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  What people are saying about




  Poltergeist!




  The Poltergeist is perhaps the most discussed, argued over and misunderstood phenomena that could infest one’s home or workplace. This book is set to become a definitive work on the subject. The author takes you on his personal quest to try and discover the truth behind this complex and often contentious subject. A quest that takes the reader on a journey from the phantom drummers of the seventeenth century to The Cage in present day Essex, with stops along the way at Borley Rectory, Amityville, Columbus, Ohio and Enfield – with a spot of mongoose-hunting on the Isle of Man. But this is no travelogue, this is a fascinating study and update of an often-contentious area of paranormal experience.




  Do we need another book about Poltergeists you may ask? The answer is a resounding YES, we certainly do need this book about Poltergeists!




  Steve Parsons, author of Ghostology: The Art of the Ghost Hunter (White Crow Books, 2016), presenter on several ghost hunting shows including Most Haunted
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  The scientific man does not aim at an immediate result. ... His work is like that of the planter – for the future. His duty is to lay the foundation for those who are to come, and point the way.




  Nikola Tesla, 1934







  



  
Preface





  In medicine a group of symptoms which consistently occur together is called a syndrome and is given a name even if the underlying cause is not known. If a poltergeist was a medical diagnosis it would undoubtedly be a syndrome as well. A syndrome of strange and often frightening symptoms which includes:






	Objects disappearing or being thrown.




	Inexplicable rapping noises sometimes of a type that seem to indicate intelligence behind them.




	Occasional pools of water forming for no apparent reason.




	Victims sometimes appearing to be scratched by some unseen hand or force.







  This is a syndrome which if we are being honest no specialist in the field of research yet truly understands. Perhaps I would go even further and say there are few if any that could honestly call themselves specialists at all!




  Yet despite this very distinctive type of phenomena capturing the imagination in fiction and film, when it comes to the factual written word, analysis and case studies of this ‘Noisy ghost’ (a direct translation from the word’s meaning in German) seem to be relatively rare. To prove my point as I wrote this introduction I did a google of “Poltergeist Books” and excluding fiction the front end of the list included:






   Poltergeist! A Study in Destructive Haunting (Colin Wilson, 1981)




  On the Track of the Poltergeist (D. Scott Rogo, 1986)




  And even:




  Ghosts and Poltergeists (Herbert Thurston – published as far back as 1954)







  To put this in perspective, it is fair to say that none of these authors could have even thought about doing a similar Internet search at the time of writing.




  Is it possible that the ‘real life’ poltergeist is fairly mundane when compared with its best-selling fiction counterpart? Do books based on case facts and theories fail to capture the imagination in the same way as for example this quote below?






   One [poltergeist] bit a woman, leaving puncture wounds all over her body. Another attacked the contents of a warehouse full of glasses and mugs. Yet another lifted furniture into the air, then sent objects flying in another house.







  The strange thing is that this quote is actually from the summary given on another old book on poltergeists, The Poltergeist, written in 1972, primarily meant as a serious academic study by the psychologist William G. Roll. Who needs to make up stories when the apparent truth in dry academic terms can be quite as intense as that?




  Guy Playfair, my colleague in the Society for Psychical Research (SPR), was one of the main investigators of the famous case of ‘The Enfield Poltergeist’ in the late 1970s and was consulted on a drama based on the events (The Enfield Haunting – Sky TV, 2015). During a question and answer session about the case and the television show, he stated his objections to a dramatized event that was added to the production which did not actually happen – an incident when an unseen force flung the actor who was playing him off his feet and against the wall. His argument wasn’t simply that the production company had used too much ‘artistic licence’ – his complaint was about the pointlessness of making things up, when the real life events were even more dramatic. He was confused that they would add this bit of fiction, but not even mention dramatic real incidents such as a gas fire being literally ripped out of the wall into which it had been built! Perhaps it was just as well for all concerned that Playfair did not have a formal consulting role in The Conjuring 2, the very successful US movie ‘loosely’ which based on the Enfield incidents, to the extent that his entire character was written out!




  I must admit to being equally confused as to why a power that can cause such force does not get more ‘real life’ coverage?




  Perhaps this is partially explained by the fact that unlike some ‘traditional’ well-known hauntings those involving the ‘syndrome’ of Poltergeist phenomena are often centred on particular people rather than places – and if ethically investigated may not ever fully be reported due to the needs of anonymity. Poltergeist activity taking place in a family home – which is already causing great stress – is far more complex to put ‘on the record’ than strange events in an old haunted house already in the public domain. There is also the problem that whilst many traditional hauntings seem to be long term, many poltergeist cases only last a few weeks, and some as we will see may be one-off events that are put down as being simply ‘just one of those things’. Whilst this may explain the relative shortage of fully usable case studies, it does not really explain the shortage of books about what the phenomena is.




  Reverting back to my random googled list of books on the subject, the 1981 book by Colin Wilson Poltergeist! A Study in Destructive Haunting is one in which I was already very familiar, and approaches the subject from a particularly interesting angle.




  Wilson was an author who made his initial breakthrough with his best-selling book The Outsider published in 1956 when he was only 24. He considered himself to be primarily an ‘Existential Philosopher’, whose earlier writings have been compared by some to those of the American ‘Beat Culture’ of the 1950s–60s such as Jack Kerouac and Allen Ginsberg. This comparison being valid in their rejection of standard values, their portrayal of the human condition and their shared need to make some kind of mind-altering spiritual quest beyond mundane existence. Wilson only later found a fascination in what can be termed the paranormal through his interest in the way the mind works when a paranormal experience is either created or experienced.




  For those whose appetites for Wilson’s ‘Existential Philosophy’ need a little more filling, Gary Lachman’s biography of Wilson Beyond the Robot (TarcherPerigee, 2016) is a very good place to start. With the added ‘Existential’ bonus that the historian Lachman in ‘another life’ was a bass guitarist in the mid-1970s for Blondie, the New York punk rock/new wave band who ultimately found worldwide fame.




  What is particularly interesting about Wilson’s Poltergeist! book is that he starts with what would be his expected philosophical angle and looks for evidence of powers within us that might create poltergeist type phenomena. Gradually, however, he comes to the conclusion that any intelligent behaviour shown is far more likely to come from an outside entity rather than from within. One of the defining moments for Wilson’s shift of belief was his witness testimony gathering for a late 1960s poltergeist outbreak in Pontefract in Yorkshire. Though the outbreak was based in a normal council (local government) owned house, the activity became rightly or wrongly associated with a ghost of a monk, and it became known as the case of the Black Monk of Pontefract. More will be said later about this case, but what perhaps swayed Wilson the most was when a resident of the house was literally pulled up the stairs by her own cardigan, which he thought unlikely to be the actions of her own (sensible) conscious or unconscious mind. In the end he more favoured a theory in which an independent entity is somehow trapped in the ground and can come to life when focusing through the mediumistic powers of the right people and become latent again when those people move on:






   Perhaps waiting for another provider of energy to offer it the chance to erupt into the space and time world of humanity.1







  Wilson’s is one of the last major books to be published around the poltergeist theme, written in a style that is very readable, and that truly makes some speculations about their cause. I therefore decided on the slight association of titles between my book and his as a tribute to Wilson, whose work I respect as one of the seminal works on the subject. Also, though, to show that my book to some extent reassesses his work, and shows that there has been some new and important research since the time of his publication. A book that when even making mistakes is written with an intense ‘hairs bristling on the back of your head’ kind of style.




  If poltergeist phenomena, is indeed a ‘syndrome’ – it is equally valid to call the lack of written progress on the subject an ‘enigma’ as well. Since the previous publications mentioned, there has certainly been progress within our understanding of the subject which I hope the coming chapters will clearly show. Whilst it is still true no book at this stage can fully define what a poltergeist is, I hope the following pages will at least put the ‘enigma’ of silence about this ‘noisy ghost’ aside once and for all. I think the importance to do this will become more self-evident with the oncoming realisation that – unlike other types of apparent paranormal phenomena – those within the ‘Poltergeist Syndrome’ could well be far more easily open to future objective proof.




  And whilst it may sound clichéd to say it – when it comes to the poltergeist – truth can indeed be stranger than the bestselling fiction!







   



  Chapter 1




  Poltergeists – The only provable spontaneous form of the ‘paranormal’?




  (Is proof of more traditional ghosts always to be ‘spirited away’?)




  In the early 1970s Alan Gauld and Tony Cornell, members of the Society for Psychical Research, put on a grand demonstration of a ghost detecting unit they had invented known as S.P.I.D.E.R. This was certainly originally an abbreviation for something, but few if any in the SPR can remember what!




  Andrew Green, a well-known UK ghost hunter of his time, stated in his book Ghost Hunting: A Practical Guide (Mayflower Books, St Albans, 1976) that:






   It consisted of a camera linked to a tape recorder, linked to photo-electric cells, linked to a noise and vibration detector, a small electric bulb, a sensitive wire circuit and a buzzer. The idea was that if anything made a noise in a room that had been wired and sealed then the camera would automatically take a photograph... the tape recorder would also be switched on and the light and buzzer... But the problem was to decide on how sensitive the pieces of equipment should be. If it was too sensitive, someone sneezing in the next room for example would cause all the equipment to operate: the lights would come on, the buzzer sound, the camera would flash...







  Despite the grand demonstration during twenty years of use it picked up little of interest. It was lately the subject of debate at an SPR council as to whether it was an eyesore as it ‘gathered cobwebs’ in a storage area of our new Kensington headquarters.




  Just a few years later in 1977 first-time investigator Maurice Grosse began an investigation of what became known as the Enfield poltergeist (he was soon to be helped by SPR colleague Guy Playfair). Whilst cameras and tapes were used there was no need for sophisticated equipment; the phenomena spoke for itself!





[image: Despite a new headquarters housing an excellent library, and detailed archives dating back to 1882, even the Society of Psychical Research, along with its counterparts in the USA and Europe, has not yet fully succeeded in explaining the ‘Poltergeist Syndrome’.]





  Despite a new headquarters housing an excellent library, and detailed archives dating back to 1882, even the Society of Psychical Research, along with its counterparts in the USA and Europe, has not yet fully succeeded in explaining the ‘Poltergeist Syndrome’.




  Grosse was to find amongst many other events:






	Marbles that flew through the air and landed on the floor without rolling




	Doors and drawers that opened of their own accord




	Door chimes that swung




	Objects (teaspoon, cardboard box, fish tank lid) that jumped.2








  Amongst the other dozens of witnesses was a police constable WPC Heeps who saw: “A chair slide across the floor” about three or four feet, and although she immediately examined the chair she could not explain how it had moved.3




  They also included George Fallows, an experienced reporter from the Daily Mirror, who stated that






   I am satisfied the overall impression of our investigation is reasonably accurate. To the best of our ability, we have eliminated the possibility of total trickery, although we have been able to simulate most of the phenomena. In my opinion this faking could only be done by an expert.4







  It is this quote from the reporter George Fallows that perhaps sums up the strength of many types of poltergeist phenomena – they are either paranormal or faked. There is no current normal theory of physics that lets marbles fly or lids of fish tanks jump – if they did indeed happen without human help either science has been totally turned on its head or the paranormal exists – or just quite conceivably both! (Let’s not after all forget that many things that would have been considered as paranormal – the inconceivability for example within the medieval world that the earth could be round without us falling off – have now been long incorporated into mainstream science.)




  Reverting back to more traditional ghosts and fast-forwarding on through three decades of inconclusive paranormal research, we would find that despite the brave failure of S.P.I.D.E.R., ‘ghost detecting’ equipment far from being put on the back burner was by the turn of the millennium becoming a whole new industry in itself. By 2003 the American ‘Ghost Hunter’ Joshua P. Warren in his book How to Hunt Ghosts was recommending as well as the basics such as camera, tape recorder, torch (flashlight), the following equipment as standard:






	
Electromagnetic field meters, for detecting changes in electromagnetic energies.




	Infrared meter, for detecting changes in heat sources.




	Audio enhancer, to enhance barely audible sounds. (Warren though at least acknowledges that in an occupied location it might be difficult to separate any paranormal noises from natural ones.)




	Electrostatic generator, any device that breaks up natural electric bonds, thereby spraying ions into the air. (If the materialization of ghosts depends on electrostatic charges, this should enhance ghostly activity, Warren argues.)




	Strobe light, to illuminate objects that move too fast to be perceived.




	Tone generator, to investigate the possibility that a paranormal experience becomes more likely when tones are generated at a particular range.







  He also in specific circumstances recommended the use of a Geiger counter to measure background radio activity. Though even as a ‘fearless’ investigator my reaction to this would be ghost or no ghost – if a Geiger counter goes off – I’m not staying anywhere near that ‘haunted’ house!




  The more serious point here, however, is, what are ghost hunters trying to measure? Where is the evidence that ghostly materialisation depends on electrostatic charge? Surely at least there must be a theory to connect ghostly appearances with electromagnetic energies, as on both sides of the Atlantic this piece of equipment seems indispensable in paranormal investigation?




  Paradoxically the only theory there is in fact reverses their use as ‘Ghost Detectors’ – and finds through their readings a plausible natural explanation.




  Measurements made at supposedly haunted sites by parapsychologists William G. Roll (the author of one of the Poltergeist books mentioned in the preface) and Andrew Nichols found that natural underlying levels of electromagnetic fields were higher than expected in a majority of cases, and speculated that the effect it had on the brain may lead to naturally occurring unusual experiences that may be seen as paranormal.5




  Similar research has also been done by the engineer Vic Tandy with regards to the effect that low frequency sound tones known as Infrasound may possibly have on the effect of peripheral vision and the possible strange experience that could create. So much of Warren’s ghost detecting equipment actually becomes potential ‘Ghost Busting’ equipment instead, and others are simply random devices no more useful than taking a microwave oven into a haunted house. At least with the latter you could warm up some soup to keep you awake!




  The problem with investigating traditional ghosts is that:






	We do not truly know for sure if they actually exist!




	If they do exist in a paranormal sense we are not yet sure what they actually are!







  So how can we detect something when we don’t know the form that it takes?




  However, why does this make them any less provable than poltergeist phenomena, which I pointed out previously is also in truth just an unexplained ‘syndrome’ of strange events? As we shall see, the way that academic study of the paranormal has developed is quite a large factor in this.




  In 1984 the University of Edinburgh quite bravely took a grant from the estate of author Arthur Koestler and set up the ‘Koestler Parapsychology Unit’. This brought to the UK for the first time a significant if limited academic effort to look for theories behind apparent paranormal events. (Efforts in this realm had actually begun in the USA as far back as 1935, when Joseph B. Rhine set up the Duke Parapsychology Laboratory at Duke University.) Since Edinburgh University’s involvement there are now about a dozen UK-based universities that take an interest in anomalous phenomena. This is quite impressive but also in some ways an unbalanced involvement – as all are based around psychology departments. Psychology is of course a social science with little formal involvement from such ‘hard’ sciences as physics whose laws would need to be refined or reinvented if such phenomena were proven.




  This has led perhaps inevitably to a large amount of resources going into efforts to look for explanations with regards to things seen and heard that are internal to the mind – to seek predominately for natural mind-based explanations when somebody experiences something they regard as a ghost.




  Taken to extremes some recent universities studying the subject have even given its study a whole new title – that of ‘Anomalistic Psychology’. The traditional title ‘Parapsychology’ was long seen as being a neutral term – literally the study of beyond conventional psychology – making no assumptions as to what we will ultimately find. The new study of ‘Anomalistic Psychology’ by its very definition is biased already, making the assumption that ghost-like experiences are likely to have psychological explanations. This is even admitted by those who practise it. Goldsmiths College, part of the University of London, uses the following definition in an introduction to its department:






   Anomalistic Psychologists tend to start from the position that paranormal forces probably don’t exist and that therefore we should be looking for other kinds of explanations, in particular the psychological explanations for those experiences that people typically label as paranormal.







  Explanations put forward by those in this discipline for a ghost-type experience include:




  Confirmation Bias – This is the psychological tendency to interpret evidence as confirmation of one’s existing beliefs or theories.




  Top-down Processing – The acceptance that thought comes before perceptions of the senses, and can use contextual information in pattern recognition. This can lead to false perceptions in the brain’s search for meaning – a favoured example given by Chris French of Goldsmiths College being the perception of satanic phrases amongst certain Christian Fundamentalists when a heavy rock album from the group Black Sabbath was played in reverse. In reality of course no such phrases were present. Anomalistic psychologists argue quite simply that such factors would lead to a general inaccuracy of eyewitness testimony.




  Concentrating just on these factors, however, means that anomalistic psychologists indulge in a certain amount of prejudgement of natural cause when people see or hear ghosts. As Barrie Colvin, a council member of the SPR and a very experienced front-line investigator, puts it:






   It is important to recognise that anomalistic psychologists tend to offer a generalised view of what normal forces and normal psychological conditions might or could account for ostensibly paranormal phenomena. However, and this is important, they do not actually consider the evidence at all... [and] in order to move forward, it is true that psychical researchers need to be increasingly aware of the arguments put forward by anomalous psychologists. Similarly the latter need... also to consider the available and considered evidence put before them.6







  Now personally I would also criticize the lack of objectivity and open-mindedness in the anomalistic psychology approach. In doing so though I would also admit that certainly, with regards to visual phenomena, much of the research that has been done by them has a definite persuasive quality – especially with regards to ‘corner of eye’ sightings and fleeting glimpses.




  What is often overlooked by ghost hunters, but never forgotten by anomalistic psychologists, is that what we remember is a construct of the mind, and not necessarily an accurate reflection of what actually happened. A famous video experiment by Daniel Simons of the University of Illinois, Department of Psychology, is an amusing example of this. Here a man blatantly walking around in a gorilla suit was not noticed by only about 50% of observers when asked to observe how often a basketball was passed amongst others in the video film. Whilst this is an experiment in non-observation, it does show the likelihood when the process is reversed that something which isn’t there could also be ‘observed’ if within the observer’s expectations.




  In summary if we can’t recognise a ‘gorilla type’ sighting, how are we supposed to show that our ‘paranormal type’ sighting is in fact that? Risking just one further animal analogy – this is the ‘elephant in the room’ that has long stopped sightings of apparitions from becoming ‘solid’ paranormal evidence.




  Further insights into the theories of ‘anomalistic psychology’ were given by the psychologist Richard Bentall in his paper “The Illusion of Reality” (1990), arguing in the paper’s abstract that:






   The available evidence suggests that hallucinations result from a failure of the metacognitive skills involved in discriminating between self-generated and external sources of information. It is likely that different aspects of these skills are implicated in different types of hallucinatory experiences.







  A theory though must also have some evidence, but this to be fair to some extent has been provided by psychologists R. Lange and J. Houran, who tested this idea by taking two groups around an old house (with no reputation of ghosts). One group was told to look out for paranormal activity, the other was not. It was perhaps not surprisingly the group with the expectation of the paranormal who experienced the greater number of unusual experiences.




  One of the reasons I am sympathetic to some extent about these theories is that similar may possibly have happened at an investigation which I carried out in a previous incarnation of Vice Chair of the historic (London-based) Ghost Club at the end of the last millennium. This took place in the remains of Clerkenwell’s old House of Detention – a long-disused remand prison now a museum. Obviously any investigation has by its nature some expectation of happenings, but when in what was a claustrophobic underground prison museum this surely takes any sense of expectation to very significant new heights.




  The House of Detention already had a reputation for being haunted and was also a fascinating slice of history – being rebuilt from an older prison in 1845 to become London’s biggest remand centre detaining as many as 10,000 prisoners a year. Though demolished in 1890 the entire underground level was left intact. This section was reopened in 1983 as a tourist and visitors’ attraction – a combination of serious prison museum and chamber of horrors. Previous to our visit footsteps had been heard and the manager of the ‘Museum’ had also lost count of the number of people who heard a little girl’s ‘heart-rending’ sobs reverberate from the inner depths of the jail. (Surprising as it may seem children were imprisoned there too.) Previous investigators had apparently seen a sighting of a woman with “light parted hair who gradually faded away”. (This in itself is a near perfect example of a fleeting glimpse apparition which the anomalistic psychologists would try to rationalise.) A BBC crew had filmed an aborted interview there when the investigator could no longer take the sense of an inhospitable presence and had to flee the building. Well-publicised incidents such as that could only add to the sense of expectation and tension.




  It was perhaps not surprising then that my team of Ghost Club investigators had some very strange experiences. This included the more (psychically) sensitive investigators picking up the presence of entities such as a prison overseer who was graphically described as being:






   Skinny and emaciated with a strong and unhygienic body odour!







  But while presences were sensed in abundance, little objectively speaking actually happened that night.




  One particular former colleague of mine called Lionel Gibson had experiences which he took detailed notes on that perhaps show how plausible the arguments of our more sceptical psychologist ‘friends’ can be.




  In his questionnaire, which we at the time asked all investigators to complete, Lionel described himself as an






   Ex journalist ex international Civil Servant... with some ability when it comes to separating fact from fiction.







  With regards to any psychical abilities Lionel stated that:






   Very rarely do I happen to have strange feeling about a particular building... [and that] I do range this on a low scale when it comes to psychical abilities.







  On paper at least about as objective a person as you could possibly want an observer to be!




  So what did Lionel ‘experience’ at the House of Detention?




  He started his report by stating clearly that he did not ‘see’ or ‘hear’ anything out of the ordinary that involved any of his five senses. He then added, however, that he gradually sensed a:






   Chorus of discordant voices. Shouting, screaming, pleading, crying, begging!







  Later when he passed an unlit cell he was overcome with sadness and felt his name had been called out, and how someone was trying to tell him something without words that:






   He was being unjustly imprisoned for a crime of murder he did not commit. He wanted me to help him to tell the authorities in charge of his case.







  Just at the point when another investigator interrupted his strange trance-like state, a curtain seemed to descend on these very deep impressions leaving Lionel with just a strange feeling of guilt.




  At the end of his report, however, Lionel level-headedly stated that he would:






   Prefer not to express any opinions or possible explanations regarding my experiences, which is ironic considering my own propensity to consider events in an intellectual framework.







[image: Atmospheric and claustrophobic enough to trigger paranormal type experiences through an investigator’s own heightened expectations?]




Atmospheric and claustrophobic enough to trigger paranormal type experiences through an investigator’s own heightened expectations?




  Lionel had experienced something profound at the House of Detention but whether that thing was internal or external even he was not in a position to say. Now if an experienced observer can’t be sure of the objective truth of what he has experienced, does the impact of expectation not push us into a ‘cul-de-sac’ when it comes to proving the more traditional apparitional type of ghost? Even if we are convinced enough ourselves, how can we really convince others that our mind and perceptions are not simply being distracted by an unusual situation, in the same way as it was for many who missed the gorilla when keeping their eye on the basketball?




  For any open-minded instigator making this jump from impressions and fleeting glimpse observations to proof is presently nearly impossible to do. Lionel by implication understood this in his report and deliberately made this point very clear.




  Before concentrating more on the type of phenomena provided in poltergeist cases in the coming chapters – it is worth pointing out that more recently there has been an attempt to ‘open up’ the apparent cul-de-sac that applies to brief visual and audio evidence of the ‘conventional’ apparitional-style ghost.




  In the same way that an extensive collection of individually imperfect witness testimonies gradually proves a criminal case in court – why can it not also provide proof of the paranormal?




  Who would be best to construct such an argument – in an ideal world a paranormal investigator who happens to also be a qualified barrister?




  Could any such person actually exist with an expertise in two such different fields? In the strange world of paranormal investigation the answer in this case is yes – one of my colleagues in the Ghost Club and latterly in the SPR just happens to manage to fit these criteria exactly.




  Alan Murdie (LLB) is a fascinating character, a mix of a razor-sharp mind and old-fashioned and charming English eccentric, and the only person I have known to wear a Victorian-style monocle rather than glasses for reading (or just for effect?). I came to know him first when he was Chair of the Ghost Club – at about the same time I was organising the House of Detention investigations as the Vice Chair. Alan’s tenure as Chair continues the tradition of a Club that has been a famous meeting point for those intrigued by the paranormal (who have often themselves turned out to be either intriguing or famous or both). Founded in 1862 the club’s members in the past have included Charles Dickens, the war poet Siegfried Sassoon, Harry Price (famous for his investigations on Borley Rectory), Peter Cushing (who acted in so many horror films as well as the original Star Wars movie), Peter Underwood (who wrote over 40 books on the paranormal), and more recently Maurice Grosse who investigated the famous Enfield Poltergeist.




  As well as being Ghost Club Chair and a member of the Council of the Society for Psychical Research, Alan still has time to publish specialist studies in law as well as the paranormal. I suspect no other author has such a contrast in publishing titles. These vary from Haunted Edinburgh to Environmental Law and Citizen Action. From Ghost Hunting: A Practical Guide to Q & A on Intellectual Property Law.




  At the 37th SPR Conference in Greenwich, London in 2015 Alan presented what may become a truly ground-breaking paper:




  ‘EXTRAORDINARY EVIDENCE’ VERSUS ‘SIMILAR FACT EVIDENCE’: PROVING THE OCCURRENCE OF PSI OUTSIDE THE LABORATORY




  Here he argued effectively against dismissing witness evidence in the way that most sceptics seem to. He stating that doing so:






   is not a scientific exercise but a philosophical and social process, and it appears that this expression is used primarily as a sceptical sound bite in the context of psychical research and parapsychology, rather than any working principle for the analysis of data.







  And that:






   Rather than shunning of so-called anecdotal testimony, the courts accept that collections of what may appear to be isolated facts or reports, emerging from the testimony of different witnesses, or from forensic traces, can constitute cogent proof to a standard beyond reasonable doubt.







  Also pointing out that:






   Since 1894 across much of the English-speaking world, a principle known as similar fact evidence has been applied when proving the commission of serious crimes and offences. Similar fact evidence enables separated collections of isolated testimony to be taken together to act as cogent proof of guilt.







  It is this concept of similar fact evidence that is potentially so relevant when it comes to sightings of ghosts – the well-established legal concept that if enough people say they have experienced or seen something, there comes a point when the evidence is overwhelming and, in the case of the legal process, this is deemed to show guilt beyond reasonable doubt. If such evidence can be used in courts where the consequences are so important to the victim and accused, why is it dismissed when it comes to paranormal proof?




  Or as Alan concludes in more legal terminology:






   Existing collections of data accumulated by psychical researchers and parapsychologists over many decades may therefore constitute cogent evidence for the existence of PSI effects if analysed from a similar fact approach.







  What made this so interesting to me was the fact that at around the same time I had noticed that when it came to investigating apparently haunted houses, whilst so much equipment was used very little witness testimony was taken; and any testimony that was actually taken would normally extend to just the immediate owner(s) of the property. This by itself would be subject to all the psychological theories that anomalistic psychologists put forward.




  Perhaps the first (of very few) modern collation of witness testimony was the tenancy of Harry Price at Borley Rectory in the 1930s, thought to be the most haunted house in England at the time. Here, however, the observers he chose were given instructions in advance, sometimes of a leading nature, through what became known as Price’s ‘Blue Book’ of instructions. These included an instruction to go to the summer house just before dusk and see if you can observe the phantom nun walking on the path specifically now referred to as the nun’s walk – hardly a prompt to encourage neutral observation! Such a scenario is also of course very different to going back to a case and picking up information later.




  There have been numerous haunted sites that have been thoroughly investigated since, by many different witnesses, be it Chingle Hall in the 1990s or Woodchester Mansion more recently. Both of these cases were as a result of the trend for owners to rent out premises to paranormal investigators. In neither of these cases, however, was any attempt made to bring the collection of witness testimonies together.




  The fascination that I had with background research of this type actually extended back to a case I had previously investigated around the turn of the millennium, when a single lady with a young child had felt unable to stay in her fairly modern council apartment in south London. She had just been upgraded from one to two bedrooms and with wallpaper bought but not yet put up there seemed little motive for fraud. The lady had reported an entity which she described as a tall dark male that had the appearance of being in his mid-thirties who had a tendency to stand in the bedroom corner – sometimes interacting with her, with sensations such as being pushed. She would also feel as if the empty side of her bed was “indented” at times – as if with a presence, which under any circumstances, but particularly when there is only one adult in the house, must be regarded as being particularly frightening.




  Over and above the phenomena itself – what made this case particularly interesting was when talking to her neighbours, and to the lady herself, they also reported that the previous two families had told them of similar experiences in the apartment – providing potential ‘similar fact’ evidence of just the type that subsequently Alan Murdie had argued for.




  In this case, however, the vulnerabilities of the occupier were far more important and with the help of some rather official-looking ‘Ghost Club (founded 1864)’ note paper we wrote to the relevant council authorities. Here we explained level-headedly, whatever the truth of the facts, the perceptions of the occupier of what was making her tenancy there impossible. The case quite surprisingly also drew the interest of her local Member of Parliament and between all our efforts the housing authority took a surprisingly enlightened approach. They offered her a similar apartment a few streets away which she gladly accepted.




  It would of course have been unprofessional to contact the next set of occupiers and ask if by chance they had seen the ghost of a tall dark man, so from a witness research point of view this case reached a dead end. It did, however, whet my appetite for such an approach and some years later just (by coincidence?) as Alan was writing his paper a similar case emerged.




  This was the well-publicised case of the former holding cells known as ‘The Cage’ in St Osyth, Essex. Now converted into a small residence but famous locally for the fact that the accused witch Ursula Kemp had been kept there prior to her execution in Chelmsford. The fact that it was well publicised meant that the owner had no need for the confidentiality that any good investigator should normally offer as a matter of course.




  Now this location was especially interesting in its range of witnesses. Firstly, the owner Vanessa Mitchell who ultimately had to leave the premises because of the phenomena; second her initial lodgers and friends who had also experienced things. Thirdly, following Ms Mitchell’s departure there had been numerous paranormal research teams visiting the building. With the help of a small grant from the SPR I managed to interview through various means about two dozen witnesses to the phenomenon and did indeed find that some ‘trend events’ seemed to stick out – corroborated from several sources often with no connection with each other. This would have significantly reduced the chances of psychological explanations fitting the facts.




  Now the case of ‘The Cage’ will be discussed in much more detail later both for its long-term ability to prove the visual and ‘normal’ audio paranormal effects through witnesses but also because of the fact that it had significant poltergeist elements as well. (It would be so much easier if paranormal phenomena fitted into neat poltergeist/non-poltergeist patterns, but whilst there are trends that is certainly not always the case.)




  It will take far more than just one investigation though before Alan Murdie’s very interesting theories can become an established way of research, and until then we will still see the caseloads of electronic gadgets – the ‘whistles and bells’ going off in the night, which may seem impressive but are often nothing but meaningless noise!




  Whatever the merits of Alan’s paper and my parallel research on ‘The Cage’, any progress that will be made is still something for the future. To the best of my knowledge there has been very little similar research done since. Perhaps the reader, if also an active investigator, would care to indulge in a similar follow-up exercise? If he or she does please let me know of the results.




  Any such exercise of course takes a great amount of time and patience, and yet when it comes to poltergeist phenomena it seems, unlike the ‘apparitional’ ghosts, to be much more practical to identify – perhaps slightly rarer but as we will see later perhaps not as rare as it seems. If an object is on one side of the room and then is suddenly thrown to the other – this is no corner of the eye phenomena; it can plainly be seen to have moved. If that movement can be caught on camera once fraud is excluded there is de facto proof of the paranormal. No psychological explanations for any sceptic to hide behind as an excuse for his or her non-investigation! The same is the case with poltergeist type sounds that go beyond the distant sound of footsteps and seem often to comprise of rapping sounds which appear to communicate in an intelligent way.




  An interesting investigation going back to my Ghost Club days was that at a historic Jacobean House – Charlton House in the South of London, with poltergeist activity which had been reported by others in the past. As in most investigations in large places our team broke up into groups. It was Group B (as they were imaginatively called) that experienced a particularly fascinating event. Whilst they did not get any record on film their written record seems clear and without any hint of ambiguity to be picked over by those who follow anomalistic psychology.




  The report as written by the group leader reads as follows:






   Group B has started its second Vigil of the evening in The Grand Salon... nothing of note happened in the first 20 minutes... [When Fred] was approximately 10 feet away from the table [where a wooden ornament in the shape of a mushroom was placed] ... I heard a loud crash, the first thing I remember was Gideon looking to the back of the room... that’s where he said he thought the noise had come from. I ran to the front of the room where Gideon and Fred were standing looking down at the mushroom. Gideon picked [it] up and we both checked to see if it was hot which it was not. Kathleen said she thought the object had come from her left-hand side which was very strange as moments before the object had been on the table to her right. She also said that she saw the object land on the floor in front of her and that it did not appear to continue to roll or move... The group from the next door came in... feeling that they were being watched [immediately previously] and had asked [for] some sort of sign to which seconds later they had heard the loud crash coming from the Grand Salon.







  It is worth also noting that all who reported this incident stated that the crash was far louder than they thought could be possibly made by a small wooden ornament.




  If you study these abridged notes it is clear that, assuming there was not mass collusion or sleight of hand trickery (the latter unlikely if the nearest person was ten feet away from the object), what happened to that object cannot be explained by nature. Assuming the incident happened – it was in essence the paranormal ‘in motion’. The evidence of the poltergeist is simply as stark and persuasive as that! Of all the witnesses it was Gideon I knew the best. He had perhaps something of a hard-headed scepticism prior to that evening, but I think it would be fair to say his outlook on the ‘paranormal’ changed in just one night with just one event.




  The conclusion of this is that it seems we need dozens of witnesses and numerous incidents of ‘traditional’ ghosts to get to the same stage of evidence as a one-off poltergeist incident can provide. Lionel Gibson in his report on the House of Detention was almost surely correct when he stated that he would prefer not to express any opinions or possible explanations regarding his experiences because they were likely subjective and potentially psychological in their nature. It was also possible that Lionel had a further and much stranger contribution in providing evidence of the paranormal.




  A few years after the House of Detention incidents Lionel sadly passed on. With any relatives based in Argentina and many of his closer friends part of the Ghost Club, its Chair Alan Murdie took it upon himself to be executor of Lionel’s estate. A simple legal process for a qualified barrister of course!




  Whilst any legal issues might have been simple the logistical issues were far more complex. Lionel had a burial plot previously purchased in Paris so it actually proved necessary to repatriate the body there. By luck my wife then worked in this very specialist field and this issue was at least overcome. The other major logistic issue consisted of a fascinatingly cluttered and eclectically furnished small apartment in London which was owned by Lionel and which certainly needed some clearing prior to sale. This was something that for a while Alan often worked late into the night doing.




  On several occasions when in Lionel’s apartment strange poltergeist style events were to occur, which had such an effect on Alan that he decided to keep a full record. The most significant event happened when two other witnesses were present – when they all returned to the flat, to quote Alan’s own words:






   On entering the flat I went into the kitchen and was disturbed to see two objects lying on the kitchen floor. These were a small plastic watering can lying on its side and a Perspex box containing a silver ornament of a flowering plant. The box is a plastic and rectangular one measuring 34 centimetres by 10cms by 13cms; it weighs approximately 1 kilogramme. The box had been standing up against the wall next to the veranda door which was locked and blocked with a chair. Nothing else appeared to have been moved.




  I was quite shaken by this as I had left the kitchen floor clear of any objects, since I had expected the relatives the following week and I did not want the flat to seem untidy.







  Other events included an object falling off a mantelpiece in front of witnesses and unexplained banging on a wall. Now there are plenty of psychological factors that might give the impression late at night, in an eccentrically decorated and cluttered flat, of something flashing past your eyes – but few if any that might explain how objects can move when they are previously placed elsewhere.




  With regards to the watering can incident Alan notes that Mary Rose Barrington, an extremely experienced SPR investigator, speculated that:






   The displacement of the objects had been purposive and might represent an attempt to draw attention to the need to water the remains of what had been a large pot plant situated in the kitchen.







  However, knowing Lionel quite well I personally feel there might be another explanation.




  It may be fair to say that anyone with a “propensity to consider events in an intellectual framework” would know that this incident was providing strong evidence. Now of course I speculate slightly here but this quote is a quote I used earlier, and one that in fact comes from Lionel’s own notes regarding his approach to investigating phenomena. It takes a good investigator to know what makes up strong evidence, and I couldn’t help wondering if Lionel, after experiencing so much of the inconclusive subjective type evidence, had decided himself to provide something a little more ‘solid’ – an ad hoc poltergeist event to assist our hunt to discover the paranormal?




  Whatever the motivation or cause behind this event – it sums up nicely the theme of this chapter, the strength of evidence that even a simple poltergeist act seems to bring when compared with the ‘traditional’ ghost. Game, set and match to the poltergeist as objective proof that the paranormal exists?




  If things were only as simple as that, this book would simply extend to one chapter – the paranormal would be proved – science would be reinvented and a parapsychologist would again become a ‘Nobel Prize’ winner.7




  Nothing, however, in the paranormal is simple – so the only thing we can conclusively prove for now is the need for a chapter two!
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