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A 1922 “spirit” photograph with a (living) Sir Arthur Conan Doyle in the foreground. Doyle fell hook, line, and sinker for spirit photography, as he did for the famous photographs of the Cottingley fairies (here).
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An 1899 photograph purportedly showing a ghost. The effect was achieved through double exposure.




















INTRODUCTION




“It is not unlikely that more than ninety percent of paranormal literature is rubbish.”


––Sir Kelvin Spenser, Foreword to From Enigma to Science (1973) by George W. Meek





The history of scientific attempts to research the paranormal can be considered to have had two primary phases. The first began in 1882 with the formation of the Society for Psychical Research (SPR), which came about as a response to the craze for Spiritualism that had been going on ever since the Hydesville rappings case of 1848 (page 2). While originally concerned with attempts to communicate with the dead, testing spirit mediums for fraudulence, and the like, the SPR eventually turned its attention to matters like telepathy and clairvoyance.


The second phase began in 1927, when the American parapsychologist J. B. Rhine set up his laboratory at Duke University in North Carolina. His focus was on bringing scientific experimentation to bear on those purported faculties of mind that the SPR had begun to explore. Effectively, that second phase is still underway, although the work of Rhine himself is held in far lower regard today than it once was. His methods of testing by card-guessing have largely fallen into disuse, but his notion that the paranormal should be investigated by science in the same way as any other phenomenon still holds sway.


Evolutionary biologist Stephen Jay Gould famously posited that science and religion were two “non-overlapping magisteria”—a fancy way of saying that both are different ways of explaining the world, and neither has very much of value to say about the other. A similar stance could be taken in the context of science and the supernatural. One operates according to rules of reason and logic; the other does not. Throughout much of human history, however, people have assumed that the supernatural is as real as tangible reality, and have tried to use the tools of rationalism to understand and tame it. On occasion these efforts have been successful, such as when people have discovered that something they thought was part of the supernatural’s magisterium—like comets or, for some TV presenters, the tides—was in fact perfectly explicable in terms of straightforward physics.


A prime example of a phenomenon that was once thought to be supernatural being demystified through the application of the scientific method is mesmerism. The tale of how this came about is by no means a simple one of science’s bright light banishing the shadows.


MESMERISM


Born in 1734 in Konstanz, in what’s now Germany, Franz Anton Mesmer graduated with a degree in medicine from the University of Vienna. In his degree thesis he proposed that human health could be affected by the gravitational influences of the celestial bodies through the medium of the “ether,” a sort of undetectable fluid that Isaac Newton had suggested might fill the universe and facilitate transmission of light, heat, gravity, and magnetism. Around this time it was thought that magnets might have healing properties, and Mesmer saw how this seemed to dovetail with his own ideas about the effects of gravity on health; gravity and magnetism were, he reasoned, really just different forms of each other. He thus set about trying to cure people by rubbing strong magnets over them. (This practice still survives in the “alternative” technique known as magnetotherapy.)


In due course, primarily because others were complaining that he’d stolen their ideas, Mesmer concluded that actual magnets weren’t required. Human beings possessed a hitherto unrecognized spiritual form of magnetism that he called “animal magnetism” (from anima, the soul). His new therapy involved waving his hands around close to, but not actually touching, the patient’s body. Like any quack, Mesmer reported sensational results. But in reality some of his results were good, and these occurred when his patients fell into a trance.
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A contemporary wood engraving by H. Thiriat showing Franz Anton Mesmer and his assistant at work with a group of aristocratic patients.


In 1785 the French established two commissions to examine the phenomenon of animal magnetism, the more important of the two being that under the auspices of the Académie des Sciences, which numbered Antoine Lavoisier and Benjamin Franklin among its members. It concluded forthrightly that there was no such thing as animal magnetism, and that any cures Mesmer was achieving were effected by the patients’ own minds. (Nowadays we might attribute this to the placebo effect.) The same went for the mesmeric trances into which some patients fell. The commission’s conclusions came agonizingly close to identifying what was really going on, but backed off just before hitting upon the modern concept of suggestion.


In the United Kingdom, the idea of animal magnetism never really caught on; its light flickered briefly but was extinguished by the end of the eighteenth century. However, in the 1830s, John Elliotson—professor of medicine at University College, London, and a man who was much engaged by another pseudoscience whose light briefly shone, phrenology1—became enamored of animal magnetism. When the French mesmerist Jules Denis, Baron du Potet, visited London, Elliotson and he conducted experiments in animal magnetism in the public wards of University College Hospital. Since it would be hard to find more suggestible people than the impoverished occupants of nineteenth-century public wards, and since everyone could see how everyone else was reacting to the activities of the two physicians, it’s not surprising that these experiments were regarded by Elliotson as a resounding success, with lots of trances and (at least temporary) cures. It wasn’t long before he was putting on public demonstrations … at which point the University College authorities declared themselves no longer amused and fired him.


A few years later, while argument still raged over the existence or nonexistence of Mesmer’s soul magnetism, the Scottish surgeon James Braid decided to investigate for himself. He discovered that the mesmeric trance could be induced by insisting that the subject stare intently at something in a way that required effort of the eye muscles—an object above the natural line of sight or the famous swinging/twirling pocket watch, for example. He assumed the trance was a consequence of the exhaustion produced by this exertion, and called the state “nervous sleep.” And so was mesmerism tamed from the wild realm of the paranormal by the agency of scientific reason.


Except that the story doesn’t stop there. Like Mesmer before him, Braid began to assume he could use hypnotism to treat just about any condition with which he was presented: epilepsy, ankylosing spondylitis, congenital deafness, and the like. There seemed to be almost nothing impervious to Braid’s new therapy. Also, he was as wildly enthusiastic a supporter of phrenology as Elliotson had been before him. He would put a subject into a trance, touch a bump on the subject’s skull, and convince himself that the subsequent behavior or attitude of the entranced subject matched the emotion that was indicated by the standard phrenological interpretation of that bump.
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Title page of a sensationalist anonymous tract “exposing” supposed sauciness in John Elliotson’s medical treatments.


Because of Braid’s preoccupation with trying to marry hypnosis and phrenology, it was left to others—notably Thomas Laycock of Edinburgh University and William Benjamin Carpenter of University College, London—to recognize and expand upon the breakthrough that Braid had made. Both men realized that what hypnosis offered was a temporary suspension of the will’s control over the subject’s actions. This allowed direct access to—and opened up for study—what Carpenter called “unconscious cerebration” and what Laycock referred to, in terms that correspond more closely to modern ones, as the brain’s “reflex functions.”


What do we mean by a reflex function of the brain? A lot of automatic actions—breathing, maintaining the heartbeat, digestion, and so on—are under the control of the spinal cord (autonomic nervous system). But many of the actions that we regard as automatic are far more complex than this and require the intervention of the brain. For example, if I decide to sit down in a chair, this seems like a simple enough task. For my brain, however, it involves the elaborate and coordinated adjustment and rearrangement of untold numbers of muscles, according to biochemical changes coded by carefully designed neurological signals—a process of extraordinary complexity that my brain performs without any conscious instruction from me.2 The difference between this sort of automatic behavior and, say, breathing is that I do have to contribute that first conscious decision to sit down; when it comes to breathing, not only does it happen without my conscious intervention, but it actually requires an effort of will to stop doing it. In a hypnotic trance, my own will has effectively left the premises, so that all the automatic functions of my brain are at the disposal of the hypnotist’s will.
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William Benjamin Carpenter, who helped bring hypnosis into the realm of science.


The distinguished neurophysiologist Marshall Hall led the resistance to the new ideas of Laycock and Carpenter, and here we find ourselves back in the midst of the battle between the supernatural and the scientific. Hall, a devout Christian, was concerned that science was making it more and more difficult to retain belief in the existence of the human soul. He was therefore determined to mark off the brain as the soul’s territory—the elaborate nexus from which the soul sprang. But, if the brain was capable of supporting the soaring soul, surely it was inconceivable that it could be doing something so prosaic as controlling the act of sitting down. Hall’s response was completely irrational, but people who find their beliefs in the intangible threatened by science and reason very often do react irrationally.


The process of dragging the status of hypnotism from paranormal to pseudoscientific to scientific has been a tangled endeavor. It was, however, possible; and it was brought about by gradual advances in our understanding. The breakthrough came with Braid’s discovery that the phenomenon was genuine. By contrast, in other areas of the supernatural—and indeed the paranormal in general—investigators have yet to reach that very first, essential stage: the clear demonstration that there is a phenomenon to investigate. It’s difficult not to conclude, after so much effort over such a long period, that they may never do so.


SO WHY DO WE FALL FOR IT?


Whenever a series of previously vaunted psychic investigations (or paranormal experiments) is shown to be erroneous or fraudulent, even though most professional researchers quite correctly abandon any claims they might have made based on those reports, there’s still usually a core group that clings to the belief that somehow the results can still be believed: “Just because so-and-so cheated sometimes doesn’t mean he cheated all the time.” “Who’s to know that the debunking itself isn’t flawed or that the debunkers don’t have an agenda of their own?” It typically takes a good long while for people committed to the field, whether professionally or merely as interested observers, to accept that they’ve been gulled. Just look at those who clung to their belief in the psychic abilities of the Fox sisters, even after the sisters themselves had publicly admitted their trickery (page 6). Even most researchers who do readily admit that long-treasured experiments, like the mid-twentieth-century researches of S. G. Soal into ESP, were produced fraudulently and must be abandoned, and that there are hundreds and thousands of similar examples out there, will simply start citing as support someone else’s experiments that have yet to be exposed as bogus. This is a wonderful defense mechanism for psychic research: Unless and until every single relevant report has been revealed as a farrago, the mantra runs, there’s no reason to believe that the supernatural is bunk.


Imagine if any scientific discipline followed these same rules. When, for example, it was discovered in the mid-1990s that the nineteenth-century biologist Ernst Haeckel had doctored much of the evidence for his biogenetic law (“ontogeny recapitulates phylogeny”), the only people trying to salvage Haeckel’s reputation were (paradoxically) the Creationists, who needed him as a straw man so they could attack evolutionary biology. Biologists didn’t look around in an attempt to find a replacement Haeckel; besides, they’d rejected the biogenetic law long ago on the grounds that it failed to withstand a stack of contrary evidence. Somehow ideas like telepathy and clairvoyance—not to mention life after death—seem never to be held to the same standard. Fraud? Adverse evidence? Hey, but look over here: This guy hasn’t been debunked yet.


We tend to think that suggestibility is something that other people are susceptible to, but in reality we’re all vulnerable to it. In his book Paranormality (2011), psychologist Richard Wiseman recalls showing a group of volunteers a glass bottle containing green liquid and telling them it was essence of peppermint. He was going to open the bottle and wanted people to raise their hands when the peppermint fumes reached them. Sure enough, even though the green liquid was, in fact, odorless, hands started going up—first in the front row, next in the row behind. He also recounts a more ambitious version of this experiment done in the 1970s by University of California scientist Michael O’Mahoney, with the collaboration of the BBC. In a live broadcast, O’Mahoney displayed a Rube Goldberg–like device that he said was a prototype of a gadget capable of transmitting odors through people’s TV sets and into their living rooms. Soon people started phoning in to say that, yes, the experiment had been a success. Indeed, suggestion (in the psychological sense) is a tool that phony psychics deploy artfully and often with very great success.
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The discredited biologist Ernst Haeckel, 1896. Why isn’t psychic research held to the same standards as orthodox science?


In my impressionable youth, I managed to persuade myself that “paranormal faculties” like ESP and precognition could have a rationalist basis. It occurred to me that perhaps both these abilities could be related to pattern recognition: that the successful “telepath” or “clairvoyant” or “precognitor” was simply recognizing patterns that most of us didn’t notice. For example, given enough (near infinite!) information, the future becomes predictable. By this logic, if you’re skilled enough, consciously or (more likely) unconsciously, at recognizing the patterns of the present, you should be able to make a pretty good guess about the future.


In everyday life, our ability to recognize patterns quickly and thus figure out cause and effect is of great use to us, and may even be essential to our survival. We know that plunging a stick into a wasp’s nest is not a good idea because, even if we haven’t seen for ourselves the subsequent pattern of events, other people have described it to us—many of whom themselves perhaps may not have witnessed the consequences in person. Even when our pattern-recognizing ability gets it wrong, most often this is not a bad thing. The classic scenario is that of one of our forebears out on the veldt when he heard the grasses rustling nearby. There were two likely causes of that rustling: the wind, or a hungry saber-toothed cat. Our forebear, if he had any sense, assumed the pattern of events—grasses, the rustling—reflected the presence of the cat, and backed off: Better to flee from the wind than not to flee from the cat. But sometimes we see patterns that simply aren’t there. As with the wind and the saber-toothed cat, most of the time this false recognition doesn’t matter much, but sometimes it can severely mislead us—and even lead us into catastrophic danger. Here the example is of the guy who falls off the top of the Empire State Building and, halfway down, can’t understand what all the fuss is about … because the pattern of events so far is that he’s doing just fine.


We tend to try to interpret everything that happens to us as a narrative: We make stories out of our lives, and if necessary we distort or change the facts until they fit our narratives. I’ve called this process by the (ugly) name narrativization, and we’ll come across it from time to time. Narrativization is one of the reasons why eyewitness evidence is so unreliable, despite the reverence in which it’s held by courts of law.


Stage magicians exploit our tendency to recognize patterns and thereby wrongly attribute causes and effects: “The conjurer never saw the card I picked and therefore couldn’t have known what it was.” The fraudulent psychic capitalizes on this same effect to rip us off. We might think that misinterpreting a pattern of circumstances to make people think they’ve seen ghosts or UFOs is unimportant, but, taken together, all these false reports add up to a huge and threatening mudslide that swamps the attention of a population that might better direct its attentions to more crucial matters, such as the survival of future generations. There’s only so much brainrot a society can take before it faces the threat of collapse.




1 Phrenology is the idea that a person’s character and more could be assessed by measuring the shapes and sizes of the bumps on his or her skull. Although this might seem silly to us now, in the context of medical knowledge at the time it was far less so.


2 One of the most complicated tasks for the designers of humanoid robots is to give their creations the ability to climb a flight of stairs. This requires immensely complicated instructions from the robot’s central computer. Yet climbing stairs is something most of us do without devoting much thought to it.
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RATTLING THE BONES


SPIRITUALISM AND THE REALM OF THE DEAD




“That part—talking to the dead—is easy. It’s the getting-a-response part that’s a little tricky.”


––Richard Roeper, Debunked! (2008)







“People Who Don’t Know They’re Dead: How They Attach Themselves to Unsuspecting Bystanders, and What to Do about It.”


––Title of book by Gary Leon Hill (2005)





In 2003, a survey done by the Barna Research Group of Ventura, California, showed that 81 percent of Americans believe in life after death. Leaving aside the “don’t know’s,” just 10 percent responded that they thought death was The End. By contrast, a 1978 Gallup survey showed that two-thirds of Americans believed in survival after death, with one-fifth dismissing the concept. In other words, belief that we live on after death appears not to be decreasing, as we might expect, but actually to be increasing. There may be all sorts of factors at work here, but part of the change is almost certainly that we seem to be returning to what astronomer Carl Sagan so memorably called the “demon-haunted world.” Those TV shows promoting phony mediums are definitely having an effect.


RAPPINGS


Hydesville, New York, 1848. The home of the Fox family appears to have become haunted, and the family’s two younger girls—Kate and Margaret (Maggie), ages twelve and fifteen—are communicating with the spirits of the dead using a system of coded knocks. The neighborhood is agog with the tale, and in due course the story of the Hydesville rappings becomes a sensation throughout much of the world. The echoes still resonate.


Despite popular belief, the Hydesville rappings did not mark the start of the Spiritualist craze; the girls had had plenty of precursors on both sides of the Atlantic. Among these was the English religious sect called the “Shaking Quakers,” or Shakers. The Shaker “Mother Ann” Lee emigrated to America in 1774 and made a name for herself as a medium, just in time for the religious outbreak of 1779. Although she died in 1784, plenty of others followed in her footsteps. From about the 1830s, it became customary at Shaker services and even just in daily life for people to find the spirits talking through them, either coherently or in tongues. Long before the Foxes, then, there was a not-insignificant sect in the United States that had spirit mediumship as a focal point of its beliefs. Even so, it was the names of the Fox girls that were on everyone’s lips.


Within two decades of the Hydesville cause célèbre, some 30 percent of the US population believed that communication with the dead had been achieved. If you wanted to communicate with your own dear departed, that wouldn’t pose much of a hardship because, out of a population of some thirty-five million, no fewer than sixty thousand were spirit mediums—that is, about one person out of every six hundred.


Celebrated journalist Horace Greeley was certain of the veracity of the Fox sisters. In Modern American Spiritualism (1869), Emma Hardinge quotes him thus: “Whatever may be the origin or cause of the ‘rappings,’ the ladies in whose presence they occur do not make them. We tested this thoroughly and to our entire satisfaction. Their conduct and bearing is as unlike that of deceivers as possible … And it is not possible that such a juggle should have been so long perpetuated in public.” So much was he impressed that he invited Kate to stay with his family the following fall.


At the time, Kate was conducting some of the many séances she did for wealthy New York widower Charles F. Livermore, whose beloved wife Estelle had died in the late 1850s. In late 1871, in the 388th of these séances, Estelle announced that this was to be her last appearance. By now Kate’s alcoholism had become so egregious that the kindly Livermore sent her off on a cruise to the United Kingdom in hopes that this would bring her out of herself. It was thus that she came to meet the celebrated physical chemist Sir William Crookes, who was at the time an active figure in the SPR (page 20).
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A Currier & Ives print of Margaret (left) and Kate (center) Fox, with their married sister Leah Fish, 1852.


Earlier the Fox sisters had subjected themselves and their rappings to investigation by a committee of three doctors from the University of Buffalo’s School of Medicine. The committee concluded that the Foxes’ performances were bogus. But the committee’s explanation for how the trick was done—given by one of them, Austin Flint, in the Quarterly Journal of Psychological Medicine and Medical Jurisprudence for July 1869—was itself almost as bogus:




The displacement occasioning the knockings is sufficient to remove the ridge of bone which divides the two articular surfaces of the upper extremities of the tibia, from its situation in the sulcus between the condyles of the femur, and to carry it, more or less, upon the surface of the outer condyle. This movement gives rise to the first sound, and the return of the bone to its place causes its second sound, which, in the Rochester knockings, generally follows quickly on the first. We are unable to explain fully the precise mechanism by which the displacement is effected …





Fighting our way through the anatomical terminology, we discover that what Flint is trying to say is that the rappings were effected by Maggie Fox dislocating her kneecap and then allowing it to snap back into place. As Flint confessed, “That sounds so loud should originate in the way we have ascertained that they are produced, would surprise even the medical listener, and perhaps seem almost incredible.”


When, decades later, Maggie Fox confessed in a statement in the October 21, 1888, issue of the New York World how the trick had in fact been done, the explanation bore little resemblance to Flint’s:




At night, when we went to bed, we used to tie an apple on a string and move the string up and down, causing the apple to bump on the floor, or we would drop the apple on the floor, making a strange noise every time it would rebound. My mother listened to this for a time. She could not understand it and did not suspect us of being capable of a trick because we were so young…. At last she could stand it no longer and she called the neighbors in and told them about it….


My sister Kate was the first one to observe that by swishing her fingers she could produce certain noises with the knuckles and joints, and that the same effect could be made with the toes. Finding that we could make raps with our feet—first with one foot and then with both—we practiced until we could do this easily when the room was dark. No one suspected us of any trick because we were such young children.





Of course, there were—and are—plenty in the Spiritualist fraternity who claim that Maggie’s confession was itself a falsehood perpetrated because, by now alcoholic and destitute, she was eager to lay her hands on the money the New York World offered her. There’s some truth to this, as the money was almost certainly what prompted Maggie to confess all to the newspaper, but the confession itself seems quite genuine. She added that:




Spiritualism is a fraud of the worst description. I have had a life of sorrow, I have been poor and ill, but I consider it my duty, a sacred thing, a holy mission to expose it. I want to see the day when it is entirely done away with. After my sister Katie and I expose it, I hope Spiritualism will be given a death blow.
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One of the countless popular songs inspired by the Spiritualist movement, “Spirit Rappings” (1853) by J. Ellwood Garrett (The publisher got his initial wrong on the cover.) and W.W. Rossington.


Yet, incredibly, that wasn’t quite the end of their careers as mediums. Established in 1884 under the auspices of the University of Pennsylvania—which had received funding for the project to the tune of $60,000 (about $1.5 million today) in the will of the industrialist Henry Seybert—the Seybert Commission set out with the purported aim of investigating the most plausible current supernatural claims. As its first report revealed all too clearly, the commission was of a skeptical bent. Among its experimental subjects was Maggie Fox, despite her and Kate’s prior confession. When the Seybert investigators tested her, they were treated initially to a succession of loud knocks that she insisted were the spirit of Henry Seybert trying to communicate his desire that the commission investigate her impartially. The men then asked her to stand on a platform of glass tumblers, which made it a little more difficult to produce floor-shaking knocks. Or did it? She professed herself able to hear further knocks, even though no one else in the room could. Unsurprisingly, the commission dismissed her claims.


Maggie and Kate cooperated with Reuben Briggs Davenport when he wrote his short book The Death-Blow to Spiritualism (1888), in which he detailed many of the tricks the girls had used and exposed the credulity of those around them, from their family and neighbors in the early days to such eminent figures as Sir William Crookes later on. He waxes lyrical in his opening pages:




That the inventors of an infamous fraud should deal to it its death-blow, is the poetic justice of fate.


Over the creature, the creator has power of life and death.


The creators of Spiritualism abjure its infamy.


They decree its death.


They condemn it to final destruction.


They fasten upon those who continue to practice it the obloquy of history, and the scorn of mankind for all time to come.


Margaret and Catherine Fox, the youngest of three sisters, were the first to produce “spiritualistic manifestations.”


They are now the most earnest in denunciation of those impostures; the most eager to dissipate the foolish belief of thousands in the flimsiest system of deception that was ever cloaked with the hypocrisy of so-called religion.


When, as by accident, they discovered a method of deceiving those around them by means of mysterious noises, they were but little children, innocent of the thought of wrong, ignorant of the world and the world’s guile, and imagining only that what they did was a clever lark, such as the adult age easily pardons to exuberant and sprightly youth.


Not to them did the base suggestion come that this singular, this simple discovery, should be the means of deluding the world, of exalting them in the minds of the weakly credulous and of bringing them fame and splendor and sumptuous pleasure.


No one who learns their true history can still believe them guilty of the willful inception of this most grotesque, most transparent and corrupting of superstitions.


The idea had its monstrous birth in older heads, heads that were seconded by hearts lacking the very essence of truth and the fountain of honest human sympathy.





SCIENTISTS AND SPIRITUALISM


Although it’s repeated several times in this book, there’s a point that’s worth making again here: When they stray outside their own areas of expertise, scientists are little better qualified to comment on matters than are lay observers—at least, those lay observers who possess the skill of logical reasoning—and they may actually be worse off, in that intelligent amateurs are less likely to fall into traps set by intellectual overconfidence. And, as practitioners from Harry Houdini to Harry Gordon to Milbourne Christopher to James Randi and beyond have shown, professional conjurers are in general better equipped than scientists to judge the psychic. That said, some scientists—such as Michael Faraday—have shown themselves perfectly capable of being objective about the paranormal.




MICHAEL FARADAY
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An early debunker of Spiritualism was the great English physicist Michael Faraday. In 1853 he published a piece in a London literary magazine, the Athenæum, describing his investigations of the table-tilting phenomenon, whereby a table moved under the fingertips of a circle of sitters in response to interrogation. Faraday constructed various devices to test for supernatural agencies, such as a special table whose top consisted of two horizontal boards with rollers in between. This setup was sensitive to the slightest of involuntary movements made by his experimental subjects, who sat in a circle around it, their hands on the upper surface.


Sure enough, even though the laboratory “sitters” could have sworn they had stayed perfectly still, the device recorded plenty of movements: Involuntary muscle flexings and the like were responsible for these movements, not the activities of entities from the great beyond. Add to the mix, in the ordinary séance, the desire of at least some of the participants to achieve a positive result, not to mention possible fraud, and it isn’t hard to see where table-tilting came from.


Of course, the Spiritualist faithful responded angrily to Faraday’s assertions, along the usual lines: Just because tables could be influenced this way didn’t mean the spirits weren’t doing it, too! Faraday’s response was one that recurs again and again in skeptical considerations of the psychic: In general, the parsimonious explanation—the one that’s economical in that it relies least upon unexplained factors or a requirement that the laws of science be rewritten—is almost always the correct one.





But others have fallen for it hook, line, and sinker. Robert Hare, the inventor of the oxy-hydrogen blowpipe and one of the preeminent chemists of the nineteenth century, was originally highly skeptical about Spiritualism. In 1853, however, he was persuaded to attend a séance, and his opinion swung to the diametric opposite. In his book Experimental Investigation of the Spirit Manifestations (1855), he described how he soon became sure that the rappings, tappings, and table-tiltings could not be the product of trickery.1 Hare even invented gadgets to be used in communication with the dead that he believed precluded any possibility of cheating. When his own dead father, mother, and sibling promptly started communicating with him, he was a complete convert—and concluded that he himself had mediumistic powers. Among the spirits with whom he thought he communicated thereafter were those of Isaac Newton, George Washington, Lord Byron, Benjamin Franklin … All in all, a surprising number of human history’s most distinguished figures were attracted from the farthest reaches of the afterlife to this single spirit medium, Hare. It’s hardly surprising that his scientific colleagues looked askance at the researches he conducted in his twilight years.


When Hare gave a lecture at the Broadway Tabernacle in November 1855 with the title “Celestial Machinery,” he drew an audience of some three thousand, according to the New York Times. This was far more than he might have been expected to pull had he stuck to his earlier passion—chemistry. In fact, he told the audience that his researches into orthodox science were as nothing in comparison to his discoveries about the spirit world.


ALFRED RUSSEL WALLACE


It can be hard to understand why the brilliant naturalist Alfred Russel Wallace embraced Spiritualism with such ardor and persistence. Where other scientists retained at least the pretense of objective detachment, Wallace seemed to swallow the whole kit and caboodle, often being caught in the position of publicly defending the manifestly indefensible—and apparently relishing this role. In the 1876 trial of the fraudulent slate-writing medium Henry Slade (page 40), for example, Wallace appeared for the defense, even though there could be no doubt that the man was a charlatan. How could Wallace be so gullible?


The answer is that, in a sense, he wasn’t. He’d lived among “primitive” societies in the Pacific that were organized around belief in the supernatural. Wallace was all for science rising to its rightful status in society, but felt powerfully that it should not do so at the expense of religion. While he didn’t feel the actual existence of a god or gods was essential to the well-being of a society, he did think that belief in a god, complete with all the concomitant moral and ethical codes, was vital if Western society were not to devolve into a new form of barbarism. It was the duty of scientists like himself, Wallace concluded, to ensure that society didn’t completely discard the spiritual.
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This statue shows Alfred Russel Wallace, who with Darwin derived the principle of natural selection, in the process of capturing a Wallace’s golden birdwing butterfly. His efforts at capturing the truth behind Spiritualist phenomena were less successful.


In this context, the best interpretation of his behavior vis-à-vis Spiritualism may be that Wallace deliberately made himself gullible. Certainly it wasn’t a matter of his publicly professing belief in what he privately knew to be tommyrot—he was far too sincere a man for any such duplicity. But it seems that he was able to perform the mental trick of persuading himself to accept what was, to the rational mind, preposterous. That same sincerity, moreover, seems to have led him to underestimate the risks of fraud and the lure that the lucrative profession of medium might have.


Wallace was much influenced by his experiences with the medium Agnes “Lizzie” Nichol.2 Accounts of the manifestations Nichol produced for Wallace and his friends give the impression that she was a clever charlatan; her stunts bear all the hallmarks of extravagant stage conjuring tricks. But Wallace was convinced and reacted with angry defensiveness when critics suggested that she might be fabricating. One of her feats that particularly impressed him was, in the darkness of the séance room, to raise both herself and the chair in which she was sitting from the floor to the top of the table around which her audience sat. It’s the kind of stunt a good conjurer might think to devise; why any departed soul might expect it to facilitate communication with the living is more of a mystery.


In 1866, early in his investigations of the psychic, Wallace published a monograph on the subject, The Scientific Aspect of the Supernatural. Reading it today is an experience that’s both sobering and embarrassing. Clearly the writer is intelligent, but, at the same time, the tract is filled with the same type of contorted rationalizations that today you’d expect to find from science-denialist Internet trolls. A sample:




But it may be argued, even if [spirits] should exist, they could consist only of the most diffused and subtle forms of matter. How then could they act upon ponderable bodies, how produce effects at all comparable to those which constitute so many reputed miracles? These objectors may be reminded, that all the most powerful and universal forces of nature are now referred to minute vibrations of an almost infinitely attenuated form of matter; and that, by the grandest generalisations of modern science, the most varied natural phenomena have been traced back to these recondite forces. Light, heat, electricity, magnetism, and probably vitality and gravitation, are believed to be but “modes of motion” of a space-filling ether; and there is not a single manifestation of force or development of beauty, but is derived from one or other of these. The whole surface of the globe has been modelled and remodelled, mountains have been cut down to plains, and plains have been grooved and furrowed into mountains and valleys, all by the power of etherial heat vibrations set in motion by the sun …





He can’t be blamed for being wrong about the ether—which, before the Michelson-Morley experiment, was widely believed by physicists to permeate the cosmos. But his claim that the bangs and clatters of the séance room could be caused by incorporeal beings because “if electricity and magnetism can do things, so can spooks,” is specious thinking, indeed. At some level he must surely have recognized this himself.


In 1867–1868 Wallace tried to persuade the eminent scientists John Tyndall, W. B. Carpenter, G. H. Lewes, and even T. H. Huxley to attend a series of séances with him. Lewes and Huxley seem to have turned him down flat; Tyndall and Carpenter attended one séance apiece, but never again.


SIR WILLIAM CROOKES


Knighted in 1897, Sir William Crookes was a UK physical chemist whose name is commemorated in such items as the Crookes tube and the Crookes radiometer. He’s best known in scientific circles for the spectroscopic discovery of the element thallium (1861), for identifying the first known sample of helium (1895), and for being one of the first scientists to investigate plasmas. Following the death of his younger brother, Philip, in 1867, Crookes became an ardent devotee of Spiritualism, attending séance after séance in hopes of contacting his deceased sibling. After the London Dialectical Society set up a committee in 1869 to investigate the possibility of communicating with the dead, Crookes’s investigations began in earnest. (He would much later serve as president of the SPR, from 1896 to 1899.)
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Sir William Crookes was arguably the most distinguished scientist of his time to be bamboozled by fake mediums.


Among others invited to participate in the London Dialectical Society’s probe was the great biologist T. H. Huxley, widely known as “Darwin’s Bulldog,” the man who demolished the arguments of Bishop “Soapy Sam” Wilberforce in that famous 1860 Oxford debate about evolution. The terms of Huxley’s refusal have been widely quoted:




If anybody would endow me with the faculty of listening to the chatter of old women and curates in the nearest cathedral town, I should decline the privilege, having better things to do. And if the folk in the spiritual world do not talk more wisely and sensibly than their friends report them to do, I put them in the same category. The only good argument I can see in a demonstration of the truth of “Spiritualism” is to furnish an additional argument against suicide. Better to live a crossing-sweeper than die and be made to talk twaddle by a “medium” hired at a guinea a séance.





Even so, in 1874 Darwin managed to persuade Huxley to attend a séance and report back on what he saw there. That was his last flirtation with the matter, as he later wrote: “I gave it up for the same reason I abstain from chess—It’s too amusing to be fair work, and too hard work to be amusing.” As for Darwin, he concluded on the basis of Huxley’s report that “an enormous amount of evidence would be requisite to make me believe in anything beyond mere trickery.”


From late 1873 onward, Crookes did much of his psychic investigations using the medium Florence Cook, to the extent that there were persistent rumors that he and the sixteen-year-old were having an affair. Florence had been trained in mediumship by two renowned phonies, Frank Herne and Charles Williams, and had herself been caught cheating several times before she came to Crookes’s attention. Even so, he was very protective of her, as an incident in 1880 showed. One of Florence’s feats involved her sitting in an enclosed cabinet in a trance; after a while a white-clad “spirit” called Marie would emerge from the cabinet into the darkness of the barely lit room and wander among the sitters, who could even touch her to assure themselves of her solidity. On this occasion one of the sitters, Sir George Sitwell, grabbed Marie and held her tight until the lights were turned up—at which point she was revealed as the medium herself, dressed in white undergarments. When the cabinet was opened, her outer clothes were discovered.


Florence maintained that none of this obvious cheating was her fault: She’d been in a trance throughout the proceedings, so the spirits must have taken over her body and made it do these things. And Crookes, her champion, recounted strenuously a parallel incident in 1873 when a sitter, William Volckman (who later married the rival medium Agnes “Lizzie” Guppy, née Nichol—page 13), grabbed the “spirit” that Florence was channeling—in those days known as “Katie King.” A struggle ensued and Volckman wound up with a bloody nose, utterly convinced that Katie and Florence were one and the same. According to one observer, the spirit escaped the sitter’s clutches by dematerializing her legs and feet, allowing her to wriggle upward and away. When the cabinet was opened, the story went, Florence was found within, in some disarray but fully clothed, with the precautionary seals that had been placed on her still intact. Katie’s white robe had vanished as comprehensively as Katie had, and Volckman was denounced for his ungallant behavior.3


In another séance, Crookes himself had held Katie and, finding her much like a mortal woman, had asked if he could check the cabinet. She agreed and, when they opened the cabinet together, Florence was allegedly found inside. According to Crookes, this was conclusive proof of Florence’s integrity and mediumistic abilities; others pointed out more prosaically that Florence had a sister called Katie who also practiced as a spirit medium.


If the sister was the secret of the feat, this negated a stratagem Crookes had devised to ensure that the “spirit” wasn’t just Florence herself. Before each séance he put colored dye on her hands; when Katie had emerged from the cabinet, it was easy enough, even in the near darkness of the chamber, to check her hands. It’s some gauge of his level of scientific objectivity that, when he used the same technique with a similar but far less known medium—the amateur Mary Rosina Showers—and discovered the “spirit” had colored hands, he immediately concocted the “explanation” that this was only to be expected because the “spirit” had drawn its substance from Showers’s body and so could inadvertently have brought along the dye as well. Had it not been for the fact that the garrulous Showers confessed her trickery to another medium, who promptly informed Crookes, he might have made a very public fool of himself.




EMPYREAN CIGARS AND CELESTIAL SCOTCH
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Knighted in 1902, Oliver Lodge was a physicist and one of a number of distinguished siblings, among them the mathematician Alfred Lodge and the historians Eleanor Lodge and Sir Richard Lodge. His major scientific accomplishment was his demonstration in 1893 that the luminiferous ether did not in fact exist; this work was an important precursor for the development by Einstein of relativity theory. He also pioneered wireless telegraphy.


Despite such distinction, Oliver Lodge is probably best remembered today for his investigations of Spiritualism and paranormal phenomena. These began in the late 1880s but became ever more intense after 1915, when his son, Raymond, was killed in battle. Before Lodge died, he promised that he would make the truth of his claims about life after death manifest by returning to show himself. Alas, no such sightings were ever recorded.


In Raymond, or Life and Death (1916), Lodge’s son, channeled through his father, described the afterlife in dishearteningly mundane terms: The dear departed could smoke cigars and drink scotch if they so chose, while most—despite a nostalgic yearning for the garb of their terrestrial lives—went around in white robes. Some devoted their energies to working in scientific laboratories to manufacture useful items …


Oddly, although Lodge could accept the possibility of life after death, he refused to accept the possibility of Einstein’s relativity. At a joint gathering of the Royal Society and the Royal Astronomical Society in 1919, where it was announced that the theory had been confirmed and all future physics must accept it, Lodge stormed out.





As it was, he had a secret meeting with Showers, during which she promised never to cheat again while he promised not to expose her for having done so. Showers’s mother, learning of the secret meeting, assumed the worst and spread the rumor that Crookes was in the habit of investigating more than just the psychic abilities of female mediums. Of course, Crookes couldn’t convincingly refute this tittle-tattle without breaking his promise to Showers. It seems that this was what finally made him decide to give up psychic investigation for good.


Before that, however, Crookes had had the chance to evaluate Anna “Annie” Eva Fay, an American medium who visited London in 1875 and played to large and enthusiastic audiences. The stage magicians John Nevil Maskelyne and George Alfred Cooke put on a rival demonstration in which they duplicated her “psychic” feats using conjuring, which somewhat stymied her career prospects in the United Kingdom. Indeed, throughout her career she was regularly caught cheating; on the other hand, she was a very pretty woman, which might have led some people to give her the benefit of the doubt. Crookes, certainly, having tested her using an electrical gadget he’d developed to test Florence Cook, judged her to be genuine. And, since he was a Fellow of the Royal Society, she billed herself thereafter as endorsed by the Royal Society!


Despite all this, Crookes wasn’t entirely gullible. He did differentiate in his own mind between those séances he attended on the premises of the medium, whether it be Daniel Dunglas Home, Florence Cook, or Kate Fox, and those—far fewer in number—where the medium could be persuaded to come to Crookes’s own home. Clearly, the former were far more susceptible to chicanery and advance preparation than the latter, so it was only the results from the latter that Crookes included in his “scientific” papers on the subject. At the same time, though, he was hardly the dispassionate experimenter he presented himself to be.


THE SOCIETY FOR PSYCHICAL RESEARCH AND ITS BRETHREN ORGANIZATIONS


The Society for Psychical Research (SPR) was founded in 1882 by a group of dons from Trinity College, Cambridge, in an attempt to mount a scientific investigation into the psychic phenomena that were so popular in Europe and North America at the time. Among the founders were physicist Sir William Barrett (arguably the prime mover), psychologist Edmund Gurney, philologist F.W.H. Myers, journalist Edmund Dawson Rogers, and economist Henry Sidgwick. The first volume of Proceedings of the Society for Psychical Research was issued in 1883; the Journal of the Society for Psychical Research first appeared in 1884.


The American Society for Psychical Research (ASPR) was founded soon after its UK counterpart, in 1885. Among its founders was the psychologist and philosopher William James, and its first president was the astronomer Simon Newcomb.4 This first ASPR unraveled shortly after the death of its then-director, Richard Hodgson, in 1905. But in 1906 a new ASPR arose in New York from the ashes of the old, under the initial control of the Columbia ethics professor and psychic investigator James H. Hyslop. The first volume of the Journal of the American Society for Psychical Research was published in 1907.


One of the ASPR’s benefactors was Chester Carlson, inventor of the Xerox process, who contributed funds while alive and, on his death in 1968, left the organization $1 million in his will. (He also left another $1 million to the University of Virginia School of Medicine for the creation of a Division of Parapsychology.) A further major bequest came the ASPR’s way in 1972 from the estate of James Kidd, an Arizona prospector who’d gone missing as long ago as 1949. It was assumed that he’d been a poor man, but in 1956, after he’d been declared legally dead, it was discovered that he’d managed to accumulate in excess of $270,000 (about $2.7 million today) in stocks. His will instructed that his fortune “go into research or some scientific proof of a soul of the human body which leaves at death I think in time their [sic] can be a photograph of soul leaving the human at death.” Some 130 Spiritualist organizations petitioned the court, each claiming to be the ideal body to carry out Kidd’s wishes, and the court battle—dubbed the “Soul Trial” by the press—went on for years. Among the frontrunners were the ASPR, the Barrow Neurological Institute at St. Joseph’s Hospital in Phoenix, and the Psychical Research Foundation of Durham, North Carolina. In the end, Judge Robert L. Myers opted for the Barrow Neurological Institute but, on appeal, the Arizona Supreme Court awarded the legacy instead to the ASPR, with about one-third of it going to the Psychical Research Foundation. Ironically, none of the money was spent on trying to photograph the soul.


The French branch of the SPR, La Société Française pour Recherche Psychique (SFRP), came along in the same year as the ASPR: 1885. The Scottish branch of the SPR was founded as recently as 1987. There are other equivalent organizations around the world.


Among the SPR’s early presidents were some very distinguished men, including:




• Arthur Balfour, later UK prime minister


• Scottish folklorist Andrew Lang


• English philosopher C. D. Broad


• American psychologist William James


• English physical chemist Sir William Crookes


• English physicist Sir Oliver Lodge


• French physiologist Charles Richet


• English physicist Lord Rayleigh





Even up to more recent times, some very respected scientists have served as SPR presidents. In other words, the SPR is no dodgy fly-by-night organization populated solely by the credulous—although it has to be accepted that, over the decades, its membership has included plenty of the credulous among the skeptics. Prominent nonscientists actively involved with the SPR in its early days included author Mark Twain, art critic John Ruskin, poet laureate Alfred, Lord Tennyson, philosopher Henri Bergson (who served as the Society’s president in 1913), former UK prime minister W. E. Gladstone, and painter Sir Frederick Leighton.
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An 1885 print showing some of the Fellows of the Royal Society. Spiritualism divided the scientific world. Both Lord Rayleigh (standing, center) and Sir William Crookes (seated, far right) served as presidents of the SPR. T. H. Huxley (seated, fourth from left), by contrast, made his unbelief in the psychic bluntly known. E. Ray Lankester (standing, fifth from left) was a prominent debunker of psychic fraud (see page 39).


At the time of the SPR’s founding, many Spiritualists looked on it askance or with intense dislike. The SPR’s intention of bringing the scientific method to bear upon the psychic field was clearly a threat to many of its practitioners. It’s important to note that not all the promoters of the SPR and the various related societies were convinced that the paranormal actually existed; what they supported was research to find out whether or not it did.


In her excellent history, The Spiritualists (1983), Ruth Brandon asserts that, despite its scientific bent, the real impulse behind the formation of the SPR was religious. After the publication in 1859 of Darwin’s On the Origin of Species, it was difficult for educated people to believe in such Judeo-Christian tenets as the Creation. While the devout could accept evolution intellectually as God’s way of doing things—they had, after all, come to accept the geologists’ uniformitarian theory of Earth as an exceptionally old planet—it nevertheless seemed as if religious faith as a whole might be about to perish as a tenable worldview, and with it such spiritual concepts as man’s immortal soul.


People like Sidgwick, Gurney, and Myers were hoping science would confirm that there was still something spiritual there to which they might cling. Writing in 1880, Sidgwick put the dilemma succinctly: “Either one must believe in ghosts, modern miracles, etc., or there can be no ground for giving credence to the Gospel story.” Much later the distinguished SPR researcher Eric Dingwall suggested that Myers and other members had a different agenda from both this and the SPR’s stated aim of scientific research: “Myers, among others … knew that the primary aim of the Society was not objective experimentation but the establishment of telepathy.”5 If this is true, it casts a new light on the history of the SPR!6


Although initially focused largely on Spiritualism, apparitions, and phantasms, the SPR’s interests shifted during the twentieth century to such matters as survival after death and ESP. One idea that became popular among the researchers was that the entities previously regarded as mediums’ spirit guides or controls might instead be manifestations of multiple personality disorder (now called “dissociative identity disorder”). The focus shifted from the notion that psychic phenomena were being produced through communication with those in the afterlife toward explanations that operated in terms of ESP and, especially, psychokinesis. Somehow faith in psychic phenomena was regarded as less outlandish and more respectable than faith in the afterlife.


THE CROSS-CORRESPONDENCES


During the heyday of the SPR, the most significant single piece of experimentation concerned what came to be called “the cross-correspondences.” Various SPR members had promised they’d try to communicate posthumously with surviving colleagues, and after their deaths several mediums had indeed claimed to have been contacted. But the SPR’s researchers were well aware of how easily such contacts could be faked. What was needed was some more complex form of message, transmitted through more than one medium, that would only make sense when the disparate communications were all put together.


At the focus of the cross-correspondences were four automatists:7 “Mrs. Willett” (in reality the suffragist Mrs. Winifred Coombe-Tennant), “Mrs. Holland” (in reality Mrs. Alice Fleming, sister of Rudyard Kipling), Helen Verrall, and Helen’s mother, Margaret Verrall. All told, the case involved some three thousand automatically written scripts produced over about three decades. Only when these were analyzed together in detail was it possible to see the pattern as a whole—the picture being built up by countless tangential allusions. But that could also be where the case is misleading. It’s easy for any of us to fall into the trap of a sort of intellectual pareidolia, where every piece of evidence we come across seems to fit in precisely with our preconceived conclusion. Show Erich von Däniken a thousand Peruvian carvings, and he’ll demonstrate how each of them must depict an ancient alien visitation. Similarly, show three thousand pieces of automatic writing to someone convinced of the reality of psychic communication, and he or she is likely to see a pattern emerging that supports his or her preconception.
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A tragic love affair of Arthur Balfour (shown here in 1904), who served as UK Prime Minister between 1902 and 1905, served as the focus of the cross-correspondences experiment.


The incident at the heart of the cross-correspondences was the death from typhus in 1875 of Mary Catherine Lyttleton, with whom the young Arthur Balfour was deeply in love. Balfour, an intensely private man for a public figure, had never told anyone at the time or later—even his family—of this love, or that he and Mary had been on the brink of betrothal when she fell ill and died. Many of the scripts that make up the cross-correspondences feature the endeavors of Mary, assisted by various sympathetic spirits, to get in touch with Balfour and tell him that she still loved him. Since the automatists, at least in the early days of the experiment, knew nothing of the liaison, they were uncertain as to who was trying to get in touch with whom; only later did the story emerge.


This, of course, is to assume all four automatists hadn’t beforehand established contact with each other. The Verralls obviously could hardly do otherwise, but at the outset of the affair Alice Fleming was with her husband in India. As Janet Oppenheim concludes in her history of English psychic research from 1850 to 1914, The Other World (1985):




It is possible that collusion, fraud, and self-delusion played their part in the [cross-correspondences] case, as in so many other instances in psychical research, but, for once, it is highly improbable, given the number of people, the sheer volume of material, and the span of time involved.





The factor that Oppenheim seems to ignore here is the role of the interpreters of the assembled messages. As noted, the preconceptions of those investigators had the potential to affect very significantly the meaning that was derived from this “sheer volume of material.”


Balfour himself did not learn of the cross-correspondences until 1916, about halfway through the experiment. By the time of his death in 1930, it seems he was persuaded that he was on his way to rejoin his beloved Mary.


FAUX MEDIUMSHIP




“Take the séance room out of spiritualism and you reduce it to another drab religion.”


––M. Lamar Keene, The Psychic Mafia (1976)





Mediums have been around since long before the Spiritualist movement. In earlier days, as people having the power to raise and communicate with the dead, they were known as necromancers in some cultures, shamans in others. We could certainly make a case that the spirit medium and/or psychic fulfills the same sort of role in modern societies as the shaman did in older ones, and many self-professed psychics may be attracted to the profession simply to have the opportunity to exert power over other people, much as shamans did. It’s hard, otherwise, to find a plausible motivation for supposed psychics like Sylvia Browne to tell parents—on television—that their children were dead, when in fact she had no way of knowing whether or not this was true. It’s an act of unspeakable cruelty, but, in its pathetic way, it’s also an expression of power—not quite of life and death, but something close to that.


The (relatively) early days of the SPR were bedeviled by bogus mediums. It had been in part because of the Creery sisters—the five daughters of the Reverend A. M. Creery whose seeming telepathic feats had impressed Sir William Barrett, Edmund Gurney, and F.W.H. Myers—that the SPR had been founded. When the girls were caught cheating, they maintained they’d only done it once or twice.


The experiments the researchers did with the Creery sisters were based on an old parlor game. One girl left the room while the others picked a card or wrote down a word or number. When the girl returned, the others would “wish” the relevant information at her as hard as they could until, sooner or later, she “received” it and could call out the word or the number or the identity of the card. As we might guess, it eventually emerged that the girls were using a simple code—not too dissimilar from the ones used by stage “mentalist” acts. The researchers might have caught on sooner had they not been so impressed by the integrity of the good Reverend Creery, whose delightful children surely could not even contemplate duplicity.
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Eusapia Palladino levitates a table in Milan in 1892, with psychic investigator Alexandre Aksakof invigilating.


Although the SPR followed standard scientific practice—if you catch someone cheating, you automatically regard all the rest of that person’s work as suspect, at best—and so discounted the Creery case as bogus, Barrett objected strongly, claiming that, while the Creery sisters had later resorted to cheating, the early experiments with them were genuine evidence of thought transference. Oddly, in the 1930s the American researcher J. B. Rhine took Barrett’s side in this, accepting the experiments with the Creery sisters as strong evidence for ESP.


Similarly, as late as 1997 parapsychologist Stephen E. Braude, in his book The Limits of Influence, was taking seriously the cases of Daniel Dunglas Home (page 32) and Eusapia Palladino (page 29). Braude seems to have been discontented with the scientific method as a whole. His opening chapter is titled “The Importance of Non-Experimental Evidence,” and in his preface he laments:




Not too long ago, before I began to investigate the evidence of parapsychology, I still believed that … my colleagues in academia (especially in philosophy and science) were committed to discovering the truth, and that intellectuals would be pleased to learn they had been mistaken, provided the revelation brought them closer to this goal. I now realize how thoroughly naive I was.


Since dipping into the data of parapsychology I have encountered more examples of intellectual cowardice and dishonesty than I had previously thought possible….


I have seen how scientists are not objective, how philosophers are not wise, how psychologists are not perceptive, how historians lack perspective—not to mention (while I’m at it) how physicians are not healers …





The supposed telepathist Douglas Blackburn, who with his accomplice, George Albert Smith, had been the subject of a protracted investigation by SPR cofounder Edmund Gurney, admitted in public some two decades after Gurney’s death8 that he and Smith had faked all the experiments. Smith, who was still working for the SPR, vehemently denied the charges but, as with the Creery sisters, the Society decided the Blackburn-Smith evidence could no longer be relied upon.


The most damaging confession of all was that of the Fox sisters (page 6), but there were other revelations that could have been equally fatal. The medium Eusapia Palladino was deemed genuine by scientists of the caliber of Sir Oliver Lodge and Charles Richet and by criminologist Cesare Lombroso, yet she was caught cheating not just from time to time but often. In fact, she was downright clumsy, almost as if she wanted to be caught. One excuse offered was that, if she was such an incompetent cheater, she must genuinely have been channeling spirits all the times when she wasn’t caught cheating!


Palladino, by the way, was quite open about her sexuality and the fact that she found the trance state erotic—often to the point of orgasm. In the Victorian era, the sound of the medium in the throes of sexual passion must have served as an excellent distraction to would-be objective investigators. Some researchers, Lombroso among them, speculated that her mediumistic powers might be some form of sexual sublimation.


Not long after her death, Palladino returned—this time speaking through a promising young Neapolitan medium named Nino Pecoraro. Pecoraro greatly impressed Sir Arthur Conan Doyle and his wife, Jean—but, then, it was hard to find a medium who didn’t—and, more seriously, the investigating committee for a 1923 Scientific American contest offering a $2,500 prize to anyone who could convince the “experts” that they were genuinely psychic. Tightly tied up, Pecoraro produced all sorts of psychic manifestations—strange sounds, flying objects, the works. He passed the first two tests with flying colors, but illusionist Harry Houdini joined the committee for the third test and personally supervised the preliminary tying-up of the medium. According to the New York Times’s December 19, 1923, issue:




It took almost an hour and three-quarters to prepare the medium for his test, which was probably the most severe he ever underwent. His hands were sewn into gloves attached fast to his underclothing. His hands were then placed, Chinese fashion, into the sleeves of his coat and sewn there. The sleeves were sewn to the coat itself and the coat to the trousers, both in front and behind.


Then Houdini put the boy in a chair and tied him with short pieces of rope which won even the admiration of the “spirit,” which referred to his success time and again during the sitting. The chair was put into the cabinet, which was formed by black curtains hung in one corner of the room, and screwed to the baseboard of the room with metal bands, which were sealed.





Unsurprisingly, the spirits failed to do much by way of manifesting that night. The Times continued:




It was only a few minutes after the lights were put out that the manifestations began, with creaks from inside the cabinet. There were sounds of an extra chair in the cabinet being tilted back and forth throughout the séance, and at times, a tambourine and bells on the chair could be heard…. At the outset “Palladino” complained of the way they had tied Nino, but she promised phenomena in spite of it. Little, however, became manifest.





The committee seems to have bent over backward to be charitable in their conclusions. They deduced that there was fraud going on, but declared themselves certain that Pecoraro was going into a trance. The perpetrator of the fraud, then, was not Pecoraro, but rather Pecoraro’s subconscious!


And the list goes on. Another cheating “psychic” associated with the SPR was Helena Blavatsky, cofounder of the Theosophical Society. In 1885 the veteran SPR researcher Richard Hodgson reported in the Society’s Proceedings that, following extensive interviews with and demonstrations by Blavatsky’s housekeeper Emma Coulomb and Coulomb’s husband, it was patently obvious that Blavatsky—publicly renowned for her ability to produce physical “apports” (objects out of thin air)—had been cheating on a grand scale. As a result of this report, Blavatsky—who, with her devoted disciple, Colonel Henry Olcott, had set herself up in some style in India as a guru—fled back to London where, implausibly, her reputation survived.
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