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    Terminology and phenomena

    Parapsychologists study a wide range of paranormal experiences. The fictional Sue (in the USA) and her brother Jon (in Australia) will help to illustrate the categorization and terminology that parapsychologists tend to employ. A wider range of terms and acronyms is presented in the Glossary at the end of this book.

    Extrasensory perception (ESP)

    Work into ESP involves the following three topics:

    Telepathy: The transfer of information between individuals by means other than the known senses (from the Ancient Greek word τῆλε or tele, meaning ‘distant’, and πάθος or pathos, meaning ‘feeling’), e.g. Jon has a car accident and thinks about Sue. At the same time, Sue hears an internal voice ‘telling’ her that Jon has been involved in a car accident.

     

    Precognition: The perception of information about future events, also referred to as future sight, second sight, and prophesy (from the Latin word præ-, meaning ‘before’, and cognitio, meaning ‘acquiring knowledge’), e.g. Sue dreams that Jon will have a car accident, and just a day later he has a car accident.

     

    Clairvoyance: The obtaining of information about a place or event by unknown means (from French words clair, meaning ‘clear’, and voyance, meaning ‘vision’), e.g. Sue has no prior knowledge of the street where Jon is living, but one day she receives a vivid impression that he lives next to an unusual domed structure. Parapsychologists sometimes use the term ‘remote viewing’ to refer to instances of clairvoyance in which information is acquired from a geographical location.

    Psychokinesis (PK)

    The influence of mind on an object, physical system, or biologic-al system, without physical interaction (from the Greek ψυχή or psyche, meaning ‘mind’, and κίνησις, meaning ‘movement’). Abbreviated as PK, this work involves the following three topics:

     

    Macro-PK: The large-scale movement of physical objects with the mind, sometimes referred to as ‘telekinesis’, e.g. Sue went to a dinner party where her friends started to mimic the feats of Uri Geller. Sue watched while a spoon held by her friend appeared to bend without any physical force being exerted.

     

    Micro-PK: Mental influence over small-scale physical systems, such as dice and electronic random number generators, only detectable using statistics, e.g. Sue consistently beats the odds when she plays casino games involving dice.

     

    Bio-PK: Mental influence over biological systems, including plants, insects and animals, in vitro samples, and humans. This category of research includes remote staring detection and distant healing, e.g. Jon is sitting on a bus. The hairs tingle on the back of his neck and he feels that he is being watched. When he looks around he sees that someone at the back of the bus is staring at him.

    PSI

    Often it is difficult in practice to distinguish between the above categories. For example, if Sue somehow detected that Jon’s car had a mechanical fault, this might have caused unconscious anxiety that led to the dream. In this case, Sue may have been responding to information about the car’s current dangerous condition (= clairvoyance) rather than to future events (= precognition). Therefore, parapsychologists often use the neutral umbrella term ‘psi’ (rhymes with ‘eye’) to denote the unknown factor underlying both ESP and PK phenomena.
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    The concrete evidence for most of the ‘psychic’ phenomena under discussion is good enough to hang a man twenty times over.

    William James

    Many brilliant men have investigated the paranormal but they have yet to find a single person who can, without trickery, send or receive even a three-letter word under test conditions.

    Milbourne Christopher
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    Introduction: The roots of parapsychology

    Surveys suggest that around 50% of those in both America and Britain believe in the existence of the paranormal, and about 30% of people claim to have had a psychic experience. This statistic means that, if you have not had a paranormal experience yourself, you probably know someone who has. This book describes the research that has been conducted in an attempt to understand these unusual, but surprisingly common, experiences.

    The study of such experiences, parapsychology, can be traced back to some strange events in the mid-nineteenth century in Hydesville, New York, which seemed to suggest that some individuals could communicate with the deceased. Pioneering researchers grappled with the challenge of testing claims of afterlife communication. In the process they developed the three main approaches that are now employed in parapsychological research. But before we find out more about how parapsychology came to be what it is today, let’s briefly consider what parapsychology is not.

    Misconceptions about parapsychology

    When I am sitting on an aeroplane and the stranger in the seat next to me asks what I do, I sometimes hesitate to answer. Yes, I am a researcher looking at quite a fascinating and sometimes controversial topic. But before I tell my fellow traveller what my job entails, I often have to dispel some myths that exist about parapsychology. For example, quite understandably, many people associate parapsychology with popular films such as Ghostbusters. In fact, parapsychologists do not run around in boiler suits, hunting down marauding ghosts with proton packs. Instead, like other scientists, parapsychologists often carry out well-controlled studies and publish their findings in both mainstream and specialist academic journals.

    Furthermore, parapsychologists typically have little interest in UFOs, astrology, occult beings, Bigfoot, or the Loch Ness Monster. Their principal interest is in the capabilities and experiences of living human beings – hence the ‘psychology’ part of the discipline’s name. But ‘para’ means ‘beyond’, which signifies that parapsychologists are particularly interested in exceptional or anomalous human capabilities and experiences. So, they are interested in seemingly paranormal phenomena such as telepathy, clairvoyance, precognition, psychokinesis, out-of-body experiences, reincarnation, apparitions, hauntings, and spirit communication. The University of Edinburgh’s Koestler Parapsychology Unit (KPU), of which I am a founder member, has studied many of these phenomena since its inception in 1985. Over these three decades, many members of the public have contacted us to report their unusual experiences. Throughout this book, I will delve into the KPU archives to illustrate some of these experiences (to protect privacy, some details have been changed and pseudonyms are used).

    Finally, being a parapsychologist does not necessarily mean that one believes in the existence of such phenomena. Although many researchers find the evidence for psychic abilities convincing, others are less certain and some are even very sceptical. I tend to take the middle position. I consider that there is sufficient evidence to justify further work, but not enough to conclude that paranormal abilities exist. Throughout this book, I will refer to paranormal phenomena and abilities. For fluency of expression, I will avoid repeatedly using terms such as ‘alleged’, ‘purported’, and ‘claimed’, although this is not meant to imply that I think such phenomena are genuine.

    It’s now time to go back to the roots of parapsychology. The story begins with an age-old question: is there life after death?

    The Fox sisters

    For centuries paranormal phenomena were discussed and debated, but rarely subjected to systematic investigation. Then, in the mid-nineteenth century, two young girls set in motion a series of events that eventually led to the birth of modern-day parapsychology.

    In March 1847, teenage sisters Kate and Margaret Fox from Hydesville in New York claimed to be able to talk to the dead. These strange conversations involved the sisters asking simple questions out loud and the ‘spirits’ apparently replying with a series of raps. The popularity of the sisters’ demonstrations encouraged others to claim that they could also communicate with the dead. Early demonstrations often involved what became known as ‘physical mediumship’, wherein the spirits would make their presence known by rapping, moving objects, writing on slates, and even materializing limbs and figures. Over time other demonstrations involved so-called ‘mental mediumship’, wherein people would appear to enter a trance in order to channel messages from the dead, either directly from the deceased or with the supposed help of a spirit control.

    Within a few years, hundreds of thousands of people became convinced that these demonstrations provided compelling evidence of life after death.

    Although the majority of Victorian scientists were fiercely sceptical about the existence of paranormal phenomena, some researchers adopted a more open-minded approach towards the topic. Often driven by either a discomfort with the materialistic worldview or by personal bereavement, some of these academics invested considerable amounts of time and energy carrying out lengthy and intricate investigations.

    A medium under the microscope

    Several well-known Victorian scientists examined the existence of psychic ability, with one of the most important and influential studies being Sir William Crookes’s investigation of Daniel Dunglas Home (pronounced ‘Hume’). Crookes was a British chemist, a Fellow of the Royal Society, and a pioneer of the vacuum tube. In contrast, Home was a Scottish-born medium who claimed to be able to produce a range of psychic phenomena, including the ability to move heavy objects with the power of his mind and handle hot coals without burning himself.

    In the early 1870s, Crookes carried out a series of studies into Home’s claims, and eventually declared that Home could indeed demonstrate paranormal phenomena under controlled conditions. When Crookes published the results of this work in a well-respected scientific journal, many of his colleagues turned against him and argued that his investigations were deeply flawed. This criticism proved damaging to Crookes’s career, with some academics even suggesting that his Fellowship of the Royal Society be revoked. Subsequently, Crookes became more cautious about publicizing his work with mediums, and only returned to openly publishing on the topic once he felt his position within academia was secure.

    Worried that such career-damaging episodes would deter academics from investigating spirit communication, Spiritualist and writer Edmund Rogers proposed forming an organization that would place the scientific investigation of mediums on a more respectable footing. Rogers contacted several academics who were known to be positively predisposed to the paranormal, and suggested that they create a formal society. Rogers’s work eventually led to the formation of the Society for Psychical Research in 1882.

    Exact and unimpassioned enquiry

    The Society for Psychical Research (SPR) was the world’s first organization devoted to the scientific study of paranormal phenomena. Created by Rogers and a small group of highly eminent scholars, the SPR aimed to investigate ‘that large body of debatable phenomena designated by such terms as mesmeric, psychical and “spiritualistic” … in the same spirit of exact and unimpassioned enquiry which has enabled Science to solve so many problems’.

    The SPR’s first president was a respected moral philosopher from Cambridge University, Henry Sidgwick. Sidgwick’s co-founders included classicist and poet Frederic Myers, psychologist Edmund Gurney, and mathematician (and Sidgwick’s wife) Eleanor. Eleanor Sidgwick had been born into arguably the most influential political dynasty in nineteenth-century Britain, and her brothers – politician Gerald Balfour and future British Prime Minister Arthur Balfour – also played key roles in forming the Society. This inner circle of scholars and politicians was soon joined by an illustrious group of scientists, including Sir William Crookes, physicist Sir William Barrett, Nobel laureate physicist Sir Joseph John Thomson, and physicist Sir Oliver Lodge.

    Many of the SPR’s founding fathers were drawn to the organ-ization out of intellectual curiosity, while others were eager to have science confirm their religious beliefs. Sir Oliver Lodge, for instance, was a committed Christian who believed that the human spirit survived physical death, and William Barrett was a strong Spiritualist. However, despite their differing motivations and beliefs, all of the founders were prepared to align themselves with the SPR’s stated goal, namely to examine: ‘without prejudice or prepossession and in a scientific spirit those faculties of man, real or supposed, which appear to be inexplicable on any generally recognized hypothesis’.

    Membership of the SPR soon swelled, and its researchers started to work with scientists on the European Continent, including French physiologist and future Nobel Prize-winner Charles Richet. In 1885, Harvard philosopher William James helped psychical researchers on either side of the Atlantic to collaborate by forming the American Society for Psychical Research (ASPR).

    Initial work

    Much of the early SPR research focused on one of the three strands of work central to modern-day parapsychology, namely testing those claiming strong mediumistic and psychic powers. Unfortunately for those wanting to believe in evidence of an afterlife, many of those producing demonstrations of physical mediumship were caught dressing up and impersonating spirits, employing accomplices, and using magic tricks to create séance phenomena. As a result, many SPR researchers started to turn their attention away from spirit raps and manifestations, and towards demonstrations of mental mediumship. This work entailed psychical researchers documenting the messages that allegedly came from the dead and then trying to ascertain the accuracy of those messages. The investigations proved time-consuming and controversial, with sceptics arguing, for example, that the mediums may have discovered the information through normal means, or that the messages were vague and therefore open to interpretation.

    Lengthy reports describing investigations into physical and mental mediumship were published in the SPR’s Journal and Proceedings. Proponents of the paranormal believed that this large body of work proved the existence of mediumistic and psychic powers, while sceptics argued that the research had only yielded evidence of self-deception and trickery.

     

    
      
        THE CREERY SISTERS

      

      Whereas mediums claim to be able to communicate with the dead, psychics claim that they possess the ability to read minds, see into the future, or reveal concealed information. Some SPR research involved examining those claiming psychic powers. In 1882, for example, the respected physicist Sir William Barrett investigated the telepathic abilities of the Creery family from Derbyshire in the UK. The Reverend A.M. Creery (‘a clergyman of unblemished character’) had contacted the SPR and described a series of informal experiments that he had conducted with his daughters. During these experiments, Creery’s daughters appeared able to read his mind, and the Reverend invited the SPR to stage a more formal investigation. Intrigued, the SPR researchers travelled to the Creerys’ house and carried out a series of studies with the family over a six-year period. During Barrett’s experiments, one of Creery’s daughters would first leave the room. Those remaining in the room would then randomly select an object, or playing card, and the absent daughter would then return to the room and attempt to psychically identify the object or card. The researchers reported that the girls were often accurate, and concluded that the sisters did indeed possess some form of telepathic ability. However, in a later series of studies, Henry and Eleanor Sidgwick caught two of the children secretly exchanging information about the target via subtle movements of their head and feet.

      These sorts of investigations highlight a key aspect of research into strong psychic claims, namely that those carrying out such work need to understand the psychology of deception.

    

     

    Philosopher and psychologist John Beloff has referred to the early years of the SPR as the ‘heroic age’ of psychical research, with the founders expanding their horizons and examining paranormal phenomena beyond spirit communication. In fact, within a year of the SPR’s foundation, researchers started to explore a second strand of enquiry that is central to modern-day parapsychology, namely the investigation of anomalous experiences.

    This work took several different forms. For example, in 1886, psychologist Edmund Gurney carried out a painstaking analysis of over seven hundred reports of people claiming to have seen an apparition of someone who, at that very moment, was either dying or in a life-threatening situation. Similarly, Henry and Eleanor Sidgwick conducted a ‘Census of Hallucinations’, asking over seventeen thousand people whether they had experienced an apparition. Once again, this work generated a great deal of controversy, with some believing that the mass of seemingly reliable accounts proved the existence of apparitions, while others argued that witnesses may have embellished their experience or may have been hallucinating.

    The birth of laboratory-based investigations

    The year 1884 saw the birth of the third strand of parapsychological research, namely laboratory-based investigations into psychic ability. Unlike the tests into individuals claiming strong abilities, this work tends to focus on the notion that most people have some form of weak, latent ability. As a result, the work generally involves testing large numbers of people (who don’t necessarily claim to be psychic) and pooling the results. This type of research tends to use statistics to assess the outcome of tests. Some of the earliest work of this kind was conducted by French researcher Charles Richet. Richet carried out a series of clairvoyance experiments in which a hypnotized volunteer was asked to try to psychically determine the identity of hidden playing cards. Richet reported the results from over a hundred trials and claimed that they supported the evidence of psychic ability.

    Stanford psychologist John Edgar Coover published the results of the first university-based ESP experiments in America in 1917. Reporting findings from four large studies, and over ten thousand trials, Coover noted that he had found no evidence of ESP (a conclusion disputed by Richet). Although Coover reported null results, his work demonstrated that it was possible to carry out parapsychology research within an academic setting.

    In 1927, psychologist William McDougall moved from Harvard to head the Psychology Department at Duke University. McDougall’s positive attitude towards the possible existence of paranormal phenomena resulted in his inviting plant physiologist Joseph Banks (J.B.) Rhine to set up America’s first parapsychology laboratory at Duke. Rhine accepted the offer and remained in position until his retirement in 1966.

    Distancing himself from research into the possible existence of life after death, Rhine laid the foundations for modern-day laboratory research into psychic ability. Rhine helped develop a special deck of twenty-five cards for ESP testing, with each of the cards containing one of five geometrical symbols (a circle, cross, wavy lines, square, or cross). In a typical experiment, researchers would shuffle the deck of cards and then ask volunteers to try to guess the order of the deck. Twenty per cent of the volunteer’s guesses should be correct by chance alone, with any above-chance scoring being seen as evidence for psychic ability. Later work involved investigating the existence of psychokinesis by asking volunteers to mentally influence the roll of dice.

    Rhine argued that the results of his studies supported the existence of psychic ability. In contrast, sceptics attributed the results to various methodological and statistical shortcomings. Whatever the truth about his findings, there is little disagreement about the contribution Rhine made towards establishing parapsychology as an academic discipline. In 1937, for example, Rhine established the Journal of Parapsychology. This peer-reviewed journal still exists, and provides one of the main outlets for parapsychologists to disseminate their work to the academic community. In 1957, Rhine helped to found parapsychology’s professional body, the Parapsychological Association (PA). In 1969, the PA was accepted as an affiliate member of the American Association for the Advancement of Science, and is currently made up of about three hundred members worldwide.

    Rhine’s sponsor, McDougall, described how in the mid-1960s the ‘smouldering resentment’ of Rhine’s colleagues in the Department of Psychology meant that his laboratory was no longer welcome at Duke University. Eventually, Rhine set up a new independent research institute, The Foundation for Research into the Nature of Man, close to the Duke campus. This institute still survives today, and has recently been renamed as the Rhine Research Center.

     

    
      
        THE SCEPTICS

      

      Investigations into psychic phenomena are both controversial and complex, and scepticism has always played an important role in such work. Much of the best-informed and most productive criticism has come from those working within parapsychology. However, sceptics from outside the field have also played a key role. Some of these sceptics have formed organizations to help carry out and promote this work, with perhaps the best known of these being the Committee for Scientific Investigation of Claims of the Paranormal (or CSICOP).

      In the early 1970s, humanist philosopher Paul Kurtz noticed a surge of public interest in the paranormal, and decided to establish an organization devoted to the critical examination of seemingly paranormal phenomena. Kurtz joined forces with several like-minded colleagues, including science writer Martin Gardner, psychologist Ray Hyman, and magician James Randi, and formed CSICOP. Randi’s activities have sometimes been criticized (we will encounter his famous ‘Project Alpha’ later). However, parapsychology’s research methods have also benefited from the work of a few well-informed sceptics.

      Over the years, CSICOP has helped promote scepticism on a wide variety of topics, including investigations into psychics, work examining the psychology of deception and self-deception, and critiques of laboratory-based parapsychology experiments. Much of this work has been reported at CSICOP conferences and published in their bi-monthly magazine, Skeptical Inquirer.

      In 2006, the organization shortened its name to the Committee for Skeptical Inquiry (CSI), and most recently it has broadened its remit, presenting a sceptical view on a wide range of topics including creationism, conspiracy theories, and climate change denial. The fact that less attention is now devoted to experimental parapsychology may be an indication that, in general, sceptics no longer see it as an easy target.

    

     

    Modern-day parapsychology

    Rhine’s pioneering work paved the way for several other American parapsychological laboratories throughout the 1960s and 1970s. For example, in 1966, the Maimonides Dream Laboratory in New York carried out ground-breaking research into dream telepathy and precognition; in 1974, the Stanford Research Institute examined the possible existence of remote viewing; and, in 1979, the Princeton Engineering Anomalies Research Laboratory began a series of studies into the possible existence of psychokinesis. During the 1980s, parapsychology continued to flourish, with academics across Europe carrying out research into the topic, including work in Britain studying anomalous experiences (University of Bristol); research in the Netherlands investigating precognition and physical theories of psi (Universities of Utrecht and Amsterdam); work in France studying micro-PK (L’Institut Métapsychique Internationale in Paris); ESP research in Sweden (University of Gothenburg); and in Germany the study of remote mental influence over living systems (Institut für Grenzgebiete der Psychologie und Psychohygiene, in Freiburg). In 1985, the University of Edinburgh established the Koestler Chair in Parapsychology (see box).

     

    
      
        ROBERT MORRIS AND THE KOESTLER PARAPSYCHOLOGY UNIT

      

      In the mid-1970s, the noted writer Arthur Koestler was diagnosed with Parkinson’s disease, and in 1980 with chronic lymphocytic leukaemia. In 1983, Koestler and his wife Cynthia felt unable to face the continued physical decline associated with the illnesses, and committed a joint suicide. Koestler had a lifelong interest in the paranormal and bequeathed almost his entire estate to establish a Chair of Parapsychology at a British university. Philosopher John Beloff from the University of Edinburgh had devoted much of his career to parapsychology, and played a key role in persuading his university to accept Koestler’s bequest. In 1985, Robert Morris was appointed Koestler Professor of Parapsychology, and held the position until his death in 2004. Morris had previously worked with Rhine at Duke University, and had lectured on parapsychology at the University of California, Santa Barbara.

      Morris was instrumental in the formation and growth of the Koestler Parapsychology Unit, recruiting additional staff, overseeing over a hundred undergraduate projects, and supervising more than thirty postgraduate students. Many of these postgraduate students went on to research and teach parapsychology at other universities. Morris was also passionate about integrating parapsychology into the wider academic community, serving as president of the Psychology section of the British Science Association.

      I worked with Morris throughout his time at Edinburgh and, following his untimely death, was appointed to one of two newly formed lectureships that are supported by the Koestler bequest.

    

     

    Unfortunately, parapsychological research in America has declined considerably since the 1980s, with many laboratories (including the Maimonides Medical Center Dream Laboratory, the Psychophysical Research Laboratories, and the Princeton Engineering Anomalies Research Laboratory) no longer operating often because of a lack of funding. As a result, most American research into parapsychology now takes place at privately funded institutions, such as the Institute of Noetic Sciences in California. The Division of Perceptual Studies at the University of Virginia is an exception to this picture, and a few US parapsychologists such as Rex Stanford and Stanley Krippner also hold positions at universities. However, in the UK and Europe, parapsychology seems to have a firmer foothold in academia. Work continues at several British universities (including the University of Edinburgh and Goldsmiths, University of London), and several new sources of funding for parapsychology have opened up in Europe, including the endowment of a professorship to study consciousness and anomalous experiences at the University of Lund in Sweden. In addition, after completing their studies at the Koestler Parapsychology Unit, many postgraduate students obtained lectureships where they introduced parapsychology teaching and research to several British universities, including the Universities of Hertfordshire, Northampton, and Greenwich.

    This book presents an overview of the three main strands of work involved in parapsychology. Section 1 focuses on testing those claiming strong psychic abilities. This work dates back to the turn of the last century, and involves examining those claiming psychokinesis (including metal bending, materialization, and telekinesis); ESP in the real world (including psychic readings, remote viewing, and psychic detection); and mediums who appear able to receive messages from the dead. Section 2 focuses on anomalous experiences, including the psychological mechanisms that might underlie psychic experiences in everyday life, instances of ghostly sightings and haunted locations, and research into out-of-body experiences and near-death experiences. Section 3 focuses on laboratory-based studies into the possible existence of psychic ability, including work into telepathy and clairvoyance, precognition, and psychokinesis.

    All three sections reflect the controversial nature of the field, presenting an overview of the evidence that seems to support the existence of the paranormal, and the criticisms that have been levelled at this work.

  


  
    Section 1

    Testing psychic claimants
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    Macro-PK

    From the archive …

    A few years ago, my friends and I watched a video of a guy who said he could bend metal by the power of his mind. We didn’t really believe what we saw on the film, but later on, just for a laugh, we started fooling around with some of my mum’s cutlery. It’s hard to describe what happened next. I was just lightly holding the handle of a spoon, and my friend was stroking the metal between the handle and the bowl. Suddenly my pal shouted that the metal was becoming hot, and I could see the bowl of the spoon starting to droop. The metal between the handle and the bowl seemed to get flexible. I swear I didn’t have to force it at all, it bent quite easily, right back so the bowl was pointing in the opposite direction to normal. I still can’t quite explain what happened. My mum wasn’t pleased that we’d spoiled her cutlery, but I’ve still got the bent spoon. How do you explain that?

    (Kevin, aged 20)

    Large-scale psychokinesis (or, as it is usually referred to, ‘macro-PK’) is the ability to psychically influence objects. Individuals claiming to possess this ability exhibit a wide variety of phenomena, including, for example, metal bending, levitation, and materializations. In the 1970s, for instance, Uri Geller caused a sensation by claiming to be able to bend metal such as spoons psychically. There was even an outbreak of ‘mini-Gellerism’, as children began to demonstrate the same effects. Had Geller somehow awakened their latent psychokinetic abilities? Innocent children wouldn’t be faking it, would they? Perhaps not surprisingly, investigations into such claims have generated a considerable amount of debate and controversy.

    The ‘thoughtography’ controversy

    In the early 1960s, a Chicago elevator operator named Ted Serios claimed that he could paranormally cause images to appear on photographic film. First, Serios would hold a small black tube to his forehead (which he said helped to focus his thought waves), then he would place the tube in front of the lens of a Polaroid camera and trigger the camera. Most of the resulting photographs were just blank prints, but some showed indistinct shapes or slightly blurry images of buildings and geographical locations.

    Intrigued by Serios’s claims, University of Colorado psychiatrist Jule Eisenbud conducted tests with Serios in a private hospital in the city. Eisenbud quickly discovered that the work was going to be challenging, in part, because Serios tended to resist authority and frequently created disruption around himself. He would often become aggressively drunk and abusive, running around the room half-naked, and making ridiculous demands on those present. With sessions often lasting four or five hours, Eisenbud struggled to continually observe and record what was happening. Nevertheless, eventually Eisenbud became convinced that Serios did indeed possess genuine paranormal powers. Eisenbud presented a detailed account of his investigations in the 1967 book The World of Ted Serios: ‘Thoughtographic’ Studies of an Extraordinary Mind.

    Eisenbud’s book was positively received by the public but ridiculed by many academics. (Writing in The New York Times, psychologist Hans Eysenck noted, ‘Dr. Eisenbud seems to have little notion of what experiments are and less liking for the rigors and methodological niceties of scientific research.’) Eventually, other researchers decided to conduct their own enquiries. An administrator at the hospital where Eisenbud had conducted some of his investigations with Serios became concerned at this use of hospital facilities. He sponsored the hospital’s communications director, a photographer named Nile Root, to investigate. Root subsequently described how his suspicions were aroused when Eisenbud showed him one of Serios’s ‘thoughtographs’:

    One image displayed dots, the same as those seen in a newspaper reproduction. The dots were magnified, sharp in the center of the image and blurred at the edges. This indicated to me that this image was a copy of a newspaper halftone engraving made with an uncorrected closeup lens.

    Root then observed Serios in action. Towards the end of a five-hour session with an increasingly intoxicated Serios, Root claims to have spotted a shiny object inside the tube that Serios was holding in front of the camera. Root subsequently found he could generate similar ‘thoughtographs’ by using short focal-length lenses and small transparencies.

    The respected science magazine Scientific American also arranged for a small team of expert photographers and magicians (including skilled magician and Harvard statistician Persi Diaconis) to conduct their own investigation into Serios. The team travelled to Denver and watched Serios attempt to demonstrate his abilities for a television crew. Diaconis was less than impressed with the measures in place to prevent possible cheating. For example, the crew had brought their own Polaroid film, however Diaconis was able to switch some of their samples with his own packets of film. Diaconis also described how he thought he saw Serios covertly load something into the tube, but was not permitted to inspect the device. Subsequently, Diaconis and his photographer colleagues discovered several ways in which they could duplicate Serios’s photographic effects, for instance by inserting a small image into the tube.

    Eisenbud and his colleague Professor Stephen Braude from the University of Maryland Baltimore County responded to these criticisms by pointing out that sceptics have been unable to replicate Serios’s effects under similar experimental controls, and that sleight-of-hand was ruled out in later tests where Serios had no physical contact with the camera at the time the picture was taken. However, many sceptics believe that Eisenbud’s lack of conjuring knowledge, combined with Serios’s unruly and disruptive behaviour, rendered these later experiments far from fraud-proof. Mathematician and sceptic Martin Gardner later concluded, ‘The parapsychologists who once took Ted Serios and others like him seriously would have been spared their embarrassments had they known anything about magic.’

    Braude went on to write a book about his adventures testing psychic claimants, revealing just how difficult it is to conduct well-controlled tests even when using modern technology to record events (see box).

     

    
      
        THE GOLD LEAF LADY

      

      The story of ‘Katie, the Gold Leaf Lady’ is noteworthy because this unusual case of paranormal materialization was still active when parapsychologist and philosopher Professor Stephen Braude reported it in 1997. So the events occurred at a time when researchers had easy access to inexpensive but good-quality video technology.

      Braude describes Katie as a ‘functionally illiterate’ Florida housewife in her mid-fifties. Katie claimed that a delicate gold-coloured foil would spontaneously appear on her skin (chemical analysis revealed the foil was brass). Several witnesses reportedly saw this happen to her.

      Attempts to document the spontaneous emergence of the foil during Katie’s everyday life, by following her with video cameras, were unsuccessful. Researchers also conducted more systematic investigations, which involved Katie being thoroughly searched by her physician (including removal of her dentures) and then seated in front of one or more video cameras while she chatted with observers. During these sessions, the foil would typically appear on Katie’s abdomen, but behind her shirt so that the foil’s appearance was never caught on camera. Braude only once managed to film foil seemingly emerging. This happened on Katie’s face, after she rubbed her eye a few times with her finger, but her hand went out of camera shot during the episode.

      Los Angeles magician Christopher Chacon was brought in to advise on Katie’s case. He confirmed that the foil was extremely difficult to handle and reportedly concluded that she could not have inconspicuously placed it on her body while observed. The mystery of Katie remains unsolved. The claimed phenomena were never unambiguously captured on film, and the Gold Leaf Lady case illustrates how difficult it is, even with the benefit of modern technology, to investigate claims of paranormal physical phenomena.

    

     

    Mind-bending metal bending

    In the 1970s, Uri Geller gained worldwide notoriety by claiming to be able to deform metal psychokinetically. Geller was born in Tel Aviv in 1946, and as a young man performed magic shows in theatres throughout Israel. Geller impressed his audiences with a range of demonstrations including identifying concealed pictures, bending metal objects, and making stopped watches restart.

    News quickly spread of Geller’s seemingly remarkable abilities, and in November 1973 he was invited to appear on the BBC television programme The Dimbleby Talk-In. Geller and host David Dimbleby were joined by John Taylor, a professor of applied mathematics at King’s College London. During the programme, Geller selected a fork from a tray of objects, and had Dimbleby lightly hold one end while Geller gently stroked the other end. The fork appeared to bend and break. A few minutes later Geller pointed out that another fork on the table appeared to be bending of its own accord. Within hours of the broadcast, the BBC began receiving calls from members of the public claiming that cutlery in their own homes had bent, and stopped watches had restarted.

    John Taylor was baffled by what he had witnessed during the programme and wondered if Geller could replicate the demonstration under more controlled conditions. In February 1974, Geller agreed to be tested at Taylor’s laboratory. The university’s metallurgical department prepared aluminium and copper samples, some of which were sealed in glass or wire mesh tubes. Two of Taylor’s colleagues observed while Geller attempted to exert his psychokinetic powers on the samples. Taylor reported that some of the samples did indeed bend, although the observers had not seen the deformation occur. Shaken by these results, Taylor summarized his conclusions in his 1975 book Superminds:

    The Geller effect – of metal-bending – is clearly not brought about by fraud. It is so exceptional it presents a crucial challenge to modern science and could even destroy the latter if no explanation became available.

    Taylor’s conclusion proved premature. He tested several other people claiming to possess the same type of metal-bending psychokinetic ability, but discovered no evidence of paranormal forces at work. Taylor’s position was weakened even further when magician and sceptic James Randi visited his office incognito and found that he could easily circumvent Taylor’s experimental controls.

    This was not the only time Randi helped play an important role in undermining Geller’s claims. When Geller demonstrated his feats on talk shows, Randi would later appear on the show and replicate Geller’s stunts using simple conjuring techniques (often noting, ‘If Uri Geller bends spoons with divine powers, then he’s doing it the hard way’). Randi showed that there are numerous ways in which spoon bending can be faked. One of the most effective methods is to pre-weaken the metal by repeatedly bending it back and forth until it is about to fracture. The prepared spoon can then be placed in the pile of cutlery and is subsequently selected by the ‘psychic’ when the time comes to demonstrate their skills. At this point, even a gentle touch will cause the spoon to bend and then break. Another commonly employed technique is to momentarily direct the audience’s attention elsewhere, enabling the ‘psychic’ to use sleight-of-hand to bend the metal. The ‘psychic’ conceals the bend and then gradually reveals it after the audience’s gaze returns to the spoon.
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