return.

In England her tricks were exposed as conjuring, while
an actor was discovered to be playing the part of the materi-
alised spirit guide. A.P. Sinnett wrote books about his great
belief in Madame Blavatsky, but even he publicly acknowl-
edged that an employee had admitted to dropping the note
from a Tibetan Master into his own séance through a crack
in the rafters.

Conjurers, not the least of whom was the famous
escapologist Harry Houdini, were constantly reproducing the
tricks of the spiritualists in public exposures.
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Harry Houdini (1874-1926) and Sir Arthur Conan Doyle (1859-1930)

Houdini was a very close friend of the equally confident and
equally famous Arthur Conan Doyle. Like Houdini, Doyle
had a strong desire to believe in the spiritualists. The death
of his son Kingsley and brother Innes, both when very
young, led to a life-long search to make contact with them.
Doyle’s reputation for rigorous logic belongs more to his
fictional character Sherlock Holmes than to himself. Being
able to create such a character in an environment of your
own making is very different from being able to apply such
rigour to the real world, especially when that world is one
you want to believe in fervently.

Doyle, in his battle with Houdini’s abilities to repeat the
mediums’ tricks, made use of the common claim in such
instances, that Houdini was himself psychic but did not
recognise the fact.

Doyle and Houdini’s friendship survived their greatly
differing opinions until 7 June 1922, when Doyle’s wife Jean
decided to display her skills as a medium and contact
Houdini’s mother. Jean Doyle was an automatic writer, that
is, a medium whose hands become the means by which a
spirit can write down their messages to the living.

That fateful day, Lady Doyle wrote a long missive from
the dead woman, starting with a cross and continuing for
pages of reassurance for her son. Houdini was devastated
that his deepest feelings should be exploited in this way. He
had no doubt the message was not of his mother’s doing.
First, the message was written in English, a language she
could not write and spoke only haltingly. Second, his
devoutly Jewish mother would never have commenced her
message with a cross, a peculiarity known to be fondly used
by Lady Doyle herself.

Unlike Houdini, Doyle never faltered in his faith. By the
end of his life Houdini had decided that the spiritualists were
all frauds. However, he left a message with his wife that he
would relay from the afterlife if that was in any way
possible. Many tried to receive the message and pass the
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most famous of tests. Only one succeeded, a close friend and
medium Arthur Ford, but it was later confessed by Mrs
Houdini that it was she, not the late great magician, who had
passed on the code.

Sexuality and the séance roon

In a world where sexuality was taboo except behind closed
doors, holding hands in darkened rooms must have been
titillating. Women were paid great compliments by suave
young men. Older men were flirted with by pretty young
women. Some of these older men were distinguished scien-
tists. Even scientists are sexual and emotional beings!

Eusapia Paladino (1854-1918) was formerly married to a
magician. An Italian medium, she was publicly acknowl-
edged as genuine by such famous scientists at the time as
the French physiologist Dr Charles Richet and the German
physician Dr Albert Freiherr von Schrenck-Notzing. A
petulant and difficult personality, she would throw tant-
rums and refuse to continue when testing didn’t go her
way. Being caught cheating, displaying hostility by apport-
ing such delicacies as a dead rat into the séance room and
keeping what many contemporary reports considered
unsavoury company did little to lessen her fame in Europe,
America and England.

Eusapia so openly engaged in sexual relations with her
sitters that Italian scientists Cesar Lombroso and Gioranni
Schiaparelli hypothesised that her skills were due to a re-
direction of her fundamental sex energy. Their reports
discuss the erotic sensations and orgasms she experienced
when she went into a trance, amid the descriptions of her
menstrual secretions.

Dr Charles Richet was also responsible for validating the
skills of the nude performer Eva Carriere (1886-?). Born
Marthe Beraud, she was to take the name Eva C for her
mediumship. Her first experiences were in Algiers where she
was party to the year-long deception practised in the home
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of her late fiancé while she was staying with his family. The
family friends, along with Eva, confessed to the fraudulent
materialisation of an Indian spirit, Bien Boa. Marthe left
Algiers and the publicly humiliated family.

Richet protested Marthe’s innocence, finding it impos-
sible to believe that such a well-bred young girl could
deceive in this way. He continued to support her when she
reappeared in Paris as Eva C, three years later.

Eva C’s materialisations were thoroughly documented. In
1912, one of her admirers, Juliette Bisson, widow of the
playwright Andre Bisson, invited the medium to live with
her. Juliette’s own notes from the time leave no doubt the
relationship was sexual.

Unlike in her Marthe days, when the ghosts were played
by others, Eva C now produced materialisations from her
own body. Stripped into a leotard beneath a smock, Eva C
would be examined, first by Juliette Bisson and then by Dr
Schrenck-Notzing, in what the latter described as a gynae-
cological examination, to prove she had hidden nothing in
her vagina. Schrenck-Notzing left extremely detailed
writings on every aspect of the séance.

After Eva C had retired to the ubiquitous cabinet, and
been hypnotised into a trance by Juliette, the sitters would
wait for up to three hours for the phenomenon. The curtains
would open and the materialisation, swarms of viscous
ectoplasm, would emerge from the medium’s body. Later
in her career, discarding the leotard and performing nude,
she would be observed making violent muscular actions,
associated with groans and gasps. Some reports mentioned
childbirth, others orgasm.

Eva C often insisted on a further gynaecological exam-
ination after the event, despite none of the sitters deeming it
necessary.

Later materialisations had recognisable faces attached to
the back of Eva C’s head. The flattened features made some
sitters suspicious. Unfortunately for Eva C, in January 1914
a Miss Barkley wrote in The Psychic Magazine that Schrenck-
Notzing’s photographs showed the letters LE MIRO in the
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ectoplasm above Eva’s head. All the phantom faces could be
found in recent issues of the paper Le Miroir. Although Eva
had added moustaches and coloured hair they were clearly
identifiable.

Excuses were made and the performances continued.
Harry Houdini was of the opinion that the ectoplasm was
gauze which had been regurgitated, claiming the effect he
witnessed at a séance in 1920 was decidedly disgusting. He
also concluded, not unreasonably, that Juliette Bisson was
acting as an accomplice.

Into the twentieth century

And so the history goes on—claims and counterclaims,
exposures and confessions. Yet the trade continued to
expand well into the twentieth century. Published in 1976,
The Psychic Mafia tells of M. Lamar Keene’s thirteen-year
career as an extremely profitable fraud. Known as ‘The
Prince of the Spiritualists’, he earned, and disposed of, great
wealth. He describes the spiritualists as the Mafia because of
the way they communicated among themselves and helped
each other exploit their victims.

The Blue Book is the trade name for a huge database of
information on regular sitters, compiled for each area. This
data is contributed to by mediums and used by others as
they visit different areas or sitters visit them. In book form,
often published within the trade, or on the cards described
so thoroughly by Keene, this information provided certain
facts to be revealed to the sitter during a reading. It is now
reported to be on computer for the modern spiritualists
to use.

Keene describes the many tricks of the séance room in
detail, from the floating trumpets to the dropping of
apports, small tokens from the spirit world. He tells stories
of Camp Chesterfield, a spiritualistic haven in Illinois,
where many mediums plied their trade. He relates one
occasion when the police rang to contact a woman. Unable
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to come to the phone because she was in a séance, the
medium’s wife took the message. She relayed it to her
husband just before he made his entrance. In that séance,
the poor woman was told by the spirit world that her
son had just ascended to them as a result of a car accident.
She had hysterics and the sitters had certain proof of the
medium’s prowess.

Wealthy patrons were targeted and their money secured
in their wills for the luxurious spiritualist churches which
grew in the spiritualists” glory. Keene also describes the
tawdry side of the trade—the spiritualists who would satisfy
the sexual needs of grieving spouses desperate for physical
contact from their departed loved ones.

Keene went public with his confessions and was the
victim of an attempted shooting soon after. He has since
disappeared from sight, some rumours claiming he has taken
up the trade again, others suggesting he is living an honest
life under another name.

fevisifing the séance room

So let us revisit our séance with a little more light now shone
on the events. This description draws on methods now
documented thoroughly from the exposures of mediums at
the time. The most famous mediums were highly adept at
elaborate illusions, the master magicians of their day. Many
others were exposed in using the tricks described below.
Their sitters were often so keen to believe, they refused to
accept the many evidences of deception.

Ruth is seated with the five sitters at a very small table.
The lights are extinguished, leaving only a candle flame.
Using a solid tip on her shoes, she raps against the table
and floor, causing sounds to be heard. Her young daughter,
Elly-May, knocks gently on the door. Slipping outside, a
few minutes later she taps on the window frame. During
the rappings, Ruth puts a long black glove on her right
hand.
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Ruth asks that the people on either side of her hold her
wrists so they can act as ‘controls” ensuring she is unable to
cause objects to move. She guides you to take her left wrist
close to her hand. She slumps forward, her loose robes
covering the hand. Guiding Mr Jensen to take the left arm
further up, she has her right arm free. She can now perform
her tasks with a hand that is invisible in the poor light from
the candle on the other side of the room.

From beneath her chair she takes a long gloved hand
on a rod, which has been hidden in a sack looking just like
the chair’s hessian underside. She uses it to tap you on the
shoulder. She replaces it and removes the apports. She tosses
first the flower, then the brooch. Pulling on a black cotton
thread, the piece of ‘silk’ is released from the ceiling. As
requested, Miss Darlington sent Ruth a photo of her dead
fiancé. After soaking the photo in ammonia, Ruth pressed it
against the silk using a hot iron. The silk is really satin, but
silk is the preferred term when it comes from the spirits. The
likeness is quite recognisable and Ruth is pleased with
the effect.

Last she takes a silver cone from the sack underneath the
chair and expands it to make the séance trumpet. She does
this against the back of her chair while still slumped,
covering the noise of the movement with groans. Extracting
a rubber hose from the trumpet, she passes the hose to her
mouth and then, using a black rod attached to it, causes the
trumpet to rise in the air. In the very dull light, the rod and
tube can never be detected. Benjamin Franklin, the fashion-
able ghost of the time, can speak.

Mr Maxwell’s Marie and your Adeline were facts Ruth
had ascertained from other mediums who performed in
your area. Those seeking contact with their lost ones do
so often.

Having moved so that her feet can now be pressed
firmly against the table legs on either side of her, Ruth
tilts the table. Moving one foot to the far leg of the table,
she tilts it again. She removes her glove and places it in
the sack.



%a Mc/zz?c 7 %I/ﬂ lo Whe gﬂlﬂlzﬂ‘lﬂﬂ/ 67

Ruth goes to the cabinet and while Mrs Clovelly checks
her for any possible hidden objects you use the second
candle to check the cabinet.

Ruth holds her arms slightly above the arms of the chair
while you tighten the ropes. This takes a great deal of
strength, yet she must appear relaxed. She does the same with
her feet. The curtains are drawn and your hymn singing
covers any sounds she makes as she slips out of the ropes,
loose now she has relaxed her arms and feet. Free to move,
she goes to the wooden rods holding the curtains. From a
hollowed out hidden section she retrieves the curled parch-
ment. By the end of your third hymn she has returned to her
chair and placed her hands and feet back in the ropes. She
calls to you and Miss Darlington’s father’s missive is read.
While your attention is firmly on the astounding parchment,
Elly-May slips into the room. Fully dressed in black, her face
blackened, she has the door open only an instant, but it is still
enough to allow a slight breeze to enter. You shiver and start
singing again.

Elly-May creeps to the back of the cabinet, staying close
to the walls. Her footsteps are covered by the hymn
singing. She carries a black velvet bag. She hands her
mother the costume of a Native American, made of gauze
and with false arms crossed. Sitters expect to see at least
one Native American ghost. Her mother raises her arms
above her head and supports the costume. She appears to
be much taller than she is. Elly-May sits on the chair and
slumps forward. Ruth, the ghost head held high above her
own, enters the room, talking in a deep voice and touching
the sitters.

She returns to the cabinet and closes the curtain. While
the hymn singing covers the move, Elly-May, much smaller
than her mother, stands beside the chair as Ruth sits once
more. The costume is returned to Elly-May’s bag. Ruth, now
slumped forward and back in her ropes, then takes a small
parcel of gauze folded very small from under her dress.
Hidden in her undergarments, it was too small to be detected
by Mrs Clovelly’s examination. Ruth draws it out, ensuring
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she doesn’t break the black thread tied to her belt. Elly-May
opens the curtains. Ruth starts slowly to unfold the gauze
and drop it to the floor. Elly-May steps forward and picks a
corner up. Slowly she moves the gauze up and over her
body. As it unravels, the sitters see a figure growing from
nothing on the floor. Elly-May takes the gauze up and over
her head. The young girl has materialised before their eyes.
She reaches out a foot and pulls on the string taped to the
front leg of the cabinet. This pulls a wad of cloth blocking the
key of the music box, releasing the wound spring and key,
which turns and the tune emerges.

Elly-May waits until the tune and its effects have died
from the room and in the silence slowly drops the gauze to
the floor. As she does so, Ruth draws on the cotton and the
gauze is drawn back into her dress. Elly-May releases the
curtain and slips behind the back curtain of the cabinet.
There she will wait, pressed against the wall until you have
all left the room.

When Ruth is sure that Elly-May is hidden she groans
and wakes from her trance. Holding her hands and feet
firmly separated from the chair and legs, the binding still
feels tight when you untie her.

When released, the medium is clearly exhausted. The
lamps are lit and the room floods with light. The séance is
over. Ruth is so exhausted that you are hurried from the
room. Elly-May’s presence is never detected.

The ouija board

Spelling out the messages with raps became less popular
than the ouija board, a surface decorated with the letters of
the alphabet, the words Yes and No and numbers. With all
hands touching an upturned glass, the spirits would guide
the glass to convey the message, letter by letter.

Testing showed that the glass was being moved by one of
the participants. This may have been subconsciously as they
concentrated on the letter, number or word they expected to
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come next. But physical movement of the living was shown
to be the real force.

The movements can soon be shown to be the work of a
sitter consciously or subconsciously moving the glass to the
desired letter. If you need any proof, just cover the letters
and turn the board. Record wherever the glass finishes.
When the message is finished uncover the letters and check
what has been said. You'll get gibberish.

Can there ever be contact with the spirit world?

It can never be proven that all mediums used fraudulent
methods some, or all, of the time. Ruth Brandon, in The
Spiritualists, describes mediums who suddenly felt empow-
ered with the gift. She writes: ‘The experience sounds
perhaps less spiritual than hysterical; but the boundary
between mysticism and hysteria is notoriously ill-defined’.
Without examining every case individually, it is impossible
to state categorically that no medium has ever contacted
the spirits.

We need tangible tests if the tangible claims of genuine
messages and real ghosts are to be believed. One way would
be for those in contact with the dead to produce something
other than intangible philosophies or trivial facts. Maybe
Fermat could let us know the proof to his Last Theory, which
has eluded mathematicians for centuries. The proof now
accepted took hundreds of pages and cannot have been the
one of which Fermat boasted. Jack the Ripper could give the
clues necessary to prove his identity, or the crew of the Mary
Celeste could show us what we have missed and solve the
mystery of their abandoned ship.

The failure of spiritualism to produce any tangible proof
says nothing about the reality or otherwise of an afterlife. It
merely tells us that, to date, no spiritualist has produced
tangible proof of their contact with the spirits of the dead.
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GHOSTS AND POLTERQEISTS

Why are we scared of ghosts? Do you know of anyone who
has been harmed by a ghost? So why is the automatic
reaction to scream? What a fascinating chance to explore
beyond what we already know. If you have the good fortune
to be in a haunted house, ask them in.

The belief that people’s spirits can exist independently of
their bodies dates back to ancient times. Ghosts are the
souls of those who have died but return to visit the living.
This is said to be due to a traumatic death or unfinished
business leaving them unsettled in the next world.
Although the common image of a ghost is a see-through
human, not all apparitions take that form. Some are purely
light, some sound, while others have visible non-human
forms.

The word ‘poltergeist” means ‘noisy spirit’ and they are
usually invisible, their presence being detected by either
sounds they make or objects being moved. Poltergeists like
to throw objects around and move furniture. They are
claimed to be mischievous at times, teasing people. Some
can be terrifying, causing children to go into trances and
levitate. But when they never seem to actually harm any-
one, why is the immediate reaction to scream?

Before we accept that haunting is automatically the result
of a ghost, there are a few checks which should be made.
Investigations of hauntings in the past have revealed many
causes. Unfortunately, they have not led to the invaluable

77
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opportunity to ask the ghost some of the questions about the
afterlife which have fascinated humans for centuries.
Curiosity, not fear, is the rational response to a ghost.

Before launching forth with questions of the hereafter, it
is worth checking a few things first.

Check out the child

Tina Resch was fourteen and living in Columbus, Ohio.
Early in 1984 her name was spread around the world
when her family became the victim of loud banging, flying
telephones and lamps which moved and crashed as a result
of the Columbus poltergeist. The adopted Tina used the
media coverage to plead for the identity of her biological
parents. She was later discovered pulling over a lamp when
she thought she was unobserved, by a video camera which
had been left running. The reported events were identified
as either trickery on her part, exaggerations by investigators
or media inventions. In 1994 Tina Resch was sentenced to
life imprisonment for the murder of her three-year-old
daughter.

Poltergeists are usually linked to one person who is
referred to as the ‘focus’. The focus can be found in the
vicinity of the flying objects and slamming doors. Commonly
the focus is but a child, the ‘poor creature’ being most often
in the eleven-to-sixteen-year-old age group.

It is a sad reflection on the past that it is assumed these
children must be genuinely possessed because a child would
not be capable of such fraud. If you have any doubts about
the capacity of children, especially young teenagers, to be
inventive and deceptive, spend just one day in a school.
Magic books fascinate kids of that age and most of the
quoted evidence resembles well-known magic tricks.

To add to the lack of credit given children, the focus is
most often a young girl. As we well know, teenage girls are
all sweet, innocent creatures without the merest notion of
deception. Or so it was believed in the past. The trust in
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the honesty of young girls reflects greatly on the naivety of
the believer. Investigators often quote the girls to be
embroiled in some kind of stressful family or social situa-
tion. In becoming the focus of a poltergeist, suddenly she
becomes the centre of attention. A mundane, possibly
neglected life suddenly becomes exciting. Isn’t this enough
motivation? Often it has been shown the child was
unhappy with some aspect of the family situation and
trying to force a change.

Natural explanations

Let’s say we have totally eliminated trickery as a possible
cause. Before drawing the conclusion that a ghost has taken
up residence, there are a number of simple explanations
which should be checked but rarely are. When a ghostly
story is recounted as fact, just make sure the teller has
checked out a few of the possible alternatives.
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Temperature changes can cause the expansion and contrac-
tion of various materials. The problem arises when the
materials expand and contract at different rates. Wood, for
example, will change size at a different rate from metal or
stone, so wood structures next to metal or stone will cause
friction when there are temperature changes. This can lead
the adjoining pieces to move in little jumps and a creaking
noise is heard. Vibrations can also be generated this way. Old
doors, being a combination of wood and iron, have a partic-
ular tendency to do this.

In hot weather, the sun on one side of the house will
cause that side to heat more rapidly than the cooler side. At
night, the cooling down can similarly be more rapid on one
side than the other. Noises are more common at night when
the most rapid change in temperature occurs.
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Central heating is a wonderful source of strange noises.
Many ghosts appear after the residents of an old house
renovate. Pipes and radiators change size as they heat. The
heating ducts will amplify the sounds beautifully and
transmit them around the house, giving a variety of
apparent sources for the sounds.

Mice scratching, rats nesting and human voices can all be
amplified, distorted and transmitted. These are very effective
sources of ghostly commotion.
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It was a dark and stormy night. Or maybe a calm one, as
the fog settled. Moisture makes wood expand. Wood is
made of fibres and different fibres will expand and
contract at different rates, leading to all sorts of squeaks
and growls accompanying the drying out as well as the
wetting of wood. As wood tends to be laid in planks,
there are plenty of adjacent surfaces to rub together and
groan.

7
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Where there is new timber against old iron the timber dries
out when the heating, for the first time comes on or maybe
the old bearings and rafters are taking up a new strain. As
they adjust, they will speak volumes about their struggles.
Ghostly volumes. Newly exposed beams are a common
source of strange sounds.
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Pipes of old made strange noises. They still do. Trapped air
pockets and flowing water produce wonderful ghostly
serenades. Like heating ducts, the plumbing can act as a
transmitter and amplifier of the sound, making it seem like
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it comes from unexpected places. Older houses are much
more common sites for unearthly noises. The plumbing
is much more varied, uneven and possibly leaking, so the
chances of a disturbed water flow are much more likely.
Renovations can put new pressures on old plumbing,
introducing unfamiliar tones.

*":/ 1tbr wibenl e radbe

Strange voices and ghostly music can very rarely be heard
when there is no radio turned on. Lead strips or other
thin bands of metal can act as antennae, picking up the
broadcasts. This will occur only when there is a specific
relationship between the length of the metal and the broad-
cast frequency allowing resonance in the metallic strip.
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As new woods dry out or new structures settle, doors and
windows can open by themselves as locks and levers become
finer in their settings. As the ground settles after some
movement, the slight change in the building structure can
reset the door and window latches until they are poised so
finely that it takes but a breath of wind or a vibration from
a human walking past to open them. New underground
pipes or any small structural modification can be enough to
trigger this change.
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A change in a building’s structure can cause previously level
shelves and mantelpieces to become slightly sloped. Over
time, objects creep down the slope, the movement usually
unnoticed by the residents until the day they move that last
millimetre and crash to the ground. The replaced vase
continues to slip from the shelf. Auntie Vera gave you the
vase and then passed to the other side. Is she trying to tell
you something?
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A newly cleaned window leads to reflections which are not
usually present. Distortions in peripheral vision can lead to
signs of movement which can’t be detected when looking
directly at the glass.

A slight repositioning of a mirror, a car parked in an
unusual spot or a piece of broken glass reflecting light can
lead to reflections in windows which haven’t been seen
before. The human imagination makes patterns and the
human face, especially when shrouded in a loose hood, is a
very simple shape. So faces appear at windows.
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If your ghost is an external one, then various atmospheric
effects can feed the illusion. One of the most famous is
swamp gas. Methane, CH,, and phosphine, PH;, are released
by decaying matter in swamps and marshes. Occasionally
the combustible swamp gas ignites spontaneously or as a
result of electrical storm activity. This leads to luminous
glows hovering over the swamp. These effects are known by
various names including ignis fatuus (foolish fire), jack-o-
lanterns or will-o-the-wisps. Sometimes they are called
ghosts.

Cor Fadlly s

You would be surprised how often moving ghosts are the
reflection or distorted vision of car headlights, often far away.
These may be refracted or dispersed by fog or reflected by
windows or mirrors within the house or nearby buildings.
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Many ghostly phenomena have been investigated and the
culprits identified as innocents from the animal world.
Possums in the roof, cats, dogs and rats are the most frequent
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offenders. One common story, taken as evidence of a ghost,
tells of the dog or cat stopping at the same stair or spot in a
room every time. When investigated this particular spot is
often beneath a nest in the roof. Small quantities of possum
or rat piddle which has dropped to the floor will attract the
cat or dog on every passing. Such a lure will also draw them
to places in the wall, or cupboards, cellars or other locations
which can be interpreted as the exact place the poor servant
girl was brutally murdered.

Sounds of screaming or whispering, calling or mur-
muring conversation are often quoted as evidence of the
haunting of a house. How many people can identify
the many calls of the night animals of the location in
question, especially if they go to investigate in an unfamiliar
location? Possums produce a gutteral hiss, among their
many calls, rabbits squeal when caught by a fox, and night
birds howl and coo. Hunting birds will land on roofs and
bash their prey to kill it. Thuds and thumps are heard which
have never been heard before.

The calls of some frogs sound like human conversation.
Even experienced bird watchers have been known to be
scared witless by the piercing scream of a woman being
murdered, when hearing the rare call of the Australian
barking owl. Every country has its animal screamers.

Very few people sit silently and listen to the night sounds,
and even fewer can identify them. Unfamiliar sounds are far
more likely to be the result of a uncommon animal or an
inexperienced listener than of a supernatural source.
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Hallucinations, whether auditory or visual, are vividly real
to the person experiencing them. Brain scans have indicated
that when having a hallucination the same area of the brain
is illuminated as when hearing or seeing real images. Many
ghosts can be explained by hallucinations. Sadly, it is only
when more than one person has seen or heard the ghost that
this explanation can be eliminated.
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The cynical view

In 1974 the murder of a man, his wife and four of their
children started a money-making spree which profited none
of those in the house at the time. Ronald DeFeo murdered
his parents and four of his siblings, using as his defence the
excuse that the evil spirits made him do it. He was indicted
for murder.

George and Kathy Lutz moved into the house in Amity-
ville, New York, a town now synonymous with horror. They
stayed only 28 days before fleeing the house, unable to stand
the foul stenches and ghostly rappings, green slime and
demonic forces.

Jason Anson told their story in the book The Amityville
Horror, which was published with the bold claim ‘A True
Story’ on the cover. It was a bestseller. The subsequent film
was a box office hit, as was Amityville I1.

Meanwhile William Weber, the lawyer who had defended
DeFeo, was preparing his own book about the trial. After
meeting the Lutzes, he was keen to include their stories of
supernatural horrors in his book. In an interview with the
Associated Press, distributed on 26 July 1979, he told of how
the whole story was created by George and himself over
‘many bottles of wine’. Weber sued the Lutzes and the
Lutzes unsuccessfully sued Weber. Judge Jack B. Weinstein
concluded: ‘It appears to me that to a large extent the book
is a work of fiction’.

The subsequent owners of the house, Jan and Barbara
Cromarty, sued Anson, the Lutzes and the book’s publishers
over loss of privacy. They expressed no doubt that the story
was a hoax. They won their case.

Father Ralph Pecararo was portrayed as Father Mancuso
in the book, and sued the Lutzes and the publishers for loss
of privacy and distortion of the truth about his role. In fact,
he had never attempted to exorcise demons, had a mysteri-
ous car accident or been afflicted by blisters. He had never
set foot in the house. He won his case, too.

Final word should go to the man who owned the house
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when the movie renewed interest in the story. Frank Burch
said the real horror was the hordes of tourists.

There can be many motivations for ghost stories. It seems
that fear, when we know it is harmless, is something many
people enjoy. Hence the tradition of ghost stories around the
campfire or late at night. So valuable is this love of fear and
horror that it has led to many a profitable venture. How
many tourist attractions are there which exist and generate
income purely on their ghostly premise? And just how much
money can change hands when there is a decent horror
story to be told?



DIT GHOST PHOTOS

Moses A. Dow was the founder and editor of the Waverley
Magazine, first published in 1850. Dow specialised in printing
the work of young writers, much of which was offered to
him free of charge, in the full knowledge that their families
would buy the magazine. The circulation grew to 50 000
copies.

Mabel Warren wrote for Dow when she first graduated
high school and became his assistant before her untimely
death in 1870. Dow first felt her presence within a week of
her dying, subsequently attending séance after séance to
contact her. He was delighted with the portrait of himself
with her spirit (see plate section) taken by the first of the
many who made a living producing images of ghosts,
William H. Mumler (1832-1884).

Mumler was an amateur photographer and engraver.
He noticed ghostly figures in a print when he reused
photographic plates which had not been properly cleaned.
Realising he had a marketable commodity on his hands,
he produced spirit photographs for clients, often with rec-
ognisable ghosts of well-known people or relatives who had
passed on. At other times, the ghosts were shadowy and
shrouded in drapery, but still recognised by his clients as
deceased relatives.

Unfortunately for Mumler, some of the spirits were
recognised as living Bostonians. He relocated to New York to
continue his trade but later was prosecuted for fraud.

&0
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Mumler’s methods soon spread around the world. In the
early wet plate and dry plate cameras, the effect was
achieved by using an already exposed plate when taking the
second photograph. These were very popular with spiritual-
ists at the end of the nineteenth century.

In France, the best known exponent of the practice was
Edouard Isidore Buguet (b. 1840). He produced the famous
photograph shown in the plate section. Reports of the time
assured readers this photograph could not have been faked
using a double exposure. Monsieur Leymarie, editor of the
Revue Spirite, and Monsieur C. had bought the plates them-
selves. Buguet had not handled them at any time. In June
1875, Buguet and Leymarie were charged with the fraudu-
lent manufacture of spirit photographs and found guilty.
Witness after respectable witness testified to Buguet’s bona
fides only to be confronted by his confession. He had used
double exposures on the photographic plates to generate his
spirit images.

DI ghosty portrait

With modern computer image manipulation it is very easy to
produce a ghost photograph using the appropriate software.
But it is also possible to do it using a camera and therefore
produce the genuine negative for verification.

With modern cameras, all you need to do is to create a
double exposure. The ghost can be photographed on a black
background. The film is then exposed again with the
required setting—the castle dungeon or the graveyard at
midnight.

Some of the older cameras require hand winding of the
film, so double exposures occurred when this step was
forgotten. Deliberately failing to wind on the film enabled
the photographer to capture the spirit world. The winding of
the film is now automated so newer cameras need to have a
multiple exposure facility in order for you to create your
image in spirit.
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My own ghostly presence is also revealed in the plate
section. This photograph was taken by Damian Kelly with a
camera set to multiple exposures. The camera was fixed in
position using a tripod and the first picture was taken
without my presence. I then moved into the frame and
another exposure made.

You now have irrefutable evidence that I am a ghost.
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REINCARNATION AND PAST LIVES

Why is there so much suffering in the world? Why are some
children born with such distressing deformities or succumb
to such intolerable diseases? In fact, what is the point of
them having lived at all? Why is it all so unfair?

Those who believe in reincarnation, the idea that this life
is just part of a series of past and future lives, have an
answer. In our previous lives our bad deeds may have gone
unpunished. We are punished in our next life. We might be
reincarnated as an animal or plant, or into suffering as a
human. There are variations between belief systems, but
basically the unfinished transgressions of the past are
reflected in the adversity of the present. Live a good life and
we will be rewarded in the next. Those who you see suffer-
ing today can earn a better life.

The Judaeo-Christian and Islamic religions have frowned
upon claims of reincarnation. They talk of a single mortality
on earth and eternity in the afterlife. They offer what, to
many, are unconvincing answers to the big questions about
how a just God can permit such injustice to prevail over the
people He is supposed to love.

It is a seductive concept, appealing to the desire for
fairness and control over our destiny. As disillusionment in
the traditional religions increased during the last century,
the western world was ready to explore traditional Eastern
beliefs. Reincarnation was one of these, and a convincing
story of a past life remembered generated unprecedented
interest. The time was right for Bridey Murphy.

&5
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The case of Bridey Murphy

In this famous case, journalists started hunting for evidence
to check the detailed past life which had been revealed by
Virginia Tighe under hypnosis in 1952. And they found it.
They found her previous life. They found the real Bridey
Murphy. But that’s for later.

Under hypnosis in Pueblo, Colorado, the slim, dark-
haired American housewife began talking in Irish brogue
and telling stories of her previous incarnation as a lively
redhead called Bridey Murphy.

Bridey said she was born about 1798, in a white-framed
house, and raised by her mother Kathleen in Cork, Ireland.
She recalled a friend, Kevin, and marrying Sean Joseph
Brian McCarthy. Virginia Tighe told of Bridey’s life, and rose,
still in her hypnotic trance, to dance the Irish jig. In strong
Irish brogue, Mrs Tighe told of Bridey’s younger brother’s
death at four, of her beloved Uncle Plazz and of being
soundly whipped for scratching fresh paint from her metal
bed frame. She told of Bridey’s sad demise, falling down a
flight of stairs.

So they searched for Bridey in Ireland. In Cork. Reporters
and researchers travelled there and found links to the Irish
folklore she quoted. They heard the same brogue and found
evidence of a rare Irish Saint Blaize, surely the source of the
Christian name for the remembered Uncle Plazz. But they
couldn’t find records of Bridey Murphy.

The Denver Post first told the world how an investment
broker, Morey Bernstein, who also worked as a amateur
hypnotist, had assisted Virginia Tighe recall her past life.
Bernstein wrote the 1956 book, The Search For Bridey Murphy,
which sold millions of copies in English and many, many
more in other languages. They sold long-playing records of
the trance sessions. They sold condensed versions and movie
rights. Parties with a ‘come as who you were’ theme accom-
panied the songs using the Bridey Murphy story. Hypnosis
regained popularity and reincarnation excited the world, so
they sold more books on hypnosis and reincarnation.
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Never should the truth be allowed to ruin a good profit.

Finding Bridey

They did eventually find Bridey Murphy, except it was spelt
Bridie. She was still alive and living in Chicago, in the same
house she had lived in when Virginia was a teenager being
raised in the apartment across the road. There Mrs Anthony
Corkell told them of her maiden name: Bridie Murphy.

Mrs Corkell had fascinated Virginia as a teenager, and
spent hours telling her about Ireland. She even produced,
among her sons, the Kevin of Bridey’s friendship. Having
had a crush on John Corkell, Virginia Tighe turned him into
his Irish equivalent, Bridey’s husband, Sean Joseph Brian
McCarthy. Brian was Virginia’s own husband’s middle name,
while the McCarthy was the surname of a character she
played in one of her dramatic performances at high school,
two of which were accomplished in astoundingly convincing
(according to her drama teacher) Irish brogue.

The white-framed house was exactly as described, but it
was the house she had been born in, back in 1922. Her lost
mother, Katherine, became Bridey’s mother Kathleen. At
four, Virginia had been abandoned by her parents and sent
to Chicago to live with an aunt and uncle. There she made
pocket money by dancing Irish jigs in the street. Her sister
had fallen down the stairs, while her brother had died when
Virginia was five. She had been soundly whipped, a year or
two later, for scratching the paint from her freshly painted
metal bed frame, a story she told friends many years later.
Her story became enmeshed in Bridey Murphy'’s.

And Uncle Plazz? Virginia’s foster parents had a friend
named Plezz who Virginia called Uncle Plazz. By the way,
the rare Irish Saint Blaize was actually Armenian.

The lonely Virginia was also befriended by an Irish aunt,
who told the child much about Irish folklore and fed her
Irish potato pancakes.

Hypnosis is a notoriously unreliable way to gain factual
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information. The patient is far too willing to say whatever
seems to please the hypnotist. Professionals do not use
hypnosis in this way. So was Virginia Tighe pretending,
producing a story for her own amusement? Or was she
unconsciously drawing on her past? That’s the only mystery
in the reincarnation of Bridey Murphy.

Jane Evans and the Bloxham fapes

Jane Evans’s historical accuracy was astounding. In 1969
Cardiff hypnotherapist Arnall Bloxham uncovered the past
lives of Jane Evans, the pseudonym for a 30-year-old Welsh
housewife. The case was made famous by the subsequent
BBC program The Bloxham Tapes and the book by Bloxham
and the show’s producer, Jeffrey Iverson, titled More Lives
Than One?

Bloxham was a believer in reincarnation. He used pastlife
regression to help Jane Evans with the pain of rheumatism.
She recounted six extraordinarily detailed lives.

As Livonia, she was a tutor’s wife with the family of
a Roman legate, Constantius. She lived in Eboracum, the
name for the British town of York in Roman times. She
recalled the name of Constantius’s wife, Lady Helena, their
son Constantine and those close to the family, including
Curio, Titus, Galerius and Diocletian. She described, in
detail, the young Constantine’s lesson in using Roman
weapons, given by his ‘military tutor’, Marcus Favonius
Facilis. She was able to recount the rejection of Lady Helena
by Constantius so he could marry Theodora, the daughter of
Maximianus. She named the children of the now Caesar
Constantius and his Princess Theodora. And every detail
which could be confirmed matched history exactly.

As Rebecca, she was still in York, married to a Jewish
financier. Persecuted by the Christians, she recounted the
traumatic events in the little-known massacre of Jews in
1190 CE. She described the Jews’ suicides, and her own
hiding in a crypt of a York church where she was found and
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murdered. This surprised researchers because the churches
of that era were not known to have crypts. Iverson was then
astounded to receive a letter from Professor Barrie Dobson to
say a crypt had been discovered in the renovations of a
church, St Mary’s Castlegate, identified to be the one most
likely to fit Rebecca’s story. The dating of the crypt by the
historians put it as before Rebecca’s time. Not surprisingly,
Iverson considered this very convincing evidence.

As Alison, Jane Evans was an Egyptian-born house-
keeper living in the home of Jacques Coeur, a wealthy finan-
cier in the French city of Bourges. Iverson’s visit to Coeur’s
house revealed the fireplace decorations of animals and a
shield, exactly as Alison had described it.

As Anna, she was a handmaiden in the Spanish
entourage of Katherine of Aragon. She recounted her arrival
in England in 1501 for Katherine’s short marriage to Arthur,
eldest son of Henry VIL.

As Ann Tasker, she was a London teenager early in the
eighteenth century. Working as a sewing girl, she described
the poverty and filth of London in her day.

And as the arthritic Roman Catholic nun, Sister Grace,
she told of living in Maryland, USA, around the start of the
nineteenth century.

Iverson took the details provided on Bloxham'’s tapes and
started searching the historical record. He found fact after
fact matched. It is easy to see how it could be believed that,
at last, conclusive evidence of past lives had been found. The
documentary closed with Jane Evans stating emphatically
she had no knowledge of detailed Roman history, the
massacre of the Jews at York, the home of Jacques Coeur or
any of the other details revealed by her voice on the tapes.
As television personality Magnus Magnusson endorsed
the past-life hypothesis, the logical conclusion drawn by the
documentary was that firm evidence of reincarnation had
been found.

Writer and broadcaster Melvin Harris was a prolific reader
and collector of old books. He decided to try to trace her
sources in historical fiction.
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He found Louis de Wohl’s novel, The Living Wood. In it
was a lady-in-waiting called Livonia. Not only did the novel
tell the whole story of Constantius’s household, but every
scene was exactly as Livonia had described it. Even the
language was the same. But most revealing were characters
such as the military tutor Marcus Favonius Facilis. He was a
creation of de Wohl'’s in the novel published 22 years before
Jane Evans described her life as Livonia. Other characters,
unknown in the historical record, were all there in de Wohl’s
novel—his creations for the purpose of populating the
Roman household.

Ian Wilson quotes this case in detail in The After Death
Experience. Like Harris, he sought out the possible sources of
Evans’s memories. He spoke to three individuals who
remembered Rebecca’s story as a radio play about the York
massacre. The Jewish ghetto described by Rebecca never
existed. The street Rebecca named as the home of the poor
was in fact populated by community leaders at the time.
Wilson concludes the writer of the play was not as thorough
a historian as de Wohl.

And the crypt? Professor Dobson has since revised his
interpretation of the structure found during the excavations
of St Mary’s. It is now considered to be a vault built long
after Rebecca’s era. There were no crypts in the churches of
York at that time.

The details of Alison’s story can be found in Thomas B.
Costain’s 1948 novel The Moneyman. In telling the life of
Jacques Coeur, Costain had chosen not to include Coeur’s
family because they added nothing to the novel. The real
Jacques Coeur was married with five children. Alison stated
Coeur had no wife or children. As a member of his immedi-
ate household, this family would have been a crucial part of
her life. A photograph of the fireplace so fully described
appears in the book Life in Mediaeval France by Dame Joan
Evans.

There is no reason to assert Jane Evans, Arnall Bloxham
or Jeffrey Iverson were anything but sincere in their beliefs
in the past lives uncovered. They were only guilty, along



%a Mc/zz?c 7 %I/ﬂ lo Whe gﬂlﬂlzﬂ‘lﬂﬂ/ &9

with the vast majority of the human race, of grossly under-
estimating the brain’s ability to remember and create.

Dr lan Stevenson collects cases, lofs of them

Hypnotherapists, who often have little scientific training, are
regarded with suspicion by many in the psychiatric com-
munity. Consequently, the work of Dr Ian Stevenson, a
professor of psychiatry, is more compelling. Trained in
medicine at McGill University, he went on to specialise in
psychiatry, working at the University of Virginia from 1957.
His work, comprising extensive and detailed case histories,
was published in a number of books by the University of
Virginia Press. Although not an easy read, there is no dispute
that Stevenson was extremely diligent in recording over
2000 case studies detailing the interviews with not only the
reincarnate, but also many people associated with their
story. He claimed he could never prove reincarnation as a
fact, but felt his work indicated its validity.

Case studies were collected on trips to India and Sri
Lanka, among many other countries. He was dismissive
of hypnotic methods such as those used to gain the story of
Bridey Murphy and many since. He felt these could be
simply the retelling of memories not immediately available
to the person by normal recall. Or they could be pure fantasy
resulting from the suggestions and prompts of the hypnotist.
To avoid such memories Stevenson placed his faith in the
stories of children.

One of his most famous cases is that of Sunil Dutt Saxena.
Born into a poor family in the northern Indian city of
Bareilly, his father was a shopkeeper who was often out of
work. At about the age of three, Sunil started telling of his
previous life. He described a much more wealthy lifestyle in
Budaun, 56 kilometres away. The horse-drawn carriage was
something the poor Sunil could never have experienced, yet
he could describe it well. He refused to do housework,
stating firmly that he had never had to do so in his previous,
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privileged life. Seth Sri Krishna had lived in Budaun until
eight years before Sunil’s birth. The young Sunil’s
pronouncements were found to match the life of Seth Sri
Krishna in many details.

Another well-known case is that of Ravi Shankar, who
was born in 1951 in the city of Kanauj in Uttar Pradesh
State, India. His father Ram Gupta told how his son, at
only two years of age, said he was the son of the barber
Jageshwar. Young Ravi bore the physical scar from the
violent death of the barber’s son, Munna, savagely
murdered at only six years of age. His throat had been
slit. A washerwoman, Chaturi, and another barber,
Jawahar, had been charged with the murder, but the
charge had been dropped. Six months after Munna’s
death Ravi had been born. When Stevenson interviewed
Ravi he was thirteen years old but the scar was still clearly
visible. Young Ravi confirmed the murderers as Chaturi
and Jawahar.

I read of these stories in the fascinating book by Ian
Wilson, The After Death Experience, and came across them in
many reincarnation references. Wilson writes extensively on
paranormal themes, and I often disagree with his opinions,
which is not surprising given the description on the back of
his book which concludes: ‘Yet although Ian Wilson finds
much that is both dubious and spurious, alongside this he
presents compelling evidence that something of us might well
survive physical death . . .’

In the case studies of Dr Ian Stevenson, Wilson finds little
of this compelling evidence. He has analysed the cases from
India and Sri Lanka and notes a very strong trend. The poor
children are reincarnations of those who were rich. He
explains why:

And in reincarnationist countries teeming with so many poor it
is not difficult to guess that motive. Thus in India or Sri Lanka a
poor family can have much to gain, and very little to lose, by
representing their child as the reincarnation of a recently
deceased member of a rich family. If the rich family can be
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persuaded to believe the claim, then they are unlikely to let
their unfortunate dead relative continue to suffer in his new
incarnation. They will try to do something to improve the
child’s, and thereby the whole poor family’s, lot.

(lan Wilson, 1989, The After Death Experience, p. 35.)

Wilson goes on to tell how a local doctor had explained to
Stevenson, who documented every conversation with his
customary thoroughness, that Sunil had been coached by a
man named Sheveti Prasad in the details of Seth Sri
Krishna’s life, and the family of the latter had not been
convinced by the claim. Stevenson chose to reject this
evidence against the validity of the case.

In Ravi Shankar’s instance, there was no inequality of
wealth, but at least three of the neighbours reported the
child being taken to the barber Jageshwar to be coached in
the story in the hope the murderers would be charged
again with the distressing crime. There is also the chilling
suggestion that the scar was inflicted deliberately for this
purpose.

Further cases of Stevenson'’s involved children of British
and American backgrounds who claimed the previous life of
a much loved family member who died before the child’s
birth. The parents claimed the child cannot have known so
much about the relative. Examination of these cases raises
the obvious questions over how much had been talked
about in the child’s presence. The cases mention photo-
graphs and graveyard visits, so the deceased family member
was not without physical reminders.

Many adults greatly underestimate how much a young
child is absorbing when they appear to be occupied else-
where or the conversation is considered to be beyond their
comprehension. It is not difficult to find a motive for the
family to grasp such a claim. The child gains attention,
warmth and status. The family gains a loved family member
back. All can be self-deceived, and therefore absolutely
genuine in their belief.
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I. Lobsang Rampa and his third eye

Reincarnation and the understanding of Eastern religions
is often gained from popular works, such as those by
T. Lobsang Rampa. Rampa’s first book, The Third Eye, was
enormously popular. The autobiography of a Tibetan monk,
it told how as a child, Rampa was sent to a monastery by his
wealthy Tibetan family. There a hole was gouged in his
forehead through skin and bone, and plugged with wood
until it healed. This gave him mystical powers. He talks of
reincarnation, levitation and imparts a host of Tibetan
wisdom before he escapes to England from Communist
China following the invasion of Tibet.

T. Lobsang Rampa was exposed as Cyril Henry Hoskin, a
plumber’s mate from Surrey who had never been in Tibet in
his life. T stood for Tuesday, the day on which he was born.
He went on to write many more books, all of which sold
extremely well.

The saddest part of this story is that many people read The
Third Eye and subsequent Rampa books, believing they were
learning about Tibetan religion. Tibetans will tell you other-
wise.

Testing the falk

When verifying claims of past lives, historical accuracy is the
first test. Many quote dates as ‘BC’, something which clearly
indicates a recollection from a historical text, as people
‘before Christ’ could not have used this form of dating.
Others relate literary versions or have rulers and events in a
single lifetime which were far apart in history. Ancient Egypt
is a favourite past-life era because it is such a dramatic time,
taught in all schools and used extensively in fiction and
documentaries. The era of the Pharaohs and pyramids
spanned nearly 3000 years, yet past lives are recalled only
from the best known stories.

Being able to speak fluently in the native tongue of the
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past life, without ever having been exposed to that language
in the present, would be considered compelling by skeptics.
It seems few reincarnates have even the slightest knowledge
of their native language, which is hard to rationalise if the
subject is truly reliving the former life under hypnosis. As it
is extremely difficult to converse in a foreign tongue unless
you have been exposed to it for a significant time, such a
conversation would dispel most doubts.

There are documented cases where the subject has
spoken in a language to which they have no prior exposure.
Again we return to the work of Dr Ian Stevenson, the most
rigorous recorder of past-life cases.

‘Gretchen” spoke English as her native tongue, but
German in her past life. She had never learnt German, nor
had any exposure to the language. When reliving her past
life as a fourteen-year-old kitchen maid, she appeared to
converse in German. When hypnotised by her husband,
who spoke no German, Gretchen expressed fear related to
her religious persecution and connection to Martin Luther.
Stevenson noted the historical inaccuracies of her story and
the unrealistic nature of the account, but found the speaking
in German to be impressive.

Gretchen'’s case was examined with Stevenson’s charac-
teristic thoroughness. He visited her home town, interviewed
many who knew her and was unable to find any trace of her
having learnt German. In accordance with scientific method
he published partial transcripts of the sessions for others
to analyse.

Sarah G. Thomason, in Past Tongues Remembered, took up
the challenge. A professor of linguistics at the University of
Pittsburgh, she notes that a native speaker of any language
has a vocabulary exceeding 10 000 words, usually signifi-
cantly more. But even more definitive is the knowledge and
application of the many grammatical rules and nuances
which children have usually acquired by the age of four or
five.

Gretchen produced no more than 120 words when
hypnotised by her husband, and a few more when being
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interviewed by native German speakers. She used words
which are similar to their English equivalent, such as ‘braun’
in German for ‘brown’ in English.

More revealing, Gretchen didn’t respond to the German
speakers in sentences and produced no evidence of
knowledge of grammar. She often merely repeated what
the interviewer had just said. Some responses indicated
she hadn’t understood the question. She constantly repeated
the same phrases about danger and people listening to her.

A quarter of the questions were answered with yes or no.
Thomason suggests the reader ask ‘Are you hungry?’ and
What do you want to eat?’. The upward inflection on the
yes/no question is the same in German and English prompt-
ing the subject to the yes/no answer. Thomason rates the
appropriateness of other responses much lower than does
Stevenson and notes the high rate of ‘I don’t understand’
and ‘I don’'t know’. According to Thomason, Gretchen used
no more German than would be available to anyone who
has watched World War I movies or glanced at a German
book.

Stevenson attributes Gretchen’s poor language skills to
her poverty and illiteracy. Thomason, as a linguist, claims
this is a misunderstanding of language use. The poor may
use different grammar and vocabulary to the more educated,
but do not display a total lack of it.

Thomason has tested other past-life subjects and analysed
further examples from Stevenson, and found similar results.
It must be noted that Thomason considers none of these
cases to be examples of fraud.

Although hypnotists and hypnotherapists have been
convinced of the ability of a past-life regressive to speak a
previous language, they were personally unable to speak this
language and had to make that judgement based on the
assessment that it ‘sounded right’. A case which would
convince a skeptic is one in which the incarnate could speak
fluently in a language unknown to the reincarnate. To date,
no such case has emerged.



%a Mc lie s Yutde 2o lhe gﬂlﬂlzﬂ‘lﬂﬂ/ 95
9°

Cryptomnesia or hidden memories

The phenomena of past-life recollections can be explained in
terms of ‘cryptomnesia’. Crypto (hidden) and mnesia
(memories) refers to memories which are not consciously
available. The term was first coined by the Swiss psych-
ologist Professor Theodore Flourney around the start of the
nineteenth century.

In his detailed and lengthy book Hidden Memories: Voices
and Visions from Within, Dr Robert A. Baker explains many
past-life experiences in terms of known psychological func-
tioning of a ‘normal’ brain. A professor of psychology, who
taught at MIT, Stanford University and the University of
Kentucky, Baker explains the recalling of past lives as a
mixture of cryptomnesia and confabulation (the creation of
facts to fill the gaps in memory). By combining these two
functions of a normal, healthy mind you can create past lives
with vivid complexity. Baker argues that the brain doesn’t
store memories as a completed image, such as a film. It
stores bits and pieces which are reconstructed when
required. Memories are notoriously unreliable. The more
often they are recalled, the more the brain has recon-
structed, embellished, filled in gaps and created what is a
very real, if at times inaccurate, recollection. Anyone who
compares memories with others present at the same event
will soon discover the variability in the details of the same
incident when different brains reconstruct it.

Philip K. Dick, the science fiction writer, was at home
when he spontaneously recalled a past life in ancient Rome.
For weeks after his first memory other previous lives flooded
back. In reading many books on this topic, I read case study
after case study of anonymous people who had been ques-
tioned at length on details of the past life. What I didn't read
was detailed questioning about the present one. Would any
of these writers have asked Philip K. Dick whether he had
been to the dentist recently?

Dick’s first vivid memory started on the afternoon follow-
ing an extraction of a tooth under the influence of sodium
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pentothal. His many hallucinations, including those of aliens
as well as reincarnations, were linked to visits to the dentist,
excessive alcohol use, amphetamines, self-imposed stress and
sleep deprivation. His sincere belief in these hallucinations
is evidenced by his sending a letter to about 70 friends claiming
he was Jesus reborn and now living in Sri Lanka. A year later
Dick died of cerebral haemorrhage. He was only 53.

Hallucinations can be a vivid part of the recall and
reliving of past lives. Baker writes:

The major characteristics of hallucinations is that they appear
to be very real, and they can have all the sensory qualities of
our everyday and ordinary perceptions including sight, sound,
smell, taste, and touch. These hallucinations consist of previ-
ously stored memories or imagined fantasies or dreams that
are tied together by our brain and projected onto the eye of
the mind.

(Robert A. Baker, 1996, Hidden Memories, p. 17.)

Baker emphasises that hallucinating is common and not
necessarily a sign of mental illness or psychosis.

Therapists need to progress beyond ‘Have you been to
the dentist?’ before concluding a memory is a recollection
of a real event in the person’s current or previous life.
There are many well-documented causes of hallucinations
or errant memory function. Questions need to be asked.
Questions such as: Have you been chain smoking? Have
you been in flickering lights? Do you have high blood
pressure? Have you been deprived of sleep or experiencing
undue stress? Have you taken amphetamines, maybe for
hayfever, or L-dopa, possibly for Parkinson’s disease?
Have you taken ketamine (vitamin K) and been in a float-
ation tank, which causes sensory deprivation? Have
you indulged in excessive physical exertion? Have you
indulged in extended sessions of ritual dancing, which is
known to cause trance-like behaviour and hallucinations?
Have you had a severely limited food intake, or been de-
hydrated? Have you suffered elevated or depressed oxygen
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levels, maybe caused by deliberate rapid or slow breathing?
Were you sad or lonely and just wanted some attention?

The last reason is too often neglected. I saw no indication
of such questions being asked by the various past-life ther-
apists quoted at length in the references.

Baker discusses extensive research, his own and that of
others, showing the brain takes in a great deal of informa-
tion, most of which is filtered off, with only a small portion
ever reaching our conscious awareness. Therefore, we can
consciously access only a small proportion of what is stored.

When something triggers a memory, the brain recalls
scraps of information from its recesses and, the theory goes,
reconstructs the memory. The brain will complete the
missing bits and reject the extraordinary amount of other
stored knowledge and images which are not relevant to the
memory under construction. This all happens very fast. We
do not monitor this process.

Tests have shown, time and time again, that the human
memory is a fallible beast. The more unconscious the
process, the less reliable the memory.

What if the brain were triggered by some suggestion
to recall memories without the context in which they
were recorded? Would we then be unable to recognise
the memory? Would we attribute it to a life which wasn't
our present one? Is that what is happening in past-life
regressions?

liypnosis and past-life regression therapy

Baker argues that hypnosis is not an altered state of mind
but a very relaxed and susceptible one. He quotes from his
own experience of having hypnotised more than 500
students, friends and neighbours in his research. He has
encountered few who could not produce a past life, most of
which were decidedly mundane. Very few could produce the
richness of Jane Evans’s six lives or Virginia Tighe’s Bridey
Murphy.
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Highly imaginative and fantasy-prone individuals will
produce more detailed past and future lives.

Past-life recollections are consistent with the current
social structure of the person creating them. People from
cultures which believe in immediate reincarnation will
return to life locally and fairly rapidly, as in Stevenson’s
stories collected in India. Those from backgrounds with
beliefs in multiple gods and demons, magical creatures and
mystical beasts will incorporate these in their narrative.

In the recent western version, the past lives tend to corre-
late with popular eras for history classes, films and books.
Ancient Egypt and Rome feature heavily, as do indigenous
peoples, while less romantic countries and races fail to
appear at all.

A sudden stream of recall in extreme situations has been
reported often: ‘My whole life passed before me’. In Hidden
Memories, Baker recounts incidents of this phenomenon in
support of the hypothesis of the brain holding a vast store of
memories not readily available. He tells of patients reporting
the flashing of childhood memories during epileptic fits,
when drowning, during choking and when having artificial
stimulation of the temporal lobes in the laboratory. Most
such memories were unremarkable details ‘forgotten’ by the
subject.

In likening hypnosis to highly imaginative role-playing,
Baker quotes the 1958 research of Dr Edwin Zolik, of
Marquette University, whose hypnotised subjects were able
to recount convincing ‘past lives’. On listening to their
sessions replayed on tape, they assured him they h