


e nsmm

PARANORMAL



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.



26 %z Mc/d?c.)/ ?zl/e lo Hhe g ararnormal

/97O

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,
%{//’ ﬁ/f//zfﬂﬁﬁll/'

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.
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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
fi