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CHAPTER 1

Physical Powers of Will

adio listeners who tuned in to the British Broadcasting Corporation's

"Jimmy Young Show" on November 22, 1973, knew that something special

was in store. Uri Geller, a darkly handsome young nightclub performer from

Israel, was to be Young's featured guest on the popular daily program, and

the advance billing for the show promised that he would perform patently

impossible stunts demonstrating the power of his mind over ordinary ob-

jects. But as Geller would report later in an autobiography, even he was

surprised at what happened that day.

"Jimmy began with the usual questions," Geller wrote. "He asked

when I had first found out that I was able to bend keys, nails or other metal

objects just by touching them lightly, and when I had learned I could start up

a watch or clock that hadn't run for years. I said I had noticed these things

way back in my first years in school, much to the surprise of my classmates,

my teachers, my parents— and also myself."

The skeptical Young asked Geller to demonstrate his metal-bending

powers. With the host and the studio engineers watching closely, Geller laid

one of Young's house keys on the table between them and covered it with

his flattened palm. Then, inviting the participation of his radio audience,

Geller suggested, "If there are any broken watches in your house, please

concentrate on them and try to make them work. Just take them in your

hand and concentrate on them."

Scarcely had he finished speaking than Geller raised his hand from the

key and the astonished Young exclaimed, "It's bending right in front of me.

I can't believe it!" The radio host was eager to know more of Geller's reper-

toire, and the young psychic went on to describe other feats of metal bend-

ing, machine repair, and mental telepathy that he could call upon. While

they were talking, the show's producer rushed into the studio and thrust a

handful of notes at Young. Minutes later the harried producer returned with

more slips of paper, and so it went, with several more interruptions before

the show's end. When Young paused to glance at some of the notes, he

discovered that frightened, astonished listeners were calling in by the scores

to report strange events that had occurred during Geller's performance.



"All England seemed to be bending,'' Geller later

wrote. "Knives, forks, spoons, keys, and nails were bending

in homes everywhere, near and far from London. A lady

from Harrow reported that she was stirring soup when sud-

denly the ladle started bending. The gold bracelet of a girl in

Surrey buckled and bent. A police constable said that sever-

al knives and spoons had curled up. A jeweler reported that

half the pieces on a tray of cutlery bent. A watchmaker said

that his tweezers had done the same. There were reports of

watches and clocks starting up that hadn't run for years."

Soon, Uri Geller's name and his mysterious talents

were being touted on the front pages of newspapers and on

prime-time television all over the world. The public loved

the hoopla, but sober journalists and conservative scientists

watched with a jaundiced eye, presuming that Geller was

just one more magician whose alleged "gift" would soon be

exposed as artifice. The majority of scientists dismissed the

strange events as the products of delusion, fraud, coinci-

dence, or known sensory abilities. They roundly rejected

any suggestion that Geller's activities could only be ex-

plained by new mechanisms or processes. Some cited the

so-called law of parsimony, which maintains that known

physical laws and one's own reason should always be pre-

ferred over exotic theories whenever the simpler, more ob-

vious answers provide an adequate explanation. But do

they7 Some parapsychologists think not. Having observed

Geller in action, they are con-

vinced that that most contro-

versial of paranormal powers,

psychokinesis, is a reality, and a

number of physicists and psycholo-

gists are inclined to agree.

Psychokinesis— or PK,

as it is commonly

known -refers to the alleged ability of the human mind to

influence objects and events without the benefit of physical

contact with them. Literally translated from its Greek roots,

the word psychokinesis means "motion produced by the

mind"; in its more popular interpretation, it is nothing less

than "mind over matter."

PK can supposedly be directed either consciously or

unconsciously, with results that may or may not be obvious

to an observer. Some instances of reported PK, like Geller's

metal bending and clock starting, are played out on what

investigators term a "macro" scale, with their seeming re-

sults readily appreciated by the naked eye. According to

current theory, another example of macro-PK at work might

include poltergeists, those unruly racketing spirits that are

believed to erupt in households, causing all manner of nois-

es and hurling objects through the air (pages 37-55). Certain

seance effects, such as table tilting, rappings, and material-

izations have also been interpreted as macro-PK, as have

optical effects, such as luminous "spirit lights," and telepor-

tation effects, or the movement of objects into and out of

enclosed spaces without visible aid.

Other forms of alleged psychokinesis may be so subtle

as to be detectable only in the laboratory, however, by ap-

plication of statistics or scientific measuring devices or

both. Termed "micro-PK," these phenomena include effects

on target systems, such as random

number or event generators and dice-

rolling machines, where results that

should conform to the normal laws of

probability are thought by some to

have been altered significantly by

PK. The ability to

influence air

temperature



and magnetic fields and to produce so-called thoughtographs by psychically

manipulating the chemical particles on photographic film is also considered an

example of micropsychokinesis.

A third, and most intensely personal, form of PK involves the supposed

power of the mind over self. This mental mastery of the human body is said to

manifest itself in such diverse ways as being able to block out pain, levitate the

body, and perform psychic healing, during which positive biochemical changes

allegedly take place without conventional medical treatment.

Those who study the field of

parapsychology generally regard psy-

chokinesis as related to extrasensory

perception, or ESP, the supposed abil-

ity to acquire or transmit information

through means other than known

sensory channels. PK and ESP are

often referred to collectively as psi

phenomena, or simply psi, after the

first letter in the Greek word psyche,

meaning "mind or spirit." As the pro-

fessionals explain it, both ESP and PK

involve some kind of interaction be-

tween the mind and the material

world. ESP, it is said, is a demonstra-

tion of a mental exchange with an-

other person's brain or with the phys-

ical world; PK is a physical influence.

Both forms of psi appear to share a

fine disregard for physical barriers of

any sort— their energies can reported-

ly penetrate locked doors and steel

walls and travel long distances with

no diminution of effect.

But if there is relative agreement

in parapsychological circles as to

what constitutes psi phenomena, there is nothing but controversy and specu-

lation regarding how any alleged mental force might actually be translated into

physical action. Some psi researchers, among them psychologist John Beloff of

the University of Edinburgh, contend that PK simply exists. "Under certain con-

ditions, still to be established," Beloff has written, "an idea or intention in the

mind can automatically constrain a physical system to act in such a way as to

express the idea or intention. That this is, in the last resort, [is] an ultimate fact

about the world." Others believe that PK is a type of reordered cosmic energy,

a life force that can, at times, be channeled through the human mind. Still

others believe that psychokinetic energy is a force within all humankind, just

waiting to be tapped. But those speculations and numerous others leave many

questions unresolved. And the search for answers, first begun hundreds of

When ilri Geller (right) appeared on European radio and television shows in the

early 1970s, claiming to bend metal objects with his mind, hundreds ofpeople in his broadcast

audience reported simultaneous effects in their homes. Among them (above, from left),

Barbara Scheid of West Germany maintained that herfifty-three-piece silver service had twisted;

George Porter of Great Britain allegedly watched several objects curl, including

a spoon he was holding; and Dora Portman, a housewifefrom Harrow, England, claimed that

her soup ladle suddenly drooped as she stirred a meal.





years ago, is continued yet to-

day-leading to still more specu-

lation, still more questions.

The notion that the mind

might have occult influence over

matter appears to go far back in

human history, though it was

apparently not until the seven-

teenth century that anyone went

on record to say that psychoki-

nesis deserved serious philo-

sophic investigation. Sir Francis

Bacon, perhaps the greatest in-

tellect of the Elizabethan age

and a man singularly devoted to

the idea of inductive reasoning

and the experimental method,

theorized in his 1627 collection

of essays, Sylva Sylvarum: Or a

Natural History, that there may

be an occult force within one's

being that is capable through

the "binding of thoughts" of in-

fluencing the material world. He

proposed that the existence of

this binding force might be test-

ed "upon things that have the

lightest and easiest motions,"

among them the "shuffling of

cards, or casting of dice." It was

not until the mid-nineteenth

century, however, that any con-

sistent efforts were made to ex-

plore the truth or falsity behind

alleged psi phenomena.

The advent of Spiritualism

in the mid- 1800s spurred an

enormous amount of popular in-

terest in all sorts of psychic mat-

During an attempted levitation

in 1938, British medium Colin

Evans appears to risefrom the

floor at a seance in London's
darkened Conway Hall. Evans
took the photograph himself,

activating theflash camera
with a switch in the white cord
gripped in his left hand.

ters, both in the United States

and Europe. This quasi-religious

movement held as its funda-

mental premise that the dead

survive discarnate in a world be-

yond, as spirits or intelligences

that are able to communicate

with the living through "sensi-

tives," or "mediums." Of partic-

ular interest to both scientists

and savants were the so-called

physical mediums, who report-

edly relayed the messages of

otherworldly spirits to the living

in the form of rappings, table

tiltings, or other seance effects.

Not surprisingly, most

members of the scientific com-

munity were loath to cross the

boundary into psychic research.

Indeed, the majority of them ex-

pressed contempt for— and per-

haps some underlying fear of—

any phenomena that could not

be readily explained by current

science. There were some, how-

ever, who theorized that the

mysterious seance happenings

were not signals from the spirit

world, but psychokinetic phe-

nomena emanating from the

mediums themselves— perhaps

produced by the "binding of

thoughts," a conscious or sub-

conscious act of will.

One of the first to attempt

an in-depth study of such events

was the respected British physi-

cist Michael Faraday. In 1853,



Sitters at a Danish seance in the early

1 940s duck as a chair sails over

their heads. Such events were interpret-

ed by early Spiritualists as messages

from the dead; some modern psychical

researchers regard the phenomena
as examples ofpsychokinesis.

Faraday engaged several "successful

table-movers" in an investigation of the

table-turning effect common at seances.

He created a number of ingenious devices

that he placed on the tabletop during var-

ious experiments; all were designed to re-

veal whether any table movements were

somehow initiated by the object itself or

by the sitters. Faraday came away from

his efforts convinced that, although the

sitters believed themselves to be only

pressing down on the tabletop with their

fingertips, they were actually uncon-

sciously pushing it in the direction they

expected it to rotate.

That same year, a number of European investigators

took up the psi challenge, also restricting their examination

to such physical seance effects as table movements and lev-

itation. Like Faraday, Count Agenor de Gasparin concluded

that the energy evidenced in such maneuvers was neither

spiritual in origin nor drawn from some external source. De

Gasparin, a Frenchman working in Switzerland, proposed

the theory that the energy was the product of a "psychic

fluid" present in the bodies of the seance participants and

that it could be summoned up only as a conscious act of

will. "Without the will we obtain nothing," he said. "We

might sit there in chain twenty-four hours in succession

without getting the slightest movement."

De Gasparin's conclusions were shared in most re-

spects by Marc Thury, a professor of natural history and as-

tronomy at the Academy of Geneva. In an 1 855 book detail-

ing his study of telekinetic phenomena, Thury posed the

novel theory that people could also set loose psychic ener-

gies from their unconscious. He cited as a particularly dra-

matic example the case of an eleven-year-old Genevese boy

who had been practicing psychokinesis. Over time, accord-

ing to Thury, the boy's skills improved, but objects then be-

gan to move in apparent response to unconscious desires

or thoughts Gradually, he lost all control over his produc-

tion of psychokinesis. For example, his music lessons were

repeatedly interrupted by the levitation of his piano. Al-

though others attempted to hold the piano down, Thury

stated, it continued to rise.

As some skilled investigators discovered at the time,

many of the purported psychics of the golden age of Spiritu-

alism were nothing more than rank charlatans or stage ma-

gicians pulling the wool over the eyes of a gullible public.

Others, however, demonstrated apparent PK effects that are

difficult to explain even today. One of them was the cele-

brated nineteenth-century sensitive D. D. Home.

or Daniel Dunglas Home (pronounced Hume), ac-

quaintance with the paranormal allegedly came

early. Born in Edinburgh in 1833, Home was sent to

Connecticut as a baby to live with his aunt and un-

cle. During his childhood, he reportedly had several

psychic experiences, the most compelling occurring at the

age of seventeen. Home's emotional bond with his mother

was apparently strong, and one night her spirit supposedly

appeared to him. "Dan, twelve o'clock," it said, and then

disappeared. Home later learned that his mother had died at

that very hour. Not long afterward, to the distress of the

boy's aunt and uncle, rapping noises commenced through-

out the house, and furniture began skittering across the

11



floor. Soon Home was responding with his own raps -com-

municating, he said, with his mother and with other spirits.

Convinced that Home was doing Satan's work, his aunt and

uncle soon turned him out of the house for their own safety.

But the expulsion evidently proved no hardship. Friends and

neighbors were eager to enjoy the benefits of his ever-

expanding psychic gifts, which the likable medium willingly

provided in exchange for room and board.

Home eventually went on to become the foremost

medium of his time, notable both for the fact that

he never charged fees for his services and for his

ability to produce a remarkable array of psychoki-

netic phenomena. Along with the usual menu of

spirit telegraphs and table tiltings, Home was reported also

to produce human levitations (pages 115-116), spirit materi-

alizations, body elongations, and the playing of the song

"Home Sweet Home" on an accordion that was floating

several feet beyond his reach.

But even the scientific community could not ignore

him for long. When Home was performing in England in

1871, the noted physicist and fellow of the Royal Society,

William Crookes, gained his cheerful cooperation in a series

of experiments. In one set of trials, conducted in Crookes's

laboratory, the scientist assembled an

ingenious weighing apparatus for the

purpose of measuring Home's

"power, force, or influence, proceed-

ing from his hand." The physicist

claimed to have recorded a pressure

that was "equivalent to a direct pull of

about 5,000 grains," or slightly less

than three-quarters of a pound.

Try as he might, Crookes was

never able to find an explanation con-

sistent with the known laws of phys-

ics to explain Home's effects. He final-

ly concluded that Home had mastered

a new form of energy, "in some un-

known manner connected to the hu-

man organization which for convenience can be called the

Psychic Force." Crookes went on to suggest that in witness-

ing Home's force, the observer was inevitably put "in infin-

itesimal and inexplicable contact with a plane of existence

not his own."

Perhaps even more puzzling than D. D. Home in re-

ported powers of the paranormal was Eusapia Palladino.

Born in southern Italy in 1854 and orphaned at the age of

twelve, Palladino, too, allegedly became the center of spon-

taneous psychokinetic events as a young child. But it was

not until the girl's late teens, when she came under the tu-

telage of a psychic investigator named Damiani, that the full

extent of her alleged powers began to manifest itself.

Precisely what Damiani taught his rustic, uneducated,

and rather indelicately mannered subject may never be

known. But one thing seems clear-if Palladino truly had

psychic gifts, she did not regard them as a precious trust.

Whenever she sensed that she could get away with simple

fraud, she was only too eager to take the easy route. And

when caught cheating, the medium was quick to blame the

nonbelievers in the audience who, she claimed, willed her

to play tricks; in her trancelike state, she explained, she was

incapable of defending herself against such dishonest sug-

gestions. Nevertheless, occasions

abounded when Palladino's para-

normal effects— by one count she

could call up thirty-nine different phe-

nomena—seemed to defy all reason,

however jaundiced the observer's

view of her character might be.

In time Palladino came to the at-

tention of Dr. Cesare Lombroso, a

prominent Italian psychiatrist and

criminal anthropologist with an

avowed skepticism toward the para-

normal. Lombroso went to Naples in

1890 to observe the young woman in

action and, to his great surprise, came

away a convert. Based on Lombroso's

Spiritualism 's best-known physical

medium, D. D. Home, intrigued the rich and
the royalfor more than twenty years
with his mysterious seance effects.
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Astonished sitters recoil as Italian me-
dium Eusapia Palladino apparently

causes a small table to float at an 1892
seance in Naples. Palladino, whose

hands andfeet were usually restrained

during such sessions, was thor-

oughly investigated by researchers who
could not explain many ofher effects.

favorable report, an international team

of scientists and intellectuals invited

Palladino to display her talents before

them in Milan. The Milan Commission,

as they were known, supervised a series

of seventeen seances in 1892, and al-

though Palladino seems to have had less

than her usual success in the presence of

these hoary heads, she was able to con-

found them with several partial material-

izations. According to the participants,

she somehow had caused disembodied

hands to float around the room and to

touch the observers.

At the completion of their study the

savants of the commission declared, "It is

impossible to count the number of times

that a hand appeared and was touched by

one of us. Suffice it to say that doubt was

no longer possible. It was indeed a living,

human hand which we saw and touched,

while at the same time the bust and arms of

the medium remained visible and her hands

were held by those on either side of her."

(These manifestations reportedly occurred

even when Palladino's hands were tied to

the chair in which she sat.)

It would appear that the only mildly dissenting voice

among the commissioners was that of Charles Richet, pro-

fessor of physiology at the Sorbonne, in Paris. "It seems to

me," Richet later wrote, "very difficult to attribute the phe-

nomena produced to deception, conscious or unconscious,

or to a series of deceptions. Nevertheless, conclusive and

indisputable proof that there was no fraud on Eusapia's

part, or illusion on our part, is wanting: we must therefore

renew our efforts to obtain such proof."

No less an authority than Dr. Julien Ochorowicz, direc-

tor of the Institut General Psychologique in Paris, studied

Palladino from November 1893 to January 1894. Ochorwicz

ruled out the theory that spirits were behind the medium's

alleged effects, concluding instead that the phenomena

were the the work of Palladino's "fluidic double." Taking

Count Agenor de Gasparin's concept of "psychic fluid" one

step further, Ochorowicz proposed that Palladino could

summon up from this fluid a type of psychic twin that could,

under certain circumstances, detach itself from the medium

and act independently.

Colleagues from as far away as London and St. Peters-

burg, Russia, also took up Richet's challenge, and Eusapia

Palladino found herself shuttling all over Europe to be ex-

amined further. But Richet, who would earn the Nobel Prize

for Physiology and Medicine in 1913, was the most thor-

13



Under the watchful gaze ofpsychologist and psychic investigator Julien Ochorowicz,
Polish-born medium Stanislawa Tomczyk ostensibly causes a pair ofscissors tofloat in midair

in 1913. Since the medium's hands were examined and washed before each seance,

Ochorowicz speculated that psychic "rays" emanatingfrom Tomczyk'sfingers guided the object's movement.



ough of the researchers. In 1894, he invited the peripatetic

medium to join him on the He Roubaud, his private island

off the coast of France; there, he reasoned, any possibility of

accomplices or fraudulent devices could be removed. As an

additional precaution, Richet invited two well-known psy-

chical investigators, Frederic W. H. Myers and Sir Oliver

Lodge, early members of the British Society for Psychical

Research. Organized in 1882 by an eminent group of schol-

ars in and around Cambridge University, the society's man-

date was "to investigate that large body of debatable phe-

nomena designated by such terms as mesmeric, psychical

and spiritualistic."

As table tilting featured prominently in Palladino's

psychokinetic effects, Richet had a sturdy table specially

made for her. "The legs were pointed so that it would be

difficult to raise it with the foot. ... We thought ... it much

too heavy (forty-four pounds), but we tried it the same

evening. As soon as Eusapia touched this heavy table with

the tips of her fingers, it tilted, swaying about, and without

the legs being touched at all, it rose up completely with all

four feet off the ground."

After a series of seances, Richet and his British col-

leagues pronounced Palladino's powers genuine, and the

SPR representatives invited her to Cambridge to perform

before a full meeting of their organization. At the gathering,

however, Palladino was caught cheating by one of her

hosts, who had deliberately sought to entrap her, and she

was sent packing in disgrace.

Back on the Continent, though, the more pragmatic

European investigators, who acknowledged that the medi-

um would always take shortcuts if given the chance, de-

nounced the SPR and resumed their own investigations.

One French researcher, M. Arthur Levy, was thoroughly

persuaded of Palladino's telekinetic skills after viewing a

particularly unruly seance in which "the sofa came forward

when she looked at it, then recoiled before her breath; all

the instruments were thrown pell-mell upon the table; the

tambourine rose almost to the height of the ceiling; the

cushions took part in the sport, overturning everything on

the table." One observer, Levy noted, "was thrown from his

chair. This chair-a heavy dining-room chair of black wal-

nut—rose into the air, came up on the table with a great

clatter, then was pushed off."

Before the seances, Palladino was usually un-

dressed by female attendants and examined for

any hidden implements that would aid in trickery.

By the turn of the century, however, researchers

were also using rather sophisticated electrical de-

vices to evaluate psychic phenomena. And as reputable

physicists at several of Europe's leading universities contin-

ued to record positive results from investigations of Palla-

dino, the SPR decided to take another look.

In 1908, the organization sent three of its best-and

most skeptical -investigators, including one who was a

practiced conjurer, to meet Palladino in Naples. The British

delegation produced a 263-page report detailing eleven

separate seances and confessed that they had seen 470

events for which they could uncover no earthly explanation.

One of the experts, F. H. Everard Feilding, concluded that

"for the first time I have the absolute conviction that our

observation is not mistaken. I realise as an appreciable fact

of life that from an empty curtain I have seen hands and

heads come forth, and that behind the empty curtain I have

been seized by living fingers, the existence and position of

the nails of which were perceptible. I have seen this ex-

traordinary woman, sitting outside the curtain, held hand

and foot, visible to myself, by my colleagues, immobile, ex-

cept for the occasional straining of a limb while some entity

within the curtain has over and over pressed my hand in a

position clearly beyond her reach."

But Palladino's flush of success paled within a year; on

a subsequent tour of the United States, she was caught

cheating once again, and the effectively discredited medium

all but disappeared from the seance scene. Nevertheless, in

the minds of many investigators, an intriguing question still

remained unanswered: How, they wondered, short of hav-

ing genuine psychokinetic powers, did Palladino manage

to achieve her many extraordinary feats without having

15



Dr. Alexander's Cloud-Busting Show
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Knowing that their very survival can

depend on the capricious ways of the

weather, human beings have long sought

to control the elements. Witches,

shamans, and Druid priests, among
others, have been credited with influenc-

ing the forces of nature -and in the view

of some, such age-old powers continue

into the twentieth century.

In 1956, for example, a sixty-five-year-

old London physician named Rolf

Alexander claimed he could dispel clouds

by focusing upon them "a new kind of

energy by which the human mind can act

at a distance." Later that year, his alleged

psychokinetic skills were put to a public

test when he arranged a cloud-breaking

demonstration for members of the press.

Skeptical journalists gathered with

Alexander at Holne Tor, Devon, and

watched as he began concentrating on a

target cloud. Recorded in a timed series of

photographs, the cloud disappeared in

about four minutes (left). One baffled

reporter later concluded that he found it

"difficult not to believe . . . that Dr. Al-

exander can disintegrate clouds."

In fact, a review of Alexander's claims

by Dr. Richard Scorer of London's Im-

perial College of Science and Technology

revealed no evidence of cloud-controlling

abilities. Indeed, Alexander conceded that

his powers worked only on cumulus

clouds-their equilibrium was so delicate,

he claimed, that mind energy could

readily neutralize their electrical charges.

But Scorer and others schooled in

meteorology knew that cumulus clouds

normally change, disappear, and re-form

within about fifteen to twenty minutes. In

this case of alleged PK, Scorer concluded,

the credit for cumulus cloud busting

belonged to Mother Nature.

In his I 956 cloud-control display in Devon,
England, Dr. RolfAlexander concentrates on
the three-cloud group visible at the center

of the first photograph in the scries at left.

His object was to maintain the position

of the two smaller clouds while dispelling

the third, larger mass. The series of images,
taken at thirty-second intervals, shows
that in aboutfour minutes, the two small
clouds increased slightly in size, while

the third one disappeared.

some of Europe's most skilled investigators detect fraud 7

Skeptics, of course, would respond that even the most

well-meaning scientists can be ill-equipped to see through

the wiles of a talented conjurer, particularly if the investiga-

tors are predisposed to believe in the existence of para-

normal phenomena. Fortunately for the world of parapsy-

chology, Eusapia Palladino's checkered career only whetted

the appetite of psi sleuths, and when Stanislawa Tomczyk's

peculiar talents were discovered, researchers mounted re-

newed efforts to document psychokinetic prowess. The

Polish-born Tomczyk was initially investigated in 1908

by Dr. Ochorowicz. Her association with spectacular

poltergeist-like disturbances had gained her a certain noto-

riety in Warsaw, but these paranormal effects appeared to

occur spontaneously and were beyond her control. What in-

terested Ochorowicz more was that Tomczyk was able to

produce those effects to order only while under hypnosis,

when she seemed to assume the personality of a being she

had named Little Stasia.

Iittle
Stasia's special gift was levitating small objects.

Typically, she would place her hands on either side

of an object and about six to eight inches from it;

she would then raise the object and move it freely in

full view of her audience, who sat in a brightly lit

room. Over a period of weeks, Ochorowicz observed a bell

"feverishly shaken," a compass needle deflected, a "large

pendulum . . . stopped mediumistically; then set going,"

and a host of other small objects rise and float within a bell

jar, all of the effects apparently occurring as a result of Little

Stasia's willing them to do so.

On one memorable occasion Tomczyk even unsettled

Ochorowicz's spaniel. The dog, the doctor reported, was in

the habit of lying quietly on the floor "near to an armchair

about five yards from the couch, where the greater number

of experiments took place. At the moment when the medi-

um declared that Little Stasia had come and seated herself

in the armchair, the spaniel, who was lying facing the chair,

growled I turned round and saw the dog's gaze fixed on the

armchair He repeated his growl three times. He only
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calmed down when the medium declared that Little Stasia

was no longer there."

In an effort to isolate the force behind Tomczyk's levi-

tational effects, Ochorowicz positioned himself at an ex-

tremely close range during her feats. He reportedly discov-

ered that something rather like fine threads could be seen

radiating from the medium's palms and fingers toward the

objects being raised and manipulated. "I have felt this

thread on my hand, on my face, on my hair," the investiga-

tor reported. "When the medium separates her hands the

thread gets thinner and disappears; it gives the same sensa-

tion as a spider's web. If it is cut with scissors its continuity

is immediately restored. It seems to be formed of points; it

can be photographed and it is then seen to be much thinner

than an ordinary thread. It starts from the fingers. Needless

to remark that the hands of the medium were very carefully

examined before every experiment."

Over the next few years, Tomczyk's psychokinetic

feats were studied by a number of other researchers, in-

cluding the SPR's Feilding, whom she married in 1919.

Psi researcher Harry Price (above, left), working
with an assistant in 1927 in his London

laboratory, was a student of the paranormalfor
more than fortyyears. He mounted his first

investigation, involving a case ofsuspected pol-

tergeist activity, when he was onlyfifteen.



Tomczyk never became a professional medium, however,

and after her marriage she apparently declined to contact

Little Stasia again.

Despite the earnest efforts of the SPR and its American

counterpart -the ASPR, founded in 1885 -to throw some

light on the mysteries of levitation, table tilting, spirit rap-

pings, and materializations, by the beginning of World War I

most formal scientists had once again turned their backs on

physical mediumship and psychokinesis. The discovery of

numerous frauds among the self-proclaimed sensitives bred

a mistrust difficult to overcome, and many who valued their

reputations were reluctant to court the ridicule that was of-

ten heaped on serious students of PK. Then, in the 1920s,

along came two discoveries that were sufficiently provoca-

tive to revive a lively interest in all quarters.

At the center of all the excitement was a rather flam-

boyant figure named Harry Price, the self-styled founder, di-

rector, and sole proprietor of the National Laboratory of

Psychical Research in London. Price was by all accounts a

kind of puckish gadfly within the field of psychic studies. He

had none of the formal training or academic titles so gener-

ously represented at the SPR and was a consummate self-

promoter. But Price had certain advantages over his more

learned colleagues-he was a skilled magician, adept at de-

tecting fraud, and he was not particularly burdened with

scientific methods of investigation.

It was only by chance that Price, making his daily train

commute between London and his country home near Pul-

borough, met Stella Cranshaw. The two happened to strike

up a conversation about matters psychic, during which

Cranshaw, a rather modest young hospital nurse, told the

investigator that she had been experiencing some very un-

settling phenomena for several years -everything from odd

rapping noises and "cold breezes" to household objects in-

explicably taking flight. Price, excited by the prospect of a

new research subject, identified himself as a specialist in

the paranormal and invited her to his laboratory for testing;

she reluctantly agreed.

Price was also an inventor and immediately set about

For his 1 923 study ofStella Cranshaw
(left), ayoung woman reportedly given tofor-

midable displays ofpsychokinesis, Harry
Price devised what he called a tele-

kinetoscope, consisting of two bell jars

fixed to metal bases. When a telegraph key
sealed inside the larger jar was depressed—
presumably by psychic means—a light inside

the other jar would signal the investigator.



designing an array of experimental

equipment that he hoped would au-

thenticate the young woman's claims.

He built a special table for the seances;

in addition, he placed thermometers

around the seance room in his labora-

tory, each near a camera so that tem-

perature changes could be recorded

periodically. Most ingenious of all,

however, was his "telekinetoscope," a

clever device consisting of a telegraph

key that, when depressed, completed

an electrical circuit and caused a red

light to flash. The key was both sur-

rounded by an impermanent soap-and-

glycerine bubble and covered by a bell jar; according to

Price, only psychic energy directed toward the key could ac-

tivate the device without disturbing the protective glass jar

and breaking the delicate bubble.

,^^. uring thirteen seances conducted between March

^^K^^ and October of 1 923 -and always in the presence

^^B of several witnesses-Cranshaw went into ever-

W deeper trances as she ran through a spectacularWU repertoire of psychokinesis. On the third meeting,

for example, Price reported that she managed to levitate the

table so high that some of the observers at the seance were

forced to rise out of their chairs in order to keep their hands

on the tabletop. Then, the researcher continued, two of the

table's three legs broke away "with a percussion-like

noise" as the fracture occurred. But still more feats were to

come. "Suddenly, and without warning, the tabletop

snapped violently into two parts, and, simultaneously, the

remaining leg and other supports of the table crumpled up,

the whole being reduced to little more than matchwood.

The sitting then concluded."

Price kept meticulous records of the gatherings and

noted in his journal the temperature fluctuations during

each seance— a drop of more than twenty degrees on one

occasion -and the fact that Cranshaw had managed to ac-

Harry Price (right) and research subject

Rudi Schneider demonstrate specially wired

socks and gloves designed to prevent

fraud during seances. Any break in contact

was signaled on a lighted indicator board.

tivate his telekinetoscope. But she was

usually exhausted by the end of each

session and eventually called a halt to

the proceedings, claiming that the se-

ances were causing her emotional as

well as physical distress. Evidence un-

covered after Price's death in 1948 sug-

gests foul play, however: It appears

that the investigator may have paid the

young woman to abet him in an elabo-

rate scheme to promote psychic re-

search and, of course, himself.

Though Cranshaw's career as a

medium was short-lived, her investiga-

tor's apparently careful handling of the

case earned him the measure of prestige and respectability

that he desired. Price, however, did not fare nearly so well

with other subjects, notably the Austrian mediums Willi and

Rudi Schneider.

The two brothers were initially discovered and trained

by the respected German physician and psychical research-

er Baron Albert von Schrenck-Notzing, who attributed to

them remarkable feats of the paranormal. Price and SPR re-

searcher Eric Dingwall were sufficiently intrigued to go see

the brothers for themselves. Willi lived up to the advance

billing, Price reported, displaying "many telekinetic move-

ments." The British investigators took a variety of precau-

tions against trickery— they arranged to have the young me-

dium physically restrained by two other witnesses and, to

avoid any manipulations with legs or toes, persuaded the

boy to slip into "black tights, which were outlined with lu-

minous bands and buttons." According to Price, "It was a

wonderful display of phenomena, produced in really excel-

lent red light."

But Willi's talents were apparently on the wane. Invit-

ed to England to perform before the SPR in 1924, he pro-

duced little in the way of psychokinetic effects and was

roundly criticized by the group. Willi subsequently traded

the psychic circuit for the more conventional life of a den-
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tist. Not losing a beat, Price became interested in Willi's

younger brother Rudi, whose psychokinetic gifts reportedly

surpassed those of his older sibling. In 1929 Rudi traveled to

Price's laboratory for tests that the investigator claimed,

with some justice, represented significant advances in sci-

entific verification techniques. Among many new wrinkles,

Price wired the hands and feet of Rudi and everyone else

seated around the seance table to a display board. A light

would signal if and when anyone moved enough to break

the electrical circuit.

Despite this control, Rudi was seen to produce a vari-

ety of psychokinetic effects, including ectoplasmic masses,

rappings, and table tilting. Lord Charles Hope, a leading

member of the Society for Psychical Research, was among

the startled observers. At the end of this session, Price pre-

sented Rudi with a certificate on behalf of the laboratory,

asserting that "absolutely genuine phenomena have been

produced through his mediumship, under triple control con-

ditions. . . . Not the slightest suspicious action was wit-

nessed by any controller or any sitter."

The young Austrian next accepted an invitation to visit

Dr. Eugene Osty and his son Marcel at the Institut Metapsy-

chique in Paris. Osty's system for detecting fraud was even

more ingenious than Price's. He positioned Rudi at a table

and placed an assortment of objects in front of him. The

doctor then focused an infrared beam in such a way that if

Rudi's hands moved to touch the objects, the beam would

be interrupted; a camera rigged to the device would then

photograph him in the act of manipulation. What Osty did

not anticipate was that something other than hands might

also interrupt the beam Over the course of the experiments

and coincident with a series of intentional PK events pro-

voked by Rudi, the beam's path was repeatedly broken. But

when the resulting photographs were inspected, it was

clear that Rudi's hands, held tightly by the investigator and

his son, had not moved.

Osty theorized that the mental energy emanating from

Rudi was enough to interrupt the beam, but he wanted to be

sure. He then wired a bell to the infrared apparatus, repeat-

ed the experiments, and found that Rudi's ostensibly psy-

chic emanations were of sufficient power and duration to

ring the bell for more than sixty seconds.

Wishing to record and study the wave patterns of the

beam at the moment it was impeded, the ever-thorough

Osty introduced an oscilloscope to the proceedings. The re-

sulting transcript showed that the oscillations produced on

the infrared beam were consistently double that of Rudi's

respiratory rate during the periods of alleged PK activity. For

Osty, this was positive evidence of a direct connection be-

tween the PK phenomena and the medium's corporeal be-

ing. Students of the paranormal on both sides of the Atlan-

tic found Osty's work admirable in its methods and com-

pelling in its results.

Trice must have felt a certain professional jealousy

as the interest generated by Osty's work eclipsed

that of his own earlier experiments. Price's goal

was now to take photographs of Rudi's material-

izations, and in the spring of 1932, he called the

young man back to London for more seances. Although

Price obtained some favorable results, the sittings were not

as successful as before- Rudi's talents seemed to be dimin-

ishing with age. In the fall, though, Lord Charles Hope con-

ducted his own examination of the young man, and while

he discovered that the results were indeed somewhat

weaker than they had been in earlier tests, his findings gen-

erally supported Osty's.

And then, even as Hope was completing his report,

Price lobbed a bombshell that rocked the psychical commu-

nity. Rudi, he announced, was a fraud. As evidence, he pro-

duced a rather shadowy photograph purporting to show

precisely the tricks the medium used to dupe everyone.

The immediate effect of Price's disclosure was to sully

Schneider's reputation and to embarrass those researchers

who had attested to his PK powers, including Price himself.

As for Hope, he huffed that "neither the evidence Mr. Price

adduces nor his method of presentation is such as to make

his charges count for anything against a medium with Ru-

di's record. What dors emerge damaged from Mr Price's
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This controversial photograph, taken at a 1932 seance or-

ganized by Harry Price, allegedly shows medium Rudi Schneider
(seated, center) reachingfor an object on a table. The camera
had been set to record any movement by the medium, and while

the resulting image was a double exposure and the action

indistinct, Rudi's reputation as a medium wasforever tarnished.

report is his own reputation as controller, conductor of in-

vestigations and critic."

Indeed, allegations eventually surfaced that Price had

tampered with the evidence in order to get revenge against

his better-favored competitors, and though Price continued

to study psychokinetic phenomena, his findings were often

regarded somewhat suspiciously. But it was not until well

after his death that the rumors about his deception were

confirmed when the negative in question, which had appar-

ently been doctored, was found among his personal papers.

In many eyes, this discovery vindicated Rudi Schneider and

restored him to the small ranks of presumably genuine psy-

chokinetic talents.

By the time of Schneider's downfall, the appearance of

credible new physical mediums had all but ceased. The

Spiritualist movement, which had given birth to the medi-

umistic phenomenon and constituted its golden age, was

itself in decline. The public had become jaded with seances

that were frequently nothing more than amateur theatricals,

and even the most unwavering researchers had begun to

have serious doubts as to whether physical PK had ever

been more than a mass delusion. Was it a coincidence, they
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wondered, that as new technology

was making it increasingly possible

to exert controls over the mediums,

the mediums were disappearing 7

There were no takers, for example,

when the SPR offered a £250 award

to anyone who could produce PK

under the eye of the society's infra-

red telescope, which enabled inves-

tigators to observe a medium's

movements in the dark. Thus, scien-

tific attention turned almost totally

to matters of extrasensory percep-

tion and related forms of mental psi,

which seemed to yield far more

readily to attempts at replication and

statistical measurement. Conse-

quently, if there were worthy suc-

cessors to the likes of Home, Palla-

dino, Schneider, and the rest, they

went largely unnoticed.

Then, more than three decades

later, a new crop of PK practitioners

began to emerge. But they were not

mediums; these men and women
did not confine their talents to the

shadows of the seance room but dis-

played them in the unforgiving light

of laboratories all over the world

One of the most important of this

new generation was a Leningrad

housewife named Nina Kulagina

Kulagina-also known as Nelya Mik-

hailova- first came to the attention

of Leonid L. Vasiliev in the early

1960s, while Vasiliev was testing

volunteers for "dermo-optic vision,"

the purported ESP ability to sense

specific colors through the finger-

tips. Vasiliev, the Soviet Union's

leading figure in parapsychology at

the time, reported that when Kula-

gina was concentrating intensely,

small objects on the table would

sometimes move on their own when

she placed her hands over them.

This discovery led to extended stud-

ies of Kulagina's presumed psi pow-

ers, which were found to range from

the original "eyeless sight" to the

ability to deflect compass needles

and levitate small objects.

Her brain waves monitored through an electrode-studded headpiece,

Soviet psychic Nina Kulagina focuses on moving an object inside a glass jar

during a 1 960s test (above). She also seemed to scoot a playing card

and a cigar holder across the bottom of a sealed plastic box (center and top).
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Sitters wait at an early 1 850s seance conducted by Count Agenor de Gasparin, who studied group-produced PK



Collective Psychohinesis

Since the Spiritualist movement began,

some students of psychokinesis have

considered that such supposedly para-

normal effects do not always spring

from the spirit world. One of the first to

investigate alternate explanations for PK

was French politician Count Agenor de

Gasparin. After testing sitter groups in

Switzerland, de Gasparin concluded in

1854 that telekinetic effects witnessed at

seances were caused not by spirits but

by those seated at the table. He believed

that by communicating unconsciously,

humans could influence an object with

their collective will.

For some, this theory was confirmed

in the mid-1960s, when members of

Missouri's Society for Research on Rap-

port and Telekinesis (SORRAT) began

holding weekly seances The sitters dis-

played a lighthearted attitude, and the

seeming PK effects— rappings and levita-

tions-were often strong.

The animated approach successful for

SORRAT was adopted by a similar Cana-

dian group in 1973, but only after much
trial and error. Eight members of the

Toronto Society for

Psychical Research

had decided to con-

jure up a fictional

spirit to test if group

sightings of ghosts

resulted from a col-

Iris Owen led the "Philip group" and co-

wrote a book about the case; her husband,
George, a parapsychologist, consulted.

lective hallucination. The group created

a fictional seventeenth-century English-

man named Philip, who was married but

also in love with a gypsy girl. When his

wife learned of Philip's infidelity, she ac-

cused the girl of witchcraft and had

A table tilts

precariously beneath
the hands of sit-

ters gathered to sum-
mon the spirit of

thefictional Philip.

her put to death. Philip did not inter-

vene and eventually killed himself in ag-

ony and remorse.

The Toronto group gathered weekly to

discuss Philip and meditate in hopes of

conjuring up his ghost. After a year

without results, the group's leader, Iris

Owen, suggested a different approach.

She had seen a report by British

researcher Kenneth J. Batcheldor, whose
PK studies showed that a relaxed, jolly

atmosphere encouraged paranormal

phenomena. By lightly engaging the

conscious mind, he claimed, one freed

the unconscious to join the mental ener-

gies of others to produce PK.

Soon after adopting those techniques

the group experienced table levitation

and other PK effects and began to

communicate with Philip through raps;

as Iris Owen and group member
Margaret Sparrow wrote in their 1976

book, Conjuring Up Philip, "it was like

having a ninth person . . . joining in the

conversation." Yet the sitters never

forgot that Philip was imaginary. "We
clearly understand and have proved that

there is no 'spirit'

behind the commu-
nications," Owen
said. "It is the

physical force we
need to know
more about."
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With Vasiliev's death in 1966,

other scientists took on Kulagina's

case. Zdenek Rejdak, a Czech psychical

researcher, filmed several controlled

tests conducted with Kulagina in 1968.

Rejdak reported—although the film did

not confirm it— that Kulagina was first

searched and x-rayed for concealed

magnets or other devices that might affect results. Then, in

full light and with several skilled observers seated around a

table, she produced a series of effects using small objects,

provided by Rejdak, that she had neither seen nor touched

before the tests had begun.

One particularly impressive display involved a collec-

tion of wooden matches that were placed before her by the

scientist. "We asked her to make the matches move not on-

ly toward her but also away from her," Rejdak explained.

"We also asked her to move only one match, specified by

us, from the whole group of matches." These PK effects,

and many others, Kulagina completed to the observers' sat-

isfaction. Rejdak concluded, "It appears therefore that the

exteriorized energy can be directed by the subject's will."

Other investigators gradually developed a fuller de-

scription of Kulagina's supposed psychokinetic powers,

finding that she could equally affect objects of metal, plas-

tic, wood, and fabric; that when working with new materi-

als she could move them away from her with ease, but to-

ward her only with practice; that shielding objects with

paper, acrylic, lead-impregnated glass, or even metal had

no discernible effect on her performance; and that the

greater the distance an object lay from her, the more energy

was apparently required to move it.

Researchers also noted that when objects began to

move, the direction paralleled Kulagina's own body move-

ments. As she gained psychic control over the objects, how-

ever, they moved more freely in the requested manner. It

was also reported that sparks sometimes emanated from

her hands during PK and that her influence lingered on in

Margaret Geller, here with Uri at

age two, says shefirst noticed her son's

metal-twisting talent two years
later, when a spoon bent in his hand.

ing them, as though some residual en-

ergy in the object had to be exhausted.

About the only limitation anyone dis-

covered in Kulagina's powers was that

she could not move objects that had

been placed in a vacuum.

Not surprisingly, when the pro-

vocative articles and films of Kulagi-

na's activities began circulating in the West, every psi re-

searcher wanted to witness this marvel firsthand. Beginning

in 1968, many succeeded, though under conditions that

were often complicated by the rigors of the Soviet Union's

closed society. Although the government barred full-scale

controlled experiments of Kulagina, it permitted informal,

impromptu demonstrations, either at her apartment or at

the visitor's hotel.

All but a handful of the investigators came away con-

vinced that they had witnessed genuine PK. Benson Her-

bert, a British parapsychologist, even claimed to have had

the marks on his skin to prove it. He described having been

gripped on his left forearm by Kulagina: "For two minutes, I

felt nothing whatever, save only a natural increase of

warmth under her hands. Then, quite abruptly, 1 experi-

enced a new sensation . . . akin to a mild electric shock."

After about two minutes, he reported, "I could not endure

the sensation a moment longer, and disengaged my arm."

For eight days thereafter, according to Herbert, he had a

burnlike mark where the woman's hand had rested.

True to form, the critics— particularly in the United

States-have dismissed Kulagina as a charlatan, maintain-

ing that she manages her feats of alleged PK through the

use of gossamer threads and cleverly concealed magnets.

And while it is doubtful that the controversy will ever be

settled to the satisfaction of all, Kulagina's supporters were

considerably cheered in early 1988 when the Moscow

newspaper Pravda reported the outcome of a legal action

brought by Kulagina against a publication that had accused

her of trickery. Two members of the Soviet Academy of Sci-

the motion of target objects even after she had ceased will- ences testified on the plaintiff's behalf, swearing that her
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powers did not involve deception. The court ruled in Kula-

gina's favor and ordered the offending journal, Man and

Law, to publish a retraction.

Whatever the truth about Nina Kulagina, the revival of

scientific interest in PK led other alleged masters of mind

control to step forward. Notable among them were two

women, Felicia Parise of the United States and Alia Vino-

gradova of the Soviet Union; both reportedly developed a

gift for PK after viewing films of Kulagina in action and

were said to test successfully under laboratory controls. An-

other American studied in the lab, Ingo Swann, was report-

edly able to influence ambient temperature and alter mag-

netic fields (pages 74-75). But of the new breed of psychics

entering the PK limelight, none to date can match the per-

formance—or the international fame and financial suc-

cess-of the engaging young Israeli named Uri Geller.

When Geller, an individual of apparently wide-ranging tal-

ents and great personal magnetism,

emerged in the early 1970s, he

seemed for a time like a parapsy-

chologist's wish come true. In his

first two years of appearances in the

West, Geller is said to have cooper-

ated in more controlled experi-

ments, undergone more sophisticat-

ed electronic monitoring, and

baffled more psychologists and

physicists than any other subject in

the entire history of parapsychology.

He toured virtually every continent,

making appearances on scores of

television, radio, and stage shows,

thereby exposing members of the

Members of the audience of-

fer showman -psychic Uri Geller

their stopped watches and
clocks to restart during his tour

of Israel in the mid- 1 980s.

general public to possibilities they had scarcely imagined

before. But Geller's high visibility also had its negative side.

No sooner was everyone talking about the "psychic boy

wonder" than a host of critics committed to attacking him

and debunking the "myth of PK" stepped forward to dis-

credit him and pick holes in his claims.

Geller was born December 20, 1946, in the city of Tel

Aviv, in what was then British-administered Palestine. His

parents were Hungarian Jews; his mother was reportedly a

distant cousin of Sigmund Freud, his father the grandson of

an orthodox rabbi.

He was just three years old when paranormal phe-

nomena allegedly began to happen in his presence, and in

his 1975 autobiography, My Story, Geller suggests as a pos-

sible source of his powers "a strange energy force ... a sil-

very mass of light" that he said had visited him one day

when he was playing alone. At the age of four, a soup

spoon ostensibly bent and broke in his hand, and by the



time he was six years old, the boy had developed a reputa-

tion within the family for minor telepathic and precognitive

skills -he supposedly knew before his mother came in the

door the precise scores of her evening card games and how

much money she had won or lost.

Geller spent his adolescence in Nicosia, Cyprus, but

returned to Israel at the age of seventeen to serve in the

armed forces. Trained as a paratrooper, he fought in the

Six-Day War of 1967 and was wounded and subsequently

discharged from the military. Up to this point, says Geller,

he had made a conscious decision to keep his paranormal

gifts pretty much to himself, as they were more likely to be

regarded as mischief than miracle. Now, however, he took a

job as a camp counselor and tried using them to entertain

the children. He so fascinated and impressed his young

charges with shows of telepathy and metal bending that

one youngster, fourteen-year-old Shipi Shtrang, arranged to

have Geller publicly demonstrate his psychic powers in

1969, at the boy's school in Tel Aviv.

One school performance led to many, and soon Geller

was getting a great deal of newspaper publicity as well as

offers from local theatrical agents and nightclubs. The

handsome young mentalist with the intense eyes and win-

ning smile-and no particular career goals— could hardly

believe his good fortune. He left his job with a textile firm,

signed with a professional manager, and became an over-

night celebrity in his own country.

Controversy surrounded Geller from the beginning.

The October 20, 1970, issue of the popular tabloid Haolam

Hazeh ran a cover story under a banner boldly declaring

Geller a cheat and followed up with an article that described

why "all of Israel's magicians have assembled for a witch-

hunt," with Geller as the

prey. Part of the problem

undoubtedly was profes-

sional jealousy; Geller the

Psychic was a hard act to

follow. But stage magicians

also recognize a bit of trick-

ery when they see it, and they may have been reacting to a

particular segment of Geller's act. Allegedly at the insis-

tence of his manager, he had begun to pad his show with a

standard magician's trick: A confederate positioned in the

parking lot outside the auditorium would write down a few

license plate numbers from the cars of arriving customers,

then deliver the innocent parties to selected seats in the

theater. Geller, who had meanwhile memorized the num-

bers, would pick the drivers out of the crowd, seemingly at

random, and call out their license plate numbers, leaving

them and everyone else in the hall dumbfounded. Geller

eventually admitted this instance of fraud but swore that it

was the only time he had resorted to such trickery. He was,

he said, young and foolish then and easily swayed by the

advice of other people.

m M eanwhile, Geller's dissatisfaction with his man-

^yfl ager was growing week by week, and he wanted

^WI to break the contract. Geller also claims that he

^/f% was interested to see how useful his psychic

A ^ powers might be to science— and perhaps he ex-

pected that scientific validation would convince the magi-

cians and his other critics to take him seriously. Then, in

August 1971, Geller got all he wished for with the arrival of

Dr. Andrija Puharich, an American physician with impecca-

ble credentials in medical research and a reputation as a

somewhat credulous investigator of paranormal matters.

(Puharich claimed at times to be in touch with "space

beings," and he had undergone psychic surgery, which its

practitioners claim to perform without benefit of incisions.)

Puharich, who had heard about Geller from an Israeli

colleague working in Boston, ran Geller through enough

tests to convince himself that the young man possessed an

extraordinary gift. The doc-

tor then contacted several

sponsors in the United

States, including former as-

tronaut and psi enthusiast

Edgar D. Mitchell, and ar-

ranged to bring Geller to

For thefirst ofmany tests of his alleged psychokinetic powers,

Uri Geller joined psi researchers Russell Targ (above) and Harold

Puthoffat California's Stanford Research Institute in 1972.
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At a London laboratory in

1974, researcher John Taylor

watches as Uri Celler strokes

a brass strip attached to a

scale. The pressure of Geller's

flngers reportedly measured
only halfan ounce, but the

metal strip showed a marked
upward curve. The scale's

pointer also seemed affected

by theyoung Israeli's

mental handiwork (inset).

California for further study at the Stan-

ford Research Institute (later renamed

SRI International) in Menlo Park, in or-

der to assess his psi abilities.

During an initial visit with Mitch-

ell in August 1972, Geller dazzled a

number of scientists and researchers

with informal displays of PK. During

lunch breaks he bent their spoons and

teleported tiny objects to their table. On

one occasion, Gerald Feinberg, an es-

teemed physicist from Columbia Uni-

versity, witnessed an impressive dem-

onstration. Geller asked a woman
present to take off her gold ring and

hold it in her closed fist; the psychic

then waved his hand over hers. When

the woman uncurled her fingers, ac-

cording to Feinberg, the ring at first

"appeared with a crack in it, as if it had

been cut through with a very sharp in-

strument." Geller then laid the ring on

the table, Feinberg continued, and

"over the period of a couple of hours,

the ring twisted so that it went gradual-

ly into the shape of an 'S.'
"

The following November, Geller

went to California to begin formal test-

ing with physicists Harold Puthoff and Russell Targ at SRI.

The two researchers were most interested in Geller's al-

leged telepathic and clairvoyant abilities, and their research

agenda included thirteen different experiments in "informa-

tion transmission." For most of the testing, Geller was

locked in a double-walled steel room, shielded visually,

acoustically, and electrically from the outside world. His

task was to "see" target pictures selected at random

-

grapes, a firecracker, a rabbit, a church-by scientists in an-

other room and to reproduce the images as precisely as he

could with paper and pen.

Geller's success rate was reportedly high -in the case

of the grapes, he even sketched the correct number of

grapes in the bunch He was also asked to guess the upper-

most face of a die, randomly cast inside a steel box, in a

series of ten double-blind trials. On the eight occasions

when Geller answered, he responded correctly; he chose to

pass the two other times, claiming he had received no clear

mental impression of the die. Targ and Puthoff concluded

that the odds for Geller's success based on chance alone

were about a million to one

The SRI investigators compiled their results in a for-
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mal paper and submitted it to one of the most prestigious

scientific publications in the West, the British journal Na-

ture. After some professional soul-searching, described in a

leading editorial, the journal broke precedent and published

the article in October 1974. While the editors felt there were

shortcomings in the methodology of the experiments, they

expressed the opinion that Targ and Puthoff had dealt with

"phenomena which, while highly implausible to many sci-

entists, would nevertheless seem to be worthy of investiga-

tion even if, in the final analysis, negative findings are re-

vealed." The journal's editorial also noted that "contrary to

very widespread rumour, the paper does not present any

evidence whatsoever for Geller's alleged abilities to bend

metal rods by stroking them, influence magnets at a dis-

tance, make watches stop or start by some psychokinetic

force, and so on."

SRI was not interested in testing Geller's psychokinet-

ic abilities, but other scientists were, and Geller moved on

to work in their laboratories. One of the most interesting

studies was conducted in 1973 and again in 1974 by Eldon

Byrd, a scientist at the Naval Surface Weapons Center in

Silver Spring, Maryland. An avid student of the paranormal,

Byrd was intrigued by tales of Geller's metal bending and

wanted to see how the young Israeli would fare with nitinol,

a remarkable new metal alloy developed by one of the cen-

ter's metallurgists. Nitinol's distinguishing characteristic is

its "memory." The material can be bent, crumpled, creased,

and twisted beyond recognition -but with exposure to heat,

it returns to its original manufactured shape. Byrd, who un-

dertook his work with Geller on his own, without any gov-

ernment sponsorship, theorized that if the young Israeli tru-

ly interacted with metal in some psychokinetic way, then he

might be able to erase that memory.

Byrd handed Geller a five-inch length of nitinol wire.

His subject looked at it briefly and then asked Byrd to hold

the wire taut at both ends while he stroked it. After about

twenty seconds, Geller said he felt a lump forming in the

wire and stopped rubbing it. When Geller lifted his fin-

gers, Byrd saw a U-shaped kink in the center of the wire. As

the investigator recalled later, "This particular wire was

His gaze is unwavering, focused on the

utensil he holds lightly between the

thumb and index finger of each hand. His

fingers do not move, but the metal seems

to soften, finally giving way as if the

fork's thin neck can no longer support its

heavy head. Thus does Uri Geller perform

"Bend, Bend, Bend"

the alleged psychokinetic effect—shown
here in a dozen frames of film— for

which he is best known. The result of his

labor may be clear, but what caused the

fork to bend? Was it a physical or mental

force? If mental, as the psychic claims

and his critics stoutly deny, what goes

through Geller's mind as he concentrates?

These are questions Geller has been

asked countless times since he burst onto

the psychic scene in London in 1973.

And he invariably answers that the force

comes from his mind; he feels no heat, no

surge of power, no transference of energy
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formed, at the time of manufacture, in a straight configura-

tion, and immersion in boiling water should have caused it

to spring back vigorously to that shape. But when 1 placed it

in the water, the wire, instead of snapping back with some

force into a straight shape, began to form approximately a

right angle ... I lit a match and held it over the kink, but still

the wire did not straighten out."

Although critics would later insist that Geller might

have found some way to obtain and tamper with a length of

nitinol before his session with the scientist, Byrd could not

discover any logical explanation for the changes that had

occurred in the wire sample. When he had a chance to meet

with Geller again a year after the study, he arranged to re-

peat the experiment.

This time he had added some elegant refinements.

The wire was checked for anomalies at Byrd's laboratory

and was configured to return to a straight shape upon heat-

ing. Byrd cut a length of nitinol wire into four pieces, giving

three to Geller and retaining the other as a control. Two of

the lengths were held by Byrd as Geller stroked them, and

the third was held by Geller; kinks appeared in all three

samples. When Byrd heated the wires to the temperature

that normally would invoke their memory, the kinks re-

mained as before. The deformed pieces were then analyzed

by x-ray crystallography, a scanning electron microscope,

and other precision instruments, but the results offered no

clues as to how Geller had apparently changed the metal

alloy's physical properties.

Summing up his findings, Byrd asserted, "I can say

that the possibility of fraud on Geller's part can be virtually

ruled out. Because of the unusual properties of nitinol, the

scientific controls essential for any investigation are, for the

most part, built into the testing material. Geller would have

had to 'palm' a source of high heat or substitute his own

personally manufactured or previously altered pieces of ni-

tinol if deception is to be the explanation for the events that

took place-two highly unlikely possibilities."

Unlikely, but apparently not impossible, according to

magazine columnist and amateur magician Martin Gard-

ner—a member of the executive council of the militantly

to the object. He simply focuses, he says,

and repeats to himself "bend, bend,

bend." Geller suggested in a 1988 in-

terview that all people may have "some
kind of kinetic energy that comes from

our minds or brains, something which

can't be measured." He says he possesses

an abundance of this energy, which is

channeled from his mind to the object he

focuses on. While Geller is a religious

man and views his talent as a special gift

from God, he does not discount the

possibility that he may have tapped into a

type of "extraterrestrial power."

Whatever the source of his professed

mental energies, Geller maintains they

are stored until such time as he depletes

them with PK efforts. "I use up nearly

all of them every time I bend something,"

he wrote in 1986, "it takes at least half

an hour for me to refill my energy pool."

Geller admits he sometimes fails to per-

form a PK feat. While such failures are

embarrassing, for him they are also a kind

of vindication. "If I were a professional

magician," he explains, "I am certain

I would practice to the point where I, like

they, would never fail. As it is, I would

make a pretty miserable excuse for a

professional magician."
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skeptical Committee for the Scientific In-

vestigation of Claims of the Paranormal.

Countering Byrd's assertion that nitinol

was not generally available to the public,

Gardner wrote in the May/June 1977 issue

of The Humanist, a magazine frequently

featuring articles debunking the para-

normal, that the wire was available to

magicians at the time of Byrd's experi-

ments. Gardner, an ardent critic of Geller,

further claimed to

have permanently

kinked a section of

nitinol wire himself.

Given his suspected

skills as a conjurer,

Gardner observed,

Geller could easily

enough have worked

his apparent wonders

through trickery.

Perhaps so, but

Geller also received

high marks in 1974

from William Cox, a

research associate at

Magician James Randi (top) shows how Uri Geller might bend keys
through quick sleight ofhand after momentarily distracting observers: He could

insert the tip ofone key into the slotted head ofanother and
exert pressure (above, left) or use a lightweight key or one that is

deeply cut and bend it between his thumbs (above, right).

protecting the works could not be pried

open except with a small knife or jewel-

er's tool. He handed the timepiece to

Geller, saying only that it would not run.

Geller examined the watch careful-

ly-he held it to his ear, shook it gently-

but always within Cox's full view; within

thirty seconds the watch was ticking.

When Cox opened the back of his time-

piece to see what had happened, he found

the regulator arm

moved completely to

the "slow" setting,

which he estimated

as being roughly forty

degrees counter-

clockwise. The foil

was cut in two and

rested at a ninety de-

gree angle from its

original position.

Cox also tested

Geller's celebrated

metal-bending abili-

ties. The research as-

sociate had brought

the widely respected Institute for Parapsychology in Dur-

ham, North Carolina, and himself a practiced magician. Cox

arranged a meeting with Geller in New York at which he

presented the psychic with several PK challenges, the most

impressive of which involved Cox's own seventeen-jewel

pocket watch and Geller's vaunted ability to restart broken

timepieces. In preparation for the test, Cox inserted a piece

of aluminum foil between the spokes of the balance wheel

so that the watch could no longer run; he then placed an-

other piece of foil over the watch's internal regulator arm

and set the arm to the very limits of the "fast" position. Cox

satisfied himself that no amount of shaking would dislodge

the foil or start the watch and that the two hinged covers

with him an ungrooved steel safe-deposit-box key that

measured just over two inches long. Geller laid the key up-

on the surface of a glass coffee table and asked Cox to press

lightly on the key's broad handle; under Cox's watchful eye,

Geller stroked the key's other end. In less than a minute,

Cox reported, the key had bent to an angle of about twelve

and one-fourth degrees.

Were this to have been done by normal means, the

investigator declared, it would have taken an upward force

of nearly forty pounds at Geller's end or about one hundred

pounds downward at Cox's, neither of which was possible

under existing conditions. Cox pronounced the metal-

bending skill "novel in the history of psi phenomena" and
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urged his fellow magicians and psychical researchers to in-

vestigate Geller's gifts further.

One who took Cox's advice was John Hasted, profes-

sor of experimental physics and head of the physics depart-

ment at Birkbeck College, University of London. Hasted had

been among the viewers when Geller made his first televi-

sion appearance in England in 1973 and was intrigued by

the young man's feats. Early in 1974, Hasted invited Geller

to Birkbeck to meet with him and other physicists on the

faculty. Over the next few months, Hasted-who described

himself as skeptical H
of paranormal phe-

nomena in general

but capable of ob-

serving dispassion-

ately-became in-

creasingly perplexed

by what he and his

colleagues saw.

During one ses-

sion, Hasted handed

Geller a stainless

steel spoon that already had allegedly

been bent paranormally by a previous re-

search subject. According to Hasted,

"Geller held the handle and did not touch

the bend. Within a few seconds, and under our close scruti-

ny, the bend in the spoon became plastic. It quickly soft-

ened so much that the spoon could be held with one end in

either hand and gently moved to and fro. I had never seen

Geller produce a really plastic bend before, and I asked him

to hand the spoon to me in one piece. ... It was as though

the bent part of the spoon was as soft as chewing gum, and

yet its appearance was normal."

At another session, Hasted placed his hand between a

plastic capsule, containing a thin shaving from a type of

brittle crystal, and Geller's hand, which was hovering about

eight inches above the object. Wrote the astonished Hasted,

Uri Geller's key-bending method
seems simple: He sets the key on a

table and strokes it. Some say the key
continues to contort even after he

stops rubbing it, thus ruling outfraud.

encing strong diathermic heating." A moment later, he re-

ported, the capsule gave a little jump as if suffused with

energy; when the physicists examined the capsule's con-

tents, they found that half of the crystal shaving had unac-

countably vanished.

The Birkbeck team also watched Geller send a Geiger

counter into convulsions, with readings soaring as high as

500 times the normal rate of background radiation, merely

by holding it in his hands. He also reportedly caused a com-

pass needle to deflect from its normal magnetic alignment

and break loose from

its bearings.

The Birkbeck

researchers noted

-

as did many other in-

vestigators-that un-

like most psychics,

Geller did not experi-

ence any shifts in

consciousness when

performing psychoki-

netic feats. As a re-

sult, they theorized, he was highly sensi-

tive to the attitudes of those testing him.

When the observers seemed to be feeling

tension, hostility, fear, or other negative

emotions, Geller tended to perform poorly or not at all. By

contrast, when the atmosphere of the meeting was very

positive, he seemed to be especially energized, as though

drawing some of his power from those around him. (Geller

has said as much in describing the source of his PK powers:

"I have never been able to bend or break an object unless

there are at least one or two other people in the room")

The Birkbeck group came to the conclusion that Geller's

performance improved when he found the tests challenging

and surmised that rigid conditions normally desirable in sci

entific experimentation hindered him in bringing forth the

kinds of surprising and unpredictable results that he was

"I swear I felt a warm sensation, as though I were experi- otherwise capable of.
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Flying over the Solomon Islands in 1 985, Uri Geller practices the aerial hand-dowsing
that is part ofhis mining exploration technique. The psychic claims tofeel magnetic sensations in his

palms andfingertips when passing over an area rich in mineral deposits.

Critics assert that the relaxed conditions that seem so

conducive to Geller's PK effects would also allow him to

resort to sleight of hand or other trickery without detection.

Those who subscribe to this belief include science writer

and astrophysicist Carl Sagan, science-fiction writer Isaac

Asimov, and a number of other members of the Committee

for the Scientific Investigation of Claims of the Paranormal,

a group that includes both magicians and respected Ameri-

can scientists. But surely the most committed of Geller's

many critics is James "The Amazing" Randi, a professional

stage conjurer who, like Harry Houdini of an earlier gener-

ation, has taken a special interest in exposing the practi-

tioners of "psychical" fraud.

Randi first observed Geller face to face in the Manhat-

tan offices of Time magazine in 1973. Geller and Puharich,

his sponsor, had come to demonstrate the young man's

powers to a skeptical editorial staff preparing to do a fea-

ture on Geller and the SRI findings. Randi had heard of the

impending meeting and arranged to pose as a Time report-

er-Geller's "allergy" to magicians being well known. With

his practiced eye, Randi watched the performance intently,

appearing to be as intrigued as anyone while Geller went

through his basic repertoire of metal-bending and telepath-

ic feats. But after Geller and Puharich had left, Randi pro-

ceeded to produce all the same effects, using techniques

familiar to any skilled stage magician.

tnhappily,
from Randi's point of view, his instant

"exposure" of Geller and Time's subsequent pan-

ning of the psychic did not turn back the tide of en-

thusiasm that seemed to grow exponentially as the

public became familiar with Geller's activities. Sud-

denly, apparently as a result of Geller's international televi-

sion appearances, hundreds of "mini-Gellers" surfaced in

his wake. Scores of these self-confessed cutlery crimpers,

the majority of them children, were tested by investigators

who were able to confirm, to their own satisfaction at least,

that a significant number seemed to exhibit genuine psy-

chokinetic powers.

One Geller clone who appeared to out-warp even the

master of metal bending was Silvio Meyer, a young Swiss

who first came to public attention in 1974. Meyer not only

bent spoons readily but was reported to have broken them

in two, then "psi-soldered" the pieces without so much as

touching them. To show Meyer's PK at work, one such

spoon was thus restored with the shank of the spoon reat-

tached so that its underside faced up; it now resides in the

archives of the Freiburg Institute.

While psychical investigators such as Birkbeck Col-

lege's John Hasted wrestled with the questions raised by the

appearance of the Geller disciples, Randi made it his sworn

mission to unmask the Israeli Wonder once and for all. The

uncompromising magician was proud of his profession and

resented what he scornfully referred to as Geller's "prosti-

tution of the art."

Since then, Randi has dogged Geller's heels, reproduc-

ing many of the mentalist's most widely publicized psi phe-

nomena through conjuring tricks demonstrated openly. On

one occasion, Randi secretly coached television personality

Johnny Carson and his staff on how to prepare for a Geller

appearance on the "Tonight Show." He suggested that the

keys and spoons Geller would require be purchased new

and that all props, including any broken watches for Geller

to "repair," be kept under lock and key before the broad-

cast. Furthermore, Randi instructed the members of Car-

son's staff not to allow Geller or any of his entourage to see

or touch the props until the actual demonstration was to

begin. Perhaps as a result of such rigid controls, Geller was

unable to give a single demonstration of psychokinetic

powers that night. Geller, however, blamed his lack of suc-

cess on nerves and the time constraints that had been im-

posed by the show's producers.

In 1975, with his dossier on Geller presumably com-

plete, Randi published a lengthy, combative book entitled

The Magic of Uri Geller (later republished as The Truth about

Uri Geller), intended to expose the "naivete of learned men

in all parts of the world." In its more than 200 pages, Randi

gives step-by-step descriptions of how keys may be bent by

sleight of hand (page 32) and stopped timepieces restarted
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by such normal, earthly means as "accidentally" jarring

them or by palming them for a few moments in order to

warm thickened oil. He describes at length what he regards

as the sloppy experimental controls that had been imposed

on Geller. And he ridicules everyone from SRI researchers

Puthoff ("an adherent of ... a nut religion") and Targ ("very

nearsighted") to the Birkbeck College physicists ("the En-

glish will believe anything"). Andrija Puharich comes off

even worse in the book, as someone whose mind is clouded

by hallucinogenic drugs, and Geller is described as positive-

ly dangerous, a self-styled "semi-religious figure with di-

vine pretensions ... the false Messiah."

Randi's unrestrained attack probably did play a part in

dimming Geller's star. Controlled laboratory investigations

of the engaging young Israeli all but stopped in 1975,

though whether it was because Geller had in fact become

an outcast within the scientific community is difficult to de-

termine. And, certainly, Randi's book outlines a strong case

for including professional magicians in the design of future

experiments in psychokinesis, regardless of who the subject

of investigation might be.

But as Geller explained it, he was simply tired of being

at the center of "Gellermania." The role of scientific guinea

pig was physically as well as emotionally exhausting, and

the financial rewards were scant compared with what he

thought awaited him as a PK pop star and business consult-

ant. Moreover, it occurred to Geller that the continuing con-

troversy-was he psychic or showman 9 -had greater value

than would his being understood by scientists. "Publicity,

whether it's negative or positive, is always good publicity,"

he has said. "It keeps my name out there somewhere." In

1976, Geller went off to seek his fortune in earnest. And in

this pursuit, too, he appears to have succeeded as no psy-

chic before him

At first Geller toured the capitals of the world as a

stage and television performer, traveling with an entourage

that has been compared with that of rock music stars and

royal potentates In addition to Shipi Shtrang, his friend and
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sometime manager since 1969, he was often accompanied

by Shipi's sister Hanna and an assortment of personal sec-

retaries and press agents. Geller also became a star of the

social circuit. Handsome, charming, confident, and by some

accounts a "hypnotic personality," he regularly turned up at

presidential inaugurations and attended state dinners from

Mexico City to Geneva and Tokyo, chatting genially with the

likes of Jimmy Carter, Henry Kissinger, Jose Lopez Portillo,

and Sophia Loren.

Not surprisingly, he also came to the attention of some

imaginative corporate leaders, who wondered if Geller

could harness his talents in some ways useful to them. As

one mining magnate reportedly observed, "There's more

money in finding metal than bending metal."

Eventually, even the jet-set life proved to be tiring, and

in 1979, at the age of thirty-three, Geller married Hanna

Shtrang. He and his wife now live rather privately with their

two children on a grand country estate outside of London.

He currently heads a consulting company called Uri Geller

Associates, which markets his supposed psi skills as a

means of locating significant deposits of metal ores, coal,

and petroleum. With the help of geologists who select areas

that seem to be generally favorable, Geller scans a region

first from maps; then, from an airplane, he tries to sense ore

deposits; finally, he walks the area, hands extended, as

though finger dowsing. He makes his recommendations re-

portedly on the basis of "an inner feeling . . . some kind of

pressure in my hands . . . intuition."

Geller also has laid plans to offer his forecasting ser-

vices to the financial community and claims to consult oc-

casionally both on major criminal investigations and on

government intelligence work. He has written four books to

date, including the novel Pampini, about a psychic super-

man who is caught up in the Cold War.

For a fee, he has allowed marketers to use his name

and trademark symbol, the bent spoon, on toys and games,

jewelry, clothing, health foods, and natural cosmetics. And

he continues to perform before live audiences and on tele-

vision from time to time, just "to keep my name out there

somewhere." All told, in a span of ten years he claims to

have earned around a hundred million dollars from his

many enterprises.

As if all this were not enough, Geller reportedly gets

called upon occasionally for some high-level consultations.

He claims to have been in on some secret psi work with a

major international medical laboratory, putting his psychic

energies to work on cancer cells and strains of the AIDS

virus. And in the spring of 1987, he was by some reports a

United States diplomat-without-portfolio at the Geneva

arms reduction talks.

Though verifiable details are scanty, Geller claims his

assignment was to mingle with members of the Soviet del-

egation at an American reception and dinner, "eavesdrop"

mentally on their negotiating intentions, and beam back

some positive "peace thoughts" on behalf of the United

States. When the newspapers got wind of Geller's presence,

the chief American negotiator was quick to explain that

Geller had been invited only as an entertainer— but the psy-

chic seemed not at all surprised to learn the following day

that the head of the Soviet delegation had just returned to

the bargaining table with a new and unexpectedly generous

disarmament proposal.

Such cloak-and-dagger stuff appalls the legions of

Geller's critics, who have worked almost as diligently to ex-

pose him as a mountebank as Geller has to gain celebrity.

And yet, as his supporters never tire of pointing out, Geller

has never been indisputably proven a fraud. True enough,

he may have cheated in inducing some of his psi effects, he

may be distressingly temperamental and egotistical in his

dealings with investigators, he may shun all observers

whom he knows to be hostile to his work and perform

poorly or not at all in the company of people he "senses"

are antagonistic to his claims. But such behavior, Geller's

supporters say, does not in itself rule out the possibility that

Geller is also capable, under favorable circumstances, of

producing genuine ESP and PK effects. It only makes full

and final evaluation more difficult—which may, indeed, be

exactly what Uri Geller wants.
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The World of Poltergeist
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In 1851 the quiet village of Cideville, eighty

miles northwest of Paris, was the site of a

witch trial. Almost by definition, such

events tend to be more than a trifle bi-

zarre, but this one was even stranger than

most. For the case was brought by the al-

leged witch, a shepherd named Felix Tho-

rel, and the defendant was none other

than the village priest, a Father Tinel.

The chain of events leading to this im-

probable case began the previous year,

when Father Tinel paid a call on an ailing

parishioner. The patient, the priest discov-

ered, had been treated with the medicines

of a local charlatan who claimed to be a

practicing sorcerer. When the parishioner

died soon afterward, Father Tinel had the

so-called sorcerer arrested and thrown in-

to jail. From his cell, the sorcerer vowed

to take revenge.

The revenge, if such it was, took a

strange and roundabout form. At the time,

two young boys were living in Father Ti-

nel's parsonage. One day at an auction in

Cideville, the shepherd Thorel-who was a

disciple of the jailed sorcerer- stopped the

boys, placed his hands upon their heads,

and murmured a mysterious incantation.

In the months that followed, Cideville

ceased to be a quiet village for the priest

and his pupils.

According to the trial records, no sooner

had the boys returned to their room in the

parsonage than a fearsome gust of wind

rocked the building. That night, a loud and

persistent rapping noise disturbed their

sleep; no cause could be found Over the

next two months, a series of increasingly

freakish events transformed the once rest-

ful parsonage into a scene of nightmarish

madness. Tables skittered across the floor,

candlesticks and fireplace tongs danced in

the air, and chairs and carpets hovered

over the heads of astonished visitors.

By far the most unrelenting of the many

reported disturbances was the loud rap-

ping, which sounded as though someone
were striking the wainscoting of the room
with a hammer. In time, Father Tinel and

the marquis de Mirville, a nobleman who
had come from Paris to investigate the

well-publicized incidents, initiated a crude

form of communication through these rap

pings. The marquis was able to deduce

that the entity that was wreaking havoc at

the parsonage had a paralyzing fear of

nails, spikes, and other sharp points.

Tables, chairs, and even a dog and cat sail

above the heads ofan astonished Fa-

ther Tinel and his housekeeper at the par-

sonage in Cideville, France, in 1850.

Immediately, he and Father Tinel began

driving nails into the floor and walls of the

room wherever the strange manifestations

had occurred. It is said that the first of the

nails instantly glowed red-hot and that the

floor crackled and smoked. When another

nail was driven into a cupboard, Father Ti-
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nel's elder pupil reported a fleeting vision

of a nail tearing a man's cheek. The fol-

lowing day that vision appeared in the

flesh: The shepherd Thorel was seen with

an ugly gash on his cheek that looked as

though it had been made by the sharp

point of a nail. As far as Father Tinel was

concerned, that proved the man's guilt. He

accused the shepherd of witchcraft and

knocked him to the ground with his walk-

ing stick. Unexpectedly, Thorel responded

by suing the clergyman for libel.

Thorel not only lost his suit, but he was
compelled to pay court costs. Still, he had

one victory. Father Tinel reluctantly agreed

to let his pupils leave the parsonage. Only

then was peace restored.

From Folklore to Freud
Although the events in Cideville were

thought at the time to be witchcraft, in lat-

er years some students of the paranormal

have suspected the presence of a polter-

geist. The term poltergeist— from the Ger-

man words poltern, meaning to make
noise, and Geist, meaning ghost or spirit-

describes a curious kind of allegedly psy-

chic phenomenon characterized by

strangely mischievous, almost teasing

events that defy easy explanation.

If there was a poltergeist in the parson-

age, it behaved true to form. Typically,

when a poltergeist is said to be at hand,

there are mysterious rappings and hang-

ings and gusts of cold air. Objects move
about inexplicably: Crockery tumbles to

the floor and furniture flies through the air.

Sometimes doors and windows fling open

by themselves, items disappear only to be

found in the next room, stones and rocks

mysteriously bombard buildings, and in a

few rare cases, people are physically at-

tacked. Often, these events take place in

the presence of a child or adolescent.

Over the centuries, countless broken

windows and shattered plates have been

blamed on these restless spirits. Undoubt-

edly most of the mishaps have had human
causes. Indeed, many psychical research-

ers are reluctant to admit that the phe-

nomenon exists at all. Skeptics point out

that many so-called paranormal rappings

and creakings could have far more mun-
dane explanations, such as shrinking

timbers or the effects of underground
streams. Early in this century, no less an
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Contemporary sketches show the Chase
family vault at the last burial there, in 1819
(top), and when it was reopened ayear
later (bottom). The movement ofthe coffins

over theyears was thought by some to be
the work ofa poltergeist.

authority than Frank Podmore of London's

Society for Psychical Research advanced a

"naughty little girl" theory, holding that

many disturbances attributed to polter-

geists owe less to the supernatural than to

children's overheated imaginations and

love for pranks.

Still, a number of modern psychical in-

vestigators take a more serious view of

poltergeists. Researchers such as Hans
Bender of West Germany and William G.

Roll of the United States not only believe in

poltergeists but reject the long-held notion

that they are discarnate, or noncorporeal

beings. The poltergeist, in their view, has

little or no independent existence. Rather,

it is a "person-centered" phenomenon,
triggered within the subconscious of a liv-

ing, human agent.

In many cases the presumed agent
seems to be experiencing great personal

unhappiness or frustration, which may, in

some unknown fashion, be expressed as a

powerful psychokinetic force. Some theo-

rists have even sugge3ted that the onset of

puberty, with all its attendant anxieties,

may trigger a poltergeist.

Although researchers still seek to under-

stand the genesis of poltergeist activity,

they have detected certain patterns over

the years. Foremost of these is that the oc-

currences are never single, isolated inci-

dents. Rather, the poltergeist tends to

stretch out its visits over weeks and
months, sometimes even a period of years.

For this reason, many psychical research-

ers use the phrase "recurrent spontaneous

psychokinesis" (RSPK) to describe polter-

geist phenomena.

An Unquiet Grave
What was uncanny about the poltergeist

that reportedly haunted a family tomb on
the Caribbean island of Barbados, then,

was not that it stayed for years but that it

appeared to be location centered rather

than person centered. Prominent land-

owners on Barbados in the early nine-

teenth century, the Chase family first be-

came aware of something peculiar in

1812, following the death of their daugh-

ter, Dorcas. The Chases had a plain stone

burial vault in a small church graveyard

not far from Bridgetown. Scarcely had

Dorcas's body been interred there on July 6

than the rumor sprang up that the young

woman had starved herself to death in de-

spair over her cruel treatment at the hands

of her father, Thomas Chase, a man much
hated on the island.

The rumor intensified a few weeks later

when Thomas Chase himself died sudden-

ly. This time, members of the funeral party

found a bizarre scene when they opened

the family vault. Dorcas's coffin had been

tossed against the back wall of the tomb

like so much driftwood. Two other coffins

had been similarly flung about.

The callous treatment of their dead nat-

urally angered and distressed the grieving

Chase family. Grave robberies were not

unknown on Barbados, but nothing ap-

peared to have been taken from the vault.

And a vandal would have had to chip away
the cement that sealed the heavy marble
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slab at the entrance, hurl the coffins across

the chamber, and then carefully seal the

entrance again. As unlikely as this

seemed, no one came forward with a more

plausible explanation.

Three more burials followed within sev-

en years. Each time the vault was opened,

the coffins- including the massive, 240-

pound one of Thomas Chase -were found

wildly jumbled together, although the

sealed door of the vault appeared undis-

turbed. And by the second of the three

burials, the matter had become a source of

such speculation that the governor, Lord

Combermere, got involved.

Under Combermere's supervision, a

team of men searched the vault, but before

resealing it, they sprinkled sand on the

floor so they could detect the footprints of

any intruder. A few months later curiosity

compelled Combermere and his men to re-

turn to the graveyard. The seal appeared

as they had left it, and after hours of chip-

ping away at the cement, they entered the

chamber-only to find it more violently

chaotic than before.

Some of the coffins leaned drunkenly

against the walls. Others were strewn

carelessly atop one another, and one had

flipped over completely. Yet not a footprint

marred the pristine smoothness of the

sand on the floor. Combermere, admitting

that the mystery was beyond him, ordered

the coffins removed from the vault and

buried in another location. Since then the

vault has reportedly been untroubled.

There have been other accounts of mov-

ing coffins over the years, but in most cas-

es the problem has been easily explained;

sometimes they were shaken up by an

earth tremor, sometimes carried by flood-

waters that then receded and set them

down in a different place. Neither of these

explanations applied to the Barbados case.

The Chase family vault never showed any

sign of flooding, and a tremor capable of

upending a 240-pound coffin would not

have gone unnoticed by the living. In the

absence of any natural cause, speculation

quickly turned to the supernatural.

Many observers of the period, as well as

others who subsequently reviewed the

events, were struck by the fact that the dis-

turbances began after the interment of

young Dorcas Chase, the suspected sui-

cide. Some students of the paranormal

speculate that the violent movement with-

in the vault was the result of her "restless

spirit" -a poltergeist that hovered near her

earthly remains.

If that is the case, the story of the mov-

ing coffins of Barbados represents one of

the rare instances in which a reported pol-

tergeist did not attach itself to the living. It

would also be one of the few cases in psy-

chic research in which a poltergeist has

plagued a place rather than an individ-

ual; the disturbances tend to focus

on a single, living person. And in

the entire history of poltergeist

phenomena, probably the

most famous such person

was Eleonora Zugun.

The Poisoned
Candy
In the best fairy-tale

tradition, the story of

Eleonora begins with

a little girl going to

visit her grandmother.

In February 1925 Eleo-

nora, a twelve-year-old

peasant living in the

northern Rumanian vil-

lage of Talpa, set out to

see her grandmother,

who lived in a vil-

lage nearby. The
girl found some
money by the road and

bought candy with her

windfall. But when she

told her grandmother of

her lucky find, the old lady

flew into a rage. The money
had been left there by mali-

cious spirits, she declared, and Eleo-

nora, having eaten the candy, had ab-

sorbed the devil, too.

The devil, or whatever it was, reportedly

made itself known the next day. In Eleono-

ra's presence, small objects began to jump
up and fly through the air; stones show-

ered down on the grandmother's cottage,

Photographs taken in Harry Price's National
Laboratory ofPsychical Research show the

results ofalleged attacks on Eleonora Zugun
in the 1920s. Welts on herface and bite

marks on her hands and arms appeared as

Price and his assistants observed.

shattering windows. When villagers

learned of the strange happenings, Eleo

nora was sent home to Talpa. There, not

three days later, the phenomena resumed

with even greater violence.

In despair, Eleonora's parents took her

to a priest to be exorcised of evil spirits.

But far from being put to rest, the pol-

tergeist proceeded to put on its most im-

pressive show yet. By-

standers, includ-
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ing the stunned priest, watched in amaze-

ment as a water-filled jug sailed through

the air without spilling a drop and a trunk

began to rock. One observer even received

a blow across the face from a flying kitch-

en cutting board. Eyewitnesses agreed that

Eleonora could not physically have been

responsible for such events.

Perhaps not, but as the poltergeist per-

sisted, Eleonora was ostracized even by

her parents. The girl found temporary ref-

uge in a local monastery; when the violent

activities continued even there, she was
moved to a lunatic asylum. By then the

case had been the subject of considerable

newspaper coverage, and the publicity had

attracted the attention of psychical investi-

gators. Among them was a Viennese

countess named Zo Wassilko-Serecki,

who said she was convinced that Eleonora

was the victim of a poltergeist. In January

1926 the countess removed the girl, by

now dirty and frightened, from the asylum

and brought her to live in Vienna.

For the first time since she had eaten

>the "tainted" candy, Eleonora ap-

peared happy—but the phenome-

na grew even more horrible.

'^w Within two months of

moving in with the countess, Eleonora

seemed to be under physical attack by an

unseen tormenter. Scratches and welts ap-

peared on her face, neck, and arms. On
one occasion her hands and arms turned

purple from as many as twenty-five appar-

ent bites. In her diary, the countess wrote

that she had seen the painful marks
emerge "exactly as though [Eleonora] had

been bitten by somebody," even as she

held the girl's hands.

Harry Price, a noted British researcher

who had come to Vienna to observe Eleo-

nora, was equally impressed by the vivid

bite and scratch marks and by such events

as a seat cushion floating through the air.

"Some of the telekinetic phenomena wit-

nessed by me were not the work of normal

forces," he stated.

And that Septem-

ber, Price invited

Eleonora and the

countess to the Na-

tional Laboratory of

Psychical Research

in London, then a

leading force in the

investigation of the

spirit world.

For two weeks, Eleonora was subjected

to every manner of psychic test available.

Although much of the phenomena -nota-
bly the movement and disappearance of

various objects—was less impressive than

it had been in Vienra, Price managed to

record a graphic series of photographs of

the bites and scratches that kept appearing

on the girl's face and hands.

While Price was convinced of their au-

thenticity, others were dubious. The fol-

lowing year, when Eleonora and her pa-

tron were on a visit to Munich, a medical

doctor accused the countess of inflicting

the wounds on the girl, under the guise of

tidying her hair or examining a scratch.

The countess angrily denied the charges,

noting that even if she had accidentally

The case of the Schrey
family ofWest Germany
in 1946 supposedly
provided vivid photographic
evidence ofpoltergeist activity.

Shownfrom left to right, the

evidence included a pen, an ironfile,
and a razor blade, all broken and
twisted in ways that investigators were
unable to duplicate; a heavy rug
that appeared to tie itselfin knots;

Irma Schrey's hair, hacked offas

ifby an invisible blade; and mysterious
messages composed on Carola
Schrey 's typewriter.
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scratched the girl, she could not have bit-

ten her without being detected.

Whatever the truth, the supposed polter-

geist attacks stopped a few months later,

when Eleonora began to menstruate for

the first time. Then, after two years of fear

and pain, Eleonora resumed a normal

life in Rumania.

Eleonora Zugun's case

to be a milestone in the study

of poltergeists, ushering in a

new era of research and

prompting a reappraisal of

a number of cases, with a

greater emphasis on the

human focus. Perhaps

the most significant new
theory advanced during

this period was that of

the British parapsycholo-

gist Hereward Carring-

ton, who was one of the first to discern a

connection between human biology and

reports of poltergeist activity. Writing in

1930, Carrington theorized that the onset

of puberty in adolescents, together with

additional, unknown factors, might bring

on poltergeist phenomena
"An energy seems to be

radiated from the body,"

the researcher specu-

lated. "It would al-

most seem as if these

energies instead of

taking the normal
course . . . find this

curious means of

externalization."

Alan R. G. Owen, a

British geneticist and

mathematician with

an abiding interest in

the paranormal, later

expanded on Car-

rington's thesis.

While pointing out that a number of polter-

geist cases apparently center exclusively

on adults, Owen acknowledged that many
poltergeist agents have ranged in age from

ten to twenty years old. "It is by no means
clear," he wrote in 1970, "that the polter-

geist disturbances coincide at all precisely

with pubertal changes. However, there

may be something to be said for a modi-

fied form of Carrington's theory in which

we think not of physiological energy but of

emotional tension which can occur both

before and after puberty."

Luckily, not every adolescent going

through puberty has a poltergeist. But the

theory that emotional tension can act as a

kind of trigger for poltergeist activity is

borne out again and again in the records

of psychical investigators. Certainly, emo-

tions ran high in the case of Carola and

Otto Schrey and their two daughters.

"Ditti Did It"

The Schreys' troubles had their roots in the

upheaval of World War II. Having fled Al-

lied bombardment in western Germany,

the Schreys settled down in a small apart-

ment in the Bavarian village of Lauter.

During their relocation, they became foster

parents to a thirteen-year-old girl named
Irma, who had lost her real parents a few

months earlier. Later the couple took in yet

another orphan, a three-year-old named
Edith. The Schreys eventually

adopted Edith, a beautiful,



well-mannered
little girl, but not

Irma, who was fre-

quently truculent

and withdrawn.

In June of 1946,

Edith, whose nick-

name was Ditti, under-

went an alarming per-

sonality change. The once placid girl

became unruly and even spiteful, and her

constant tantrums terrorized the family.

When confronted about her behavior, the

child would say only, "Ditti did it because I

am not allowed."

Though a rebellious child is hardly the

stuff of the supernatural, Edith's black

moods reportedly marked the beginning of

months of horror. Soon the child sank reg-

ularly into trancelike states. During these

periods, according to Carola Schrey, the

household become a virtual sewer. Piles of

human excrement and pools of urine ma-
terialized in every corner of the small

apartment— under the furniture, on the

kitchen floor, even in the beds. At first Car-

ola Schrey assumed that one of her daugh-

ters was responsible and went so far as to

withhold liquids from the girls. But the foul

messes persisted.

Things continued to deteriorate for the

Schreys. Irma began to fall into the same
trancelike lethargy that plagued little

Edith. Ink pens, iron files, and razor blades

broke into fragments. Religious pictures

were spattered with tomatoes; liverwurst

flew out of the frying pan and into the

cleaning supplies. Indecipherable messag-

es were typed on Carola Schrey's portable

typewriter, although the machine was se-

curely locked in its carrying case.

The disorder turned to violence one day

as Irma was carrying a box of firewood in-

to the house. As the girl entered the kitch-

en, in full view of her foster parents, one of

In photographic reconstructions, Franz
and Maria Plach gaze at lights symbolizing

errant dinner rolls and laundry. Below,

a moving bowl ofsoup disrupts dinner plans.

her long braids fell to the ground as if

lopped off by an invisible blade. Later, the

rest of her hair would be viciously hacked

away, leaving her scalp bloody and raw.

One cut penetrated the skull.

At this point, there appeared on the

scene Hans Bender, the parapsychologist

who was founder and director of Freiburg

University's Institute for Border Areas of

Psychology and Mental Hygiene. In previ-

ous investigations, Bender had found that

his presence had a dampening effect on

poltergeist activity, as though the noisy

spirits shrank from scrutiny by outsiders.

But whatever entity

was troubling the

Schreys displayed

no such reticence,

according to Bender.

He was interviewing

the Schrey couple dur-

ing one of his first visits

to their apartment when
the presumed poltergeist announced itself

in no uncertain terms. Moments after Irma

came into the room, closing the door be-

hind her, the adults heard loud noises

coming from the hallway. Throwing open

the door, they found that a heavy rug

stored there had been twisted so wildly

that it took all three of them several min-

utes to straighten it out.

Bender came away convinced that the

Schreys were the victims of a genuine pol-

tergeist—and he thought he knew the

source. Although both Schrey girls had

been caught up in the disturbances, Irma,

the adolescent, seemed the likelier focus.

That she, unlike Edith, had not been offi-

cially adopted by the Schreys might have

been a source of resentment-or "emo-
tional tension," as Alan Owen would call

it. And that, in turn, reasoned Bender,

may have triggered the poltergeist's un-

welcome visit.

Like all such hauntings, the disturbances

at the Schreys' home diminished over time

and eventually ceased altogether. But even

as the Schreys' lives returned to normal, a

similar nightmare reportedly began for the

Plach family, only a few miles away in the

mountain village of Vachendorf.

The Flying Wooden Shoe
On March 16, 1947, Maria and Franz Plach

were playing cards in their living room
with their fourteen-year-old adopted

daughter, Mitzi. As the game went on, all

the players found that they were holding
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fewer and fewer cards. When some of the

missing cards reappeared under the table,

the Plachs naturally assumed that some-

one had dropped them there and dis-

missed the incident. But when they dealt a

new hand, the cards vanished once again.

And this time, they did not resurface. By

the end of the evening there were just

nineteen cards remaining from the fifty-

two-card deck

Forced to abandon their game, the

Plachs shrugged and went to bed -only to

confront a greater mystery. Because the

Plachs' home was small, Mitzi slept in the

same room with her parents. That night,

however, no one slept No sooner had the

lights been turned off than the Plachs

found themselves pelted by a hailstorm of

hammers, knives, coal, water, stones, and

dirt Shielding his face with his hands,

Franz Plach leaped out of bed to turn on

the light, but the bulbs had somehow been

loosened in their sockets When the family

attempted to flee from the bedroom, they

discovered the door was locked. Later, af-

ter neighbors had broken down the door

and released the terrified family, the miss-

ing key was spotted hanging from a clock

in another room.

Unfortunately for the Plachs, the night of

the flying objects was only a prelude to

days of continuing aerial mischief. Laun-

dry left hanging in the attic would float and

cavort about the house. Dishes would

come sailing out of a cupboard and crash

against the opposite wall, falling unbroken

to the floor. A bowl of soup skated along

the table and emptied its contents into

Franz Plachs lap. Rolls that Mitzi had

brought home flew about the kitchen like

"so many swallows," Maria Plach wrote in

her diary, while the butter moved incau-

tiously toward the oven and melted.

The Plachs fought back, but to little

avail. When Maria gathered up all the

loose objects in the house, put them in a

box, and locked the box in a closet, the

items simply flew out again, apparently

penetrating both box and locked door The

next day, the same sequence occurred "It

was no use," Maria wrote. "1 grabbed eve-

rything, put it into the box and sat on it,

but it all came out again."

Once again Hans Bender arrived on the

scene, this time bringing along a photogra-

pher, Leif Geiges, in hopes of capturing the

strange manifestations on film. Failing

that, Bender reasoned, it might be useful

to re-create some of the events to provide

a visual record of the case. The Plach fam-

ily's mysterious visitor avoided portrai-

ture, as it turned out, but it proved to be

far from shy

In fact, one of the more baffling and vio-

lent episodes took place in the presence of

the intruding investigator As Franz Plach

Franz Plach rubs his forehead as he studies

the wooden shoe that struck him. The
shoe had been stored In a glass cabinet

(inset), on lop ofa drinking mug that,

ironically, appears to share the secret.
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worked absorbedly on a wood carving, a

heavy wooden shoe flew across the room

and struck him in the head with a resound-

ing smack. Bender's photographer caught

the somewhat rueful expression on the

victim's face seconds after the blow. When
Plach recovered, he pointed out that the

shoe had been kept in a glassed-in cabinet

that was still intact. The bizarre incident,

according to the researcher, was "a clear

case of telekinesis and a case of matter

penetrating matter."

Just as Bender had zeroed in on the sul-

len Irma Schrey, this time his at-

tention was drawn to teenaged

Mitzi Plach. When Bender learned

that the poltergeist activity had

ceased while Mitzi made a brief

trip away from home, his suspi-

cions were confirmed. Once again,

a girl in the early stages of puberty

appeared to be the focus of a pol-

tergeist visitation. Although the

sources of emotional tension were

not quite as obvious in the Plach

family, the parallels to the Schrey

case seemed to be clear. Happi-

ly the Plachs' apparent haunting,

like the Schreys', soon stopped as

abruptly as it had begun.

Though Geiges's photographs

helped dramatize the nature of an

alleged poltergeist experience,

Bender remained frustrated in his

attempts to record an actual polter-

geist at work. But investigators in

the case of Teresa Costa were
more fortunate.

A Saucepan on the Wing
In 1955 Costa, a young Italian woman, was
visiting friends in the small town of St.

Jean de Maurienne in the French Alps

when the friends' home suddenly came
alive with phantom rappings and flying

kitchen utensils. Three policemen sum-
moned to the scene bore witness to the

strange goings-on.

Costa fell into a trance and was hospital-

ized overnight. No sooner had she been

released, however, than washboards and

kitchen stools took to the air. A photogra-

pher snapped a picture just as a saucepan

sailed past the frightened woman.
In the absence of the meticulous Bender,

the Costa case was never thoroughly re-

searched, and the admittedly blurry photo-

graph is hardly conclusive evidence. But

the fact that a snapshot exists at all under-

scores one of the most frustrating aspects

of the phenomenon. Poltergeist activity is,

by its very nature, a teasingly evasive,

corner-of-the-eye affair that eludes the

grasp of the most assiduous investigator

or subject. People visited by poltergeists

often report glimpsing a shadowy move-

ment that disappears as soon as they con-

front it head-on. In fact, a number of in-

vestigators have even theorized that the

Teresa Costa shields her infant sonfrom a
whirling saucepan and scissors during

a stay in the French Alps in 1 955. The pho-
tographer vows that the image is genuine.

human eye possesses a sort of checking

mechanism that somehow stops the pol-

tergeist in its tracks.

Unbottled Spirits

in Seaford
A suspected poltergeist of Seaford, Long

Island somehow managed to evade an ar-

my of police, psychical researchers, and

press. The extraordinary chain of events

began on February 3, 1958, in the three-

bedroom home of James and Lucille Herr-

mann. At half past three that afternoon Lu-

cille Herrmann was startled to hear a long

series of popping noises, as though a doz-

en champagne bottles had been placed

throughout the house and then suddenly

uncorked. Calling to her two children -Lu-
cille, aged thirteen, and James junior, aged

twelve-she rushed to investigate.

If what she found had not been so bi-

zarre, it would have been laughable. In vir-

tually every room of the house, one or

more bottles of various kinds had appar-

ently opened spontaneously. In the Herr-

manns' bedroom, a bottle of holy water

was uncapped. In the bathroom, shampoo
and medicine had spilled onto the floor. In

the kitchen and basement were

puddles of bleach and liquid starch.

What made the matter all the more

puzzling was that each of the bot-

tles had been securely sealed with

a screw-on cap, rather than a cork

or bottle cap that might have

popped off more easily. Nor had

any of the bottles contained car-

bonated liquids that might have

produced an explosive gas.

By the time James Herrmann re-

turned from his New York City of-

fice that evening, his family had

mopped up the various liquids.

Though no one could explain what

had happened, the Herrmanns
agreed to forget the matter. That

proved easier said than done.

Three days later, at roughly half

past three again, six more bottles

blew open and spilled their con-

tents onto every floor of the house.

The performance was repeated the

following day and again two days later. Af-

ter the fourth round of explosions, James

Herrmann called the police. The seasoned

police officer who responded was predict-

ably skeptical -until his questions to the

family were drowned out by the sound of

still another series of exploding bottles.

Detective Joseph Tozzi, the resourceful

and clearheaded police veteran assigned

to the case, was convinced that there was

a simple physical explanation for the ex-

plosions, and he set out to find it. Perhaps,

the detective speculated, the bottles had

been bombarded by high-frequency radio

The Herrmanns ofLong Island exa-

mine a heavy bookcase that had mysteri-

ously toppled. Many of theirfavorite

possessions were systematically destroyed

during several weeks in 1 958.
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transmissions. A ham radio operator lived

nearby, but Tozzi learned that he had not

used his transmitter for three years. A
check with the air force eliminated the

possibility that sonic booms had caused

the explosions. An oscilloscope in the cel-

lar failed to detect any unusual vibrations.

Meanwhile, bottles continued to pop,

and other objects in the Herrmanns' home
also seemed to be taking on exuberant

lives of their own. Tozzi, along with mem-
bers of the Herrmann family, reported see-

ing a porcelain figure float through the air

and a sugar bowl hurl itself against the

dining room wall. On another occasion,

with all four family members gathered up-

stairs, a heavy bookcase crashed to the

floor of the basement.

Within two weeks after the first bottle

popped, the case had been widely reported

by the press, and letters of support and ad-

vice began to pour in. One correspondent

suggested that visitors from outer space

had caused the trouble and cautioned the

Herrmanns to be polite to them. Another

blamed a Soviet satellite. Some suspected

that a poltergeist was at work and that its

focus was young Jimmy Herrmann.

Still others suggested that Jimmy might

be perpetrating an impressive hoax on his

family and the Nassau County police. The

boy was bright and imaginative and had a

known fondness for science fiction and

other fantastic adventure stories. Accord-

ing to published accounts of the case,

most of the disturbances had occurred

when he was in the same room or nearby,

and a few times-such as when a phono-

graph flew across his bedroom, an event

that newspapers promptly dubbed "The

Case of the Hi-Fly"—Jimmy had been the

sole witness. It seemed possible, then, that

the boy had staged the entire affair as an

elaborate prank. But Tozzi, for all his ea-

gerness to find an explanation for the

strange happenings, thought otherwise.

So did two prominent parapsychologists

who arrived at the Herrmanns' home in

late February. J. Gaither Pratt and William

G. Roll, associates of the noted Duke Uni-

versity researcher J. B. Rhine, refused to

dismiss the matter as a mere prank, but

from the first they focused on the Herr-

manns' young son. Pratt, particularly,

moved quickly to the conclusion that Jim-

my had unconsciously sparked the events.

A great believer in the power of the mind

to influence matter, Pratt once remarked,

"It is within the realm of possibility that if

eight million New Yorkers at one time con-

centrated on moving the Empire State

Building, it might move a bit."

Hoping to witness a poltergeist manifes-

tation firsthand, Pratt spent a great deal of

time with Jimmy, but nothing out of the or-

dinary occurred. Nevertheless, he felt cer-

tain that what was taking place at the

Herrmanns' was nothing less than recur-

rent spontaneous psychokinesis— in short,

a poltergeist. His colleague, Roll, advanced

the speculation another step. Under Here-

ward Carrington's theory of the troubled

adolescent, either Jimmy or his sister Lu-

cille might have been the agent. When
lengthy conversations with Jimmy re-

vealed an aggressive and frustrated per-

sonality lurking beneath the boy's placid

exterior, Roll believed he had found his

poltergeist focus.

An Easter Poltergeist

Like most alleged poltergeist hauntings,

the Herrmanns' visitation was short lived,

ending abruptly one month after it had be-

gun. And like nearly all such events, the

disturbances were relatively benign. But

sometimes poltergeists are dangerous-

especially when they involve fire. And for

five consecutive Easters, that was precise-

ly the threat that hung with alarming punc-

tuality over Graham and Vera Stringer, a

young English couple.

The first fire broke out in the Stringers'

small London apartment during Easter

week in 1958, after the couple and their

baby son, Steven, had gone to bed. The

flames destroyed a sackful of Steven's toys

that had been left on a chair in the living

room. The Stringers discovered and extin-

guished the flames before they could do

more serious harm and counted them-

selves lucky.

On Good Friday of the following year,

Vera Stringer returned from shopping to

find her husband battling another fire in

their living room. A carton of gifts from

Vera Stringer's mother had burst into

flame while Graham Stringer and Steven

were in another room. Once again, the fire

was brought quickly under control, though

all the gifts were ruined. The next year, fire

struck again. On the day after Easter, Vera

Stringer was in the kitchen when she

smelled something burning. In the bed-

room, a shirt and undershirt belonging to

her husband were on fire, and a chest of

drawers was badly scorched before the

flames were put out.

By Easter 1961, the Stringers were
braced for another fire. Indeed, their fire

insurance had been canceled because of

the mysterious regularity of their claims.

But whatever was responsible for the blaz-

es refused to be so boringly predictable.

There were no fires that year. The String-

ers did report that twice they saw a pecu-

liar "grey column of fluorescent light"

wafting through the apartment, accompa-

nied by the phantom sounds of footsteps

and of doors opening and closing. Later

they found that a kitchen window had

been smashed. Only partly tongue in

cheek, the Stringers concluded that their

small apartment had been invaded by a

poltergeist and, having recovered their

sense of humor in a fire-free Easter, they

named it Larry.

For all their irreverence, the Stringers

awaited the 1 962 Easter season with trep-

idation— and rightfully so. That year

brought the most serious fire yet. Flames

shooting to a height of three feet greeted

Vera Stringer in the living room one morn-

ing. The fire department soon controlled

the blaze, but Larry had not finished. Later

that day, even as the Stringers were clean-

ing up from the first blaze, a second fire

broke out in their son's bedroom. Luckily,

Steven was not in the room at the time,

and there was no serious damage.

To the Stringers' relief, subsequent Eas-

ters passed without a visit from Larry. No
one ever traced the purported poltergeist

to a single human focus— it was impossi-

ble to say which family member, if any,

might have been the agent-or otherwise

explained the flames. One theory ad-

vanced by psychical researchers is that

such seemingly spontaneous combustion

may be the result of some sort of molecu-

lar agitation by the poltergeist. That is just

a theory, of course. But the fire was real.

It Followed Her to School
While the Stringers were putting out fires

in London, an eleven-year-old girl in the

village of Sauchie in central Scotland was

having a mysterious visitor of her own-
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and, as in the nursery rhyme about Mary

and her little lamb, it even followed her to

school. The youngest daughter of an elder-

ly farming couple in Ireland, Virginia

Campbell was staying with her brother and

his wife in Sauchie toward the end of 1960

while her parents were making prepara-

tions to settle in Scotland. Apart from be-

ing big for her age, Virginia was an unre-

markable child-a bit shy but bright and

fond of games.

That was before the evening of Novem-
ber 22, when Virginia came downstairs to

complain that a "thunking" sound in her

bedroom, like a bouncing ball, was keep-

ing her awake. The next day her brother

and sister-in-law reportedly saw a heavy

sideboard move five inches; Virginia was
sitting nearby but not touching it. Sum-
moned by a neighbor of the Campbells, the

local minister arrived at midnight to inves-

tigate; he heard inexplicable knocking and

saw a large linen chest levitate. When he

returned the next night, he watched the

pillow beneath Virginia's head rotate sixty

degrees. A physician who dropped by

Bedridden with tonsillitis, Michael Col-

lindridge stares as his grandmother's cane
floats over his head. Professional magi-
cians pronounced the 1 965 incident a hoax.

agreed that the pillow moved, that there

were knocking sounds, and that the linen

chest moved occasionally.

After a two-day absence, Virginia re-

turned to school on Friday- but her sup-

posed poltergeist seems to have tagged

along. First the lid of Virginia's desk
moved up and down. Then the empty desk

behind the girl rose about an inch. On
Monday, the alleged poltergeist became
more playful. A blackboard pointer vibrat-

ed and edged off a desk onto the floor. The

teacher's own desk rotated counterclock-

wise. Virginia, regarded with suspicion al-

though her hands were clasped behind her

back, burst into tears. "Please, Miss, I'm

not trying it," she said.

That evening Virginia was sent to stay

with an aunt in a neighboring town. It was
hoped that the poltergeist would not fol-

low her there, too, but the knocking

sounds continued. They persisted-and

were captured on a tape recorder-when
Virginia returned to Sauchie. Soon, how-

ever, the disturbances subsided, with Vir-

ginia and her nine-year-old niece, Marga-

ret, with whom she shared a double

bed, reporting only an occasional pinch. In

January the poltergeist returned to school,

where it supposedly moved a bowl of flow-

er bulbs. By March, though, it seemed to

have departed, and Virginia, according to

her teacher, had become less shy.

If there are such things as poltergeists,

Virginia was certainly an appealing target:

a girl who was going through puberty, with

rapid physical development, and who was
clearly anxious about the other changes in

her life. During this time she also fell into

trances in which she spoke about her life

in Ireland and called out longingly for her

dog and another little girl who had been

her friend. There were indications, too,

that Virginia was unhappy sharing a room
with her niece— a sentiment underscored

when the supposed poltergeist responded

with loud and angry knocking to a sugges-

tion that Margaret rejoin Virginia in bed.

Skeptics might argue that Virginia, rather

than a poltergeist, was rejecting the sug-

gestion. But only Virginia could know for

certain whether that was true.
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The Dancing Cane
The case centering on a fourteen-year-old

English boy named Michael Collindridge

also had all the classic elements: an ado-

lescent, a floating object, even a photo-

graph. But ultimately, the poltergeist itself

proved a bit shaky.

In November of 1965, Michael was con-

fined to bed with tonsillitis at the apart-

ment of his grandmother, Sarah Shepherd,

a pubkeeper in the Yorkshire town of

Bamsley. Hanging on the headboard of Mi-

chael's bed was a lightweight Malacca

walking stick, which his grandmother had

used while nursing a broken leg twelve

years earlier. As Michael lay staring at the

ceiling one day, he reported, the walking

stick began to float above the headboard

and bob up and down.

Soon the cane grew livelier, dancing

around the room, dipping under the bed,

and darting to the window. But it always

came to rest on the headboard. Then Mi-

chael found that he could induce the cane

to rap out the answers to

simple questions-
whether there would be

a war within the next

year, say-and tap out

"Jingle Bells." It even

posed for a newspa-

per photographer.
Dozens of witnesses

attested to the un-^g

m

canny movement of the cane, and all were

baffled. "I got that stick twelve years ago

from my sister-in-law," Sarah Shepherd

reported. "It never performed any antics

until Friday."

Under questioning, Michael readily ad-

mitted that he had long had an interest in

magic, even putting on occasional perfor-

mances for his friends. He insisted, how-

ever, that the dancing cane was not a trick.

"I'm not very good at conjuring," he said

with disarming candor. When pressed for

an alternative explanation, the boy hy-

pothesized that "it is something to do with

centrifugal force working in conjunction

with cosmic rays."

Newspaper reports of the cosmic cane

piqued the interest of Andrew Mackenzie

of London's Society for Psychical Re-

search. Although the walking stick proved

uncharacteristically immobile when Mac-

kenzie was present, the investigator col-

lected a number of persuasive eyewitness

reports of its movements. A close exami-

nation of the stick turned up nothing sus-

picious, and Mackenzie left Yorkshire un-

certain whether a poltergeist or a

prankster was at work. "Short of taking a

sick boy out of bed and stripping down his

bed, I do not see what more could have

been done," he said later.

But others suspected that even sick boys

just want to have fun. The president of a

British magicians' club denounced all the

speculation about a poltergeist, noting that

any reasonably talented magician can

make a walking stick dance. Believers in

the spirit world retorted that just because a

magician can duplicate a supernatural

phenomenon does not mean that the phe-

nomenon itself is not supernatural. Soon

Michael put an end to the debate: Recov-

ered from his tonsillitis, he got out of his

sickbed, and the cane settled down on the

Miami warehouse clerk Julio

Vasqucz, the alleged agent of
hundreds ofpoltergeist
manifestations, undergoes
brainwave tests in 1 967.



headboard. Some twenty years later, how-

ever, he returned to the room and main-

tained his innocence.

Days and Nights

of the Zombie Glasses
While the controversy that developed

around Michael Collindridge involved the

alleged movements of only a single object,

the cane, a variety of items figured in a se-

ries of strange events in a warehouse in

Miami, Florida, the following year. In De-

cember of 1966, Alvin Laubheim, a

co-owner of a business dealing in novelty

items and souvenirs, was becoming con-

cerned over the high rate of breakage of

beer mugs and other items in his com-

pany's warehouse. He told his two ship-

ping clerks, Curt Hagemayer and Julio Vas-

quez, to be more careful. Painstakingly, he

showed the clerks how to arrange the

mugs in a row at the back of a shelf, eight

inches from the front edge, with the han-

dles turned to the wall to prevent their be-

ing jostled. Laubheim completed his lec-

ture and was walking away when the

familiar sound of breaking glass brought

him to a halt. Even though all three men
were at least fifteen feet from the shelf,

one of the meticulously placed mugs had

crashed to the floor.

Glass continued to break over the next

few days, and the losses grew so serious

that Laubheim telephoned the police for

help. "This guy has got to be a nut," mut-

tered the patrolman who had been as-

signed to investigate. But as the officer

stepped into the warehouse he saw a soli-

tary beer mug crash to the floor. A few

hours later, three more policemen
watched in fascination as a carton filled

with address books inched to the edge of a

shelf and tumbled off.

Many more novelty items plunged from

Laubheim's storage shelves in the days

that followed, including dozens of plastic

back scratchers, several boxes of alligator-

shaped ashtrays, and a number of so-

called zombie glasses, highball glasses

painted with palm trees and flamingos. A
flock of newspaper reporters, professional

magicians, and insurance investigators

converged on the warehouse in order to

observe the activity, but no one was able

to explain it

Once again, parapsychologists Roll and

Pratt, investigators of the Herr-

mann family poltergeist, came to

the rescue. Methodically, they an-

alyzed the data relating to 224 un-

explained breakages in the ware-

house. Although neither man actually

saw any object levitate or fall, they

were in the warehouse when several

such incidents occurred and, by cordon-

ing off certain areas and monitoring Laub-

heim and his employees, satisfied them-

selves that the disturbances were not

being faked.

Their experiences in other cases led the

two parapsychologists to zero in on Laub-

heim's younger clerk, the nineteen-year-

old Vasquez, who had been present for

most of the breakage. A Cuban refugee,

Vasquez exhibited much of the suppressed

frustration that Roll and Pratt had ob-

served in young James Herrmann during

the Seaford incident. In particular, Vas-

quez seemed to harbor a great deal of an-

ger toward one of the warehouse bosses,

but he had to stifle his rage because he

wanted to keep his job. At one point he

Skewed paintings

(above) and billsfor
multiple phone calls to the 0119 time-of-day

number (below) were results of the strange
events that bedeviled a West German law of-

fice in 1967. At other times, lightfix-

tures shattered or swung wildly (inset, right)

in seeming response to the mere pres-

ence ofoffice clerk Annemarie Schneider.

told Roll that the breakage "makes me feel

happy. I don't know why."

By February of 1967, however, Laub-

heim's patience had shattered, and Vas-

quez was out of a job. Roll and Pratt invit-

ed the clerk to J. B. Rhine's laboratory in

North Carolina for testing under controlled

conditions. Though these sessions failed to

produce results as dramatic as the ware-

house incidents, the researchers believed

that Vasquez's poltergeist broke a vase in

Rhine's office.

Back in Miami, Vasquez reportedly re-

mained at the center of poltergeist activity.

Unexplained disturbances followed him

through a series of jobs and some close

brushes with the law. But while Vasquez

may have had his larcenous tendencies, he

was never caught faking poltergeist activi-

ty in the warehouse. And if nothing else,
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the circumstances persuaded Pratt. "I have

no doubt," the investigator said, "that it

was a genuine case."

The Clock-Watching
Poltergeist

A few months later, across the Atlantic in

Europe, a case involving another angry

young clerk would prove no less perplex-

ing. According to investigations conducted

by the tireless Hans Bender and by a pair

of British documentary filmmakers, it was

in the summer of 1967 that attorney Sig-

mund Adam, in the Bavarian town of Ro-

senheim, noticed his telephones behaving

in a most peculiar way. Incoming calls

were interrupted by clicking noises or cut

off. At other times all four of the office's

extensions rang at once, although there

was no one at the other end of the line.

For several weeks repairmen checked

the building's wiring and Adam even had

the telephones and their junction box re-

placed, but the disturbances persisted. In

October Adam installed a meter to record

all telephone activity in the office. To his

astonishment, the meter instantly began

registering calls, even though no one was
using the phone. Dozens of undialed calls

were logged in by the meter, and tele-

phone company records revealed that

nearly all had gone to the local time-of-

day service. During one fifteen-minute pe-

riod on October 20, forty-six telephone

calls to the "talking clock" were recorded.

Technically, Adam knew, that was im-

possible. No one could complete that

many calls in a quarter of an hour, even if

the caller did not wait to hear the time.

The telephone company shrugged and

continued to present Adam with huge bills.

The lawyer had his telephones replaced

again. This time he put a lock on each

phone so none of his employees could

make a call without his permission. But

the phantom clock watcher continued to

dial the talking clock as enthusiastically

as ever, placing as many as eighty calls

in a single day.

Soon Adam's telephone troubles were to

pale in comparison with his other prob-

lems. On October 20, the same day that

the talking clock was being dialed contin-

uously, every light in the office went out

with a loud bang A local electrician dis-

covered that each fluorescent tube in the



hanging light fixtures had been twisted in

its socket until it disconnected. But the

electrician had no sooner replaced all the

tubes than there was another loud bang

and the office went dark again. And that

was not all, the office staff informed the

electrician: Sometimes the fuses simply

ejected themselves.

After the wiring and electrical fixtures

passed inspection, an engineer from the

electricity board was asked to examine the

electricity supply itself. A voltage meter,

carefully sealed in order to prevent tam-

pering, recorded a series of unusual fluctu-

ations in the office power supply. Odder

still, the power fluctuated only during of-

fice hours, never at night or on the week-

end. "It is an energy quite beyond our

comprehension," wrote the electrical

engineer. Two
physicists, from

the prestigious

Max Planck Insti-

tute, had to agree.

Meanwhile, fuses continued

to pop and light bulbs to explode.

The fluorescent tubes were re-

placed with ordinary bulbs, but they

shattered, too, and one woman was
cut by flying glass. To protect the staff

members, Adam had nylon bags wrapped

around each bulb to catch the debris. That

precaution seemed to enrage whatever

spirit plagued the office: The hanging light

fixtures swung back and forth so violently

that they dented the ceiling plaster, and

framed paintings spun all the way around

on their hooks.

The technical experts admitted de-

feat and packed up their gear. Once
again, the field was left to Bender,

^ who had investigated the earlier

[^ cases of the Schrey and Plach

families. Bender soon be-

came convinced that the

law office was the haunt of

a poltergeist and, guided by

experience, looked about

for its human focus. He
found it immediately in nineteen-year-old

Annemarie Schneider, one of the two
young clerks. The voltage meter recorded

its first zigzag when Schneider arrived for

work each day, he noticed, and electric

lights swung overhead as she walked
down the corridors.

In many respects,
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Schneider resembled Julio Vasquez and

other suspected poltergeist agents. A psy-

chologist who worked with Bender found

that Schneider was emotionally unstable

and desperately unhappy. Bender specu-

lated that her constant feeling of frustra-

tion discharged itself through recurrent

spontaneous psychokinesis. The repeated

calls to the telephone time service may
well have been an unconscious expres-

sion of the young woman's impatience

to leave the office, Bender suggest-

ed, while the other manifestations

may have arisen from her desire to

relieve the tedium of her workday.

Although Schneider proved unable

to generate any poltergeist activity in

Bender's laboratory at the University of

Freiburg, by that point the exercise was

purely academic. As soon

as she left Adam's office on

sick leave, never to return, the

reported disturbances ceased. But

the poltergeist, if such it was, continued to

dog her footsteps. It was blamed when-

ever anything went awry in subsequent

jobs and for upsetting the electrical sys-

tem at a bowling alley that she visited with

her fiance-thus ending the engage-

ment. It finally left her only after

Schneider married another man
and had a child.

^^^^

The Stones
of Thornton Road
For all the technology brought

to bear on the Rosenheim case

and others, reported poltergeist activity it-

self has changed little over the

centuries. In a way, the clicking

noises that first disrupted lawyer

Adam's telephone service are the

modern equivalent of the persistent rap-

ping that ushered in the disturbances at

the Cideville parsonage in 1850. The case

of the stone throwings on Thornton Road

in Birmingham, England, provides an even

louder echo of the past.

Phantom stone throwings are among the

earliest and most frequent hallmarks of

poltergeist activity. Records dating back to

AD 858 show that the citizenry of a small

Residents offive houses on Thornton Road
in Birmingham, England, covered their

windows with boards or chicken wire as

shields against the rocks with which
their homes were bombarded in 1980.
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German town on the Rhine thought that a

malignant spirit was throwing stones

against the walls of their houses. The

same report might have been issued by the

residents of five houses on Thornton

Road-targets of almost nightly bombard-

ments with large stones for several years

in the early 1980s.

When the stone throwing began in 1981,

the owners of the afflicted houses natural-

ly assumed that the culprits were neigh-

borhood children. But after months had

passed without a child ever being caught

in the act, they called in the police.

Throughout the winter of 1981-1982, one

of Britain's coldest, a special surveillance

squad monitored Thornton Road with in-

frared scopes, image intensifiers, and au-

tomatic cameras; they tried to locate the

points from which the stones might have

been thrown based on their direction and

allowing for the possible use of catapults

and launchers. It was all to no avail.

By the end of 1982, the police had devot-

ed more than 3,500 man-hours to the in-

vestigation, and the few clues they had

found only increased their confusion. The

stones that had bounced off the houses,

they said, were entirely clean not only of

fingerprints but of any trace of soil. Indeed,

they appeared to have been washed.

The residents of Thornton Road settled

in for the siege; some windows were
boarded over, and others were covered

with heavy chicken wire to blunt the im-

pact of the stones. Then, like most cases in

which a poltergeist has been suspected,

the stone throwing simply ended, as inex-

plicably as it began. Some locals hypothe-

sized that it was the work of someone who
had a grudge against one family but, to

conceal his identity, had stoned all five

houses. It is an intriguing theory, but it still

does not explain why no one was ever

caught throwing stones.

Attack of the Killer

Telephones
Catching a culprit red-handed does not al-

ways change the minds of those deter-

mined to see a poltergeist at work. That is

true even when there is incontrovertible

evidence of fraud, as in the case of the

supposed poltergeist that dogged a Colum-
bus, Ohio, family in 1984.

John and Joan Resch first attracted atten-

tion in late 1983, when a reporter for the

Columbus Dispatch went to their home to

chronicle the couple's extraordinary work

with foster children. Over the years, the

Resches had taken in more than 250

homeless children. At the time the article

appeared, the family consisted of John and

Joan, their son, Craig, their adopted daugh-

ter, Tina, and four foster children.

Five months later, the Resch family was
in the news again but for a very different

reason: Fourteen-year-old Tina had be-

come the focus of a strange and frighten-

ing series of events. On a Saturday morn-

ing in March 1984, all the lights in the

Resches' home went on at once, without

anyone touching a switch. By evening,

weirder things were happening: Lamps,

brass candlesticks, and clocks flew

through the air; wine glasses shattered;

the shower ran on its own; and eggs rose

out of their carton and dashed themselves

against the ceiling. The focus of this mad-

ness seemed to be Tina, who even got

smacked in the head by some of the air-

borne objects.

By Monday the Resch home had been

visited by the police, members of the fam-

ily's church, and the press. Although the

house was a shambles of broken glass by

that time, a photographer from the Dis-

patch found that each time he aimed his

camera, the supposed poltergeist settled

down. Finally, the cameraman made an

elaborate show of being unprepared. The

ruse worked. While Tina quietly sat in a

chair a nearby telephone rose from the ta-

ble, sailed across her lap, and was cap-

tured on film.

The publication of the photograph
touched off a national media furor. Televi-

sion crews and newspaper reporters

crowded into the Resches' two-story frame

house in the hope of witnessing further su-

pernatural happenings. The ubiquitous in-

vestigator William Roll flew to Columbus

to see the carryings-on firsthand. When a

picture fell off its hook and Roll's own tape

recorder flew seven feet, the earnest para-

psychologist pronounced events the hand-

iwork of a poltergeist.

Nonsense, said James Randi, the famous

magician and escape artist who special-

izes in investigating, and often debunk-

ing, purportedly supernatural phenomena.

The Resches had barred Randi from their

A newspaper photograph of Tina Resch,
nearly grazed by aflying telephone,

turned thefourteen-year-old into a celeb-

rity in 1984. Other pictures showed
her pulling the cord.

home, saying they feared intensification of

the "circus atmosphere" that had already

surrounded them. So Randi turned his at-

tention to the roll of film shot by the Dis-

patch photographer that had sparked na-

tional attention.

The only frame that had been widely cir-

culated was the one showing the tele-

phone flying across Tina's lap. To Randi,

though, the rest of the roll was more re-

vealing: It showed Tina's hands in position

to manipulate the telephone cord and
base. Randi and his associates, convinced

they had unmasked the culprit, jokingly

dubbed the sequence "the attack of the fly-

ing killer telephones."

Soon there was even more damaging
evidence. During an extended visit by re-

porters, a television camera that had acci-

dentally been left running recorded the girl

grasping a table lamp by its cord and jerk-

ing it toward her while letting out a cry of

horror. For her part, Tina explained that

she had become bored by the lengthy in-

terviews and had hoped that the press

would leave once it got its story. But for

the skeptics, the film was proof positive of

a poltergeist named Tina.

Yet not everybody shared that view.

Many of the supposedly skeptical reporters

remained sure that other seemingly super-

natural events were genuine. Roll later

conceded that he had not been observing

under "controlled conditions," but he con-

tinued to assert that Tina seemed to have

demonstrated genuine recurrent sponta-

neous psychokinesis. As for Tina, "I just

want it to stop," she said.

Eventually it did, as all alleged polter-

geist disturbances do. Whatever the truth

about Tina, such finitude is a hallmark of

the phenomenon-a quality, psychical re-

searchers suggest, that may explain as

much about poltergeists as does the activ-

ity itself. For the troubled human agents

who are its focus, Alan Owen has suggest-

ed, the poltergeist is like a fever that runs

its course. "We might guess that polter-

geistery starts but eventually terminates,"

the researcher wrote, "because it is not a

disease but a cure."
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CHAPTER 2

Putting Plfto (he Test

sychology instructor Joseph Banks Rhine was at work in his office at Duke

University one day early in 1934 when a stranger came to the door. Students

often dropped in unannounced to chat with Rhine— but what this young

man had to say was totally unexpected. Unceremoniously settling himself

on a corner of Rhine's desk, he said, "Hey, doc, I've got something to tell

you I think you ought to know." He then took Rhine into his confidence.

Besides being a student, he was a professional gambler with an extraordi-

nary talent: He could will the outcome of a dice throw.

This was news to make anyone sit up and take notice, especially an

academician who pursued phenomena on the fringes of science. Rhine had

attracted a great deal of attention both on campus and off for his investiga-

tion of extrasensory perception. Sure enough, he immediately asked for a

demonstration. The pair squatted down, and while the gambler threw his

dice on the office floor, Rhine kept track of the results. The gambler did not

claim to have perfect control over the dice, and that day his success was

only modest. He wielded the most influence, he told Rhine, when he was

especially excited, confident, or anxious for a particular outcome.

That casual visit made enough of an impression to launch Rhine into a

whole new field— the laboratory investigation of powers of mind over mat-

ter, which would interest him for the rest of his long and productive life.

Over the following decades, other psychologists, physicists, engineers, biol-

ogists, and psychiatrists— along with a host of amateurs as well— would fol-

low his investigative lead. They would produce thousands of scientific stud-

ies—and trigger a multitude of criticisms and indictments of their work.

From its beginning, the primary purpose of research into the field of

mind over matter-or, as Rhine named it, psychokinesis—was to provide

definitive proof that the phenomenon being investigated was real. As re-

search progressed and became more sophisticated, students of PK would

look for evidence of the nature and mechanics of what many believed to be

a potent mental force. There was also a tantalizing, practical goal: Since any

object, large or small, was theoretically subject to the effects of PK, the force

seemed to have unlimited uses, if it could only be brought under control.



Reports of events that could be classified as PK phe-

nomena are as old as the legends, myths, and scriptures of

the world's most ancient cultures. Until the latter half of the

nineteenth century, mysterious events such as levitating

holy men or objects that moved spontaneously were not

considered the stuff of scientific research. In the mid- 1800s,

the phenomenon known as spiritualism -the belief that

people can communicate with the dead through a human

intermediary, or medium -swept Europe and America, stir-

ring up such a storm of interest that some scientists and

academics began to perceive the possibilities of a fascinat-

ing new field of study. By 1882, a mixed group of British

spiritualists and Cambridge University intellectuals banded

together to form the Society for Psychical Research, an or-

ganization dedicated to the unbiased investigation of psy-

chic phenomena. An American branch of the SPR sprang up

soon afterward.

Along with other early psychical researchers, most

members of the SPR and the ASPR tended more toward an-

ecdote gathering than experimentation. They collected sto-

ries of the feats of mediums and offered rational explana-

tions, but they did not investigate methodically or establish

the conditions under which a particular event could be ex-

pected to occur. They did not, in proper scientific fashion,

look for general principles, but tended instead to focus on

the supposed uniqueness of each event. Their work gener-

ally took place on the mediums' home turf, often a dark-

ened room where close observation was all but impossible.

Even so, these pioneering researchers did have

considerable impact. For one thing, they made it at least

marginally respectable to study psychokinetic phenom-

ena. They also supported the idea that the force appar-

ently exploited by the mediums was not necessarily the

province of the spirits. Perhaps, they said, it was some-

thing that occurred naturally in humans and was sub-

ject to unconscious control, something that scientists

should be able to detect and describe. In short, the early

investigators outlined what was to be studied. But it re-

mained for J B. Rhine -frequently

in collaboration with his wife, Louisa-to develop what

most observers consider to be the first systematic, experi-

mental approach to psychokinetic phenomena.

Born in 1895 and schooled as a botanist, Rhine had been

nudged toward parapsychology in 1922, when he attended

a lecture by the British author Sir Arthur Conan Doyle, an

avid dabbler in spiritualism. His interest was further piqued

when he read a book by the British-born Harvard psycholo-

gist William McDougall, who contended that a full un-

derstanding of human nature required the study of

psychic matters. In 1927, when McDougall was q
asked to set up a department of psy- %
chology at Duke, Rhine jumped at the •

chance to join him there to engage in

psychic research. ^1

At the time, such study was a

wide-open field in the academic world.

Rhine and McDougall were swimming against the tide of

behaviorism, which accepted only

^^ strictly observable events

as a proper subject for

psychologists to study.

The Duke investigators,

however, shared with the

psychic research societies

an interest in the decidedly

nonbehaviorist phenomenon

of telepathy— the supposed ability of

minds to communicate directly through

channels other than the generally recog-

nized senses.

Rhine decided to use his scientific train-

ing to investigate telepathy and the

closely related phenomenon of precog-

• *•
nition — the supposed capacity of an indi-

vidual to foresee future events. Later, he would coin the

term extrasensory perception, or ESP, to describe such abil-

ities. The new name, he hoped, would help diminish the

i



prejudice against his research in academic circles. Instead

of concerning himself with mediums or other superstars of

the occult, Rhine sought evidence of ESP in ordinary people,

usually student volunteers.

Conceptually, it was an easy transition for him from

ESP to PK. If the mind could bypass the senses and know

the world by some other mode of perception, he reasoned,

it could conceivably bypass nerves and muscles to act on

the physical world with some other sort of power. Rhine

had long been fascinated by the idea of mind over matter

but was unsure of how it could be tested. Thus, when the

young gambler came to see him, he was instantly alert to

the investigative possibilities of dice throwing, which could

easily and inexpensively be adapted to laboratory experi-

mentation and statistical analysis.

For his first experiments, Rhine recruited students as

subjects and followed the gambler's procedure. A subject

simply shook a pair of dice in cupped hands, threw them

onto the floor, and let them rebound from a corner— all the

while concentrating on rolling high numbers, which Rhine

defined as any combination of the dots on the two upper die

faces adding up to eight or more. Six of the thirty-six possi-

ble combinations add up to seven, which he declared a neu-

tral number. The remaining thirty combinations are evenly

divided between high and low numbers. According to the

laws of chance, fifteen out of every thirty-six throws, or five

out of twelve, should come up high. For statistical conven-

ience, Rhine divided his experimental sessions into twelve-

throw units, which he called runs.

In each run, results governed by nothing but chance

-

which statisticians call the mean chance expectation, or

MCE— should have produced five high combinations. With

statistical analysis, Rhine could easily determine whether

his subjects as a group were exceeding the MCE. By com-

paring the actual results of a run with the MCE, Rhine came

up with a critical ratio that expressed how much, if at all,

the results deviated from the MCE. He then computed the

odds of coming up with that particular critical ratio. This

computation produced a probability value, known as a p-

value. For example, if the odds against a particular critical

ratio were 100 to 1 , the p-value would be

1 in 100, or .01.

The rule of thumb in any scientific

undertaking is that a probability value of

.05, or 5 in 100, shows a significant devi-

ation from chance. Rhine knew that con-

ventional standards would not be strin-

gent enough to establish the credibility

of his novel and controversial work. He

chose a p-value of .01 as his standard:

Only if the odds were 100 to 1 against

the results of an experiment being pure

chance would he call them significant.

Even applying this conservative

Concentrating on a specific number, a subject

at J. B. Rhine's parapsychology laboratory at

Duke University tries to influence dice thrown
repeatedlyfrom a cup. Researcher Elizabeth

Humphrey (left) concluded that the success

rate was highest in the earliest throws.
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p-value, his subjects appeared to have phenomenal influ-

ence over the dice. In fact, the first series of 562 runs result-

ed in a p-value of one in over a billion. Rhine was much

impressed by this start, but he was also cautious: He could

not be certain that the scores were because of PK and not

some hidden factor in the experiment. One possibility was

that his subjects were unusually skillful throwers who could

manually guide the fall of the dice, even when they used a

dice cup instead of their cupped hands.

To eliminate any effect of throwing techniques, Rhine

designed a crude but serviceable dice chute consisting of a

board with a corrugated surface— to make the dice bounce

a bit— and two nails sticking out near the top. The chute

was propped at a forty-five-degree angle on a cushioned

chair, a ruler was placed across the two nails, and the dice

were set on the ruler. While the subject concentrated on

achieving a high score, Rhine lifted the ruler and let the dice

tumble down the chute. Somewhat to his surprise, the

scores of the first 108 runs conducted with the dice board

were just as high as those of the hand-tossed series.

Rhine followed up with another de-

vice for testing the influence of throwing

skills: a "dice machine," composed of a

rectangular wire-mesh cage fitted with

baffles and mounted at midpoint on an

axis. A small motor rotated the cage,

sending the dice tumbling over the baf-

fles until it was shut off and the dice

came to rest. Rhine and two assistants

took turns operating the machine and

serving as subjects, trying to achieve a

high score. When playing the subject

role, they chose the speed at which the

cage turned but were not allowed to

As J. B. Rhine keeps score, a subject concen-
trates on the number that comes up after

dice tumble down a board. Such techniques,

used to prevent subjectsfrom skewing the

outcome by handling the dice, produced re-

sults similar to those of dice thrown by hand.

touch either the dice or the machine. Once again, Rhine

was surprised by the results: Scores in machine-thrown

runs were slightly higher than runs in which subjects used a

dice cup. Perhaps, he speculated, the novelty of the ma-

chine, or the fact that subjects had nothing to do but con-

centrate on making a hit, gave the scores a boost.

Another possible hidden factor that Rhine had to

screen out was "dice bias"— an uneven distribution of

weight in a die, possibly due to the indentations on each

side, that could cause a particular side to land faceup more

often than the rest. Methodically, Rhine tested for bias by

using differently constructed dice. One type had smooth

surfaces and painted dots, another had inlaid dots. No mat-

ter which type of dice was used, however, the experiments

continued to show evidence in support of psychokinesis,

and Rhine concluded that dice bias was not a significant

problem in the research.

But one effort to screen for dice bias produced curious

results. In some runs, Rhine changed the target combina-

tion from high numbers to either sevens or low numbers.

59



Rotated electrically, this dice cage was designed to

screen out the human factor in throwing dice. Using the device,

subjects racked up some of their best scores.

The sevens series yielded notable results, with a p-value of

3 in 10,000. But in the runs where the target was low num-

bers, the overall scores were actually below the MCE. Sub-

jects had done worse than chance would have dictated. It

seemed to Rhine that a prejudice against low numbers had

developed during the first experiments, when high numbers

were always the desired target. Combinations yielding the

sum of seven seemed to be an acceptable target, but when

low numbers became the target, the subjects were not

able to overcome their acquired prejudice. Their inner

feeling about the target, it appeared, had caused PK

to operate in a negative way.

The target-switching series provided a

fascinating glimpse of what would later come

to be called psi-missing-the alleged ability

of a subject to unconsciously deflect PK

in order to miss a target. (This effect is

also said to occur in ESP.) But psi-

missing was only one hint of

something that was becoming

increasingly clear to Rhine. ^^
The gambler's claim that his

throwing ability varied with his

mood was apparently true of

Rhine's laboratory subjects as

well. Gamelike, informal conditions

and enthusiastic subjects produced

good results, while negative feelings

produced chance or worse-than-chance results.

Two years of experiments and thousands of dice

throws had made Rhine confident that he was on the road

to documenting the existence of psychokinesis. Far less ap-

parent, however, were the nature and mechanics of the

purported force that made the phenomenon possible. In

hopes of learning something about that force, Rhine next

examined the influence of certain physiological factors on

PK performance. These factors had produced a decided

effect on scores in tests of extrasensory per-

ception; physical depression deliberately

1
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induced with doses of the

barbiturate sodium amytal

seemed to lower test scores,

whereas stimulation with caf-

feine appeared to raise them.

Now Rhine decided to

test the effects of another de-

pressant, alcohol, on PK.

Rhine and his graduate assis-

tant, Richard L. Averill, each

downed a hefty 3.5 ounces of

gin with an equal amount of

ginger ale and waited twenty

minutes for the alcohol to take effect. After several runs

with the dice, Averill began to feel queasy, then vomited. He

resolutely continued with the experiment and for the last

part of the test felt little effect of the gin. His final score was

only fractionally lower than that of the prealcohol run.

Rhine was a better subject: He kept his liquor down and

completed his throws without mishap. But while he had

scored impressively for PK while sober, he scored at a level

below chance when tipsy.

Even so, Rhine conceded that it was impossible to be

sure that alcohol alone had impaired his performance. Pos-

sibly, he noted, the cause could have been the mere expec-

tation or suggestion that alcohol would hinder PK. Equally

ambiguous were the results of another drug experiment two

days later, when his and Averill's scores leaped after they

had caffeine-rich cola drinks.

Experiments such as the series in which he switched targets

from high dice to low dice, plus the reports of his test sub-

jects, had convinced Rhine that psychological factors such

as mood or the need to succeed had a tremendous impact

on PK. But proving it was another thing, for these factors

are subjective and extremely difficult, if not impossible, to

measure, interpret, compare, and control in a convincingly

scientific manner. At best, Rhine could only develop a gen-

eral understanding of the mental states that enhanced or

After a dose ofsodium amytal, a subject at Duke
nods drowsily over a test ofher psychokinetic abilities. According

to researchers, large amounts of the narcotic

lowered performance, but small doses seemed to improve it.

hindered a subject's sup-

posed PK abilities.

More evidence came,

however, in an informal test

involving two of Rhine's re-

search assistants, Margaret

Price and Joseph L. Woodruff,

who was also a star PK sub-

ject. Price bet Woodruff that

she could sabotage his scores

if she made negative com-

ments in the room as he

sought to influence the fall of

dice in the machine. Her written report to Rhine did not de-

tail exactly what she said or did, but Woodruff's scores,

which had been extraordinarily good the previous day,

plummeted to an abysmal below-chance level.

To be sure, this test was far from airtight. For one

thing, no one except Woodruff and Price was present at the

time. But it suggested a fascinating implication for psychic

research: Anyone present at any experiment, particularly a

negative observer, might be at least partially responsible for

the outcome. If PK were subject to both conscious and un-

conscious control, it would be extremely difficult to prove

who, if anyone, was actually determining the events in an

experimental setting. This inherent ambiguity made it diffi-

cult to answer criticism that no experiment could ever show

conclusively where the supposed force originated. In the fu-

ture, every PK researcher would try to overcome this stum-

bling block by clever experimental design.

Rhine's experiments in PK ground to a halt with World

War II, when many members of the psychology department

joined the armed forces or left for war-related civilian jobs.

With a dearth of subjects and assistants, Rhine decided in

1942 that the time was ripe to review and analyze his eight

years of research on PK, and he pulled out his old files. His

ESP experiments had often shown that subjects did better at

the beginning and end of a test than they did in the mid-

dle-results that, when charted, produced a U-shaped curve
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known as a position effect. Rhine had interpreted that pat-

tern as strong evidence that ESP is a genuine mental proc-

ess, since known processes such as recall have the same

tendency to peak at the beginning and end of a test, and

slump in between. Psychologists had concluded that perfor-

mance declines when a subject begins to get bored with the

experimental task.

Perhaps, Rhine speculated, similar patterns would ap-

pear in the records of his PK research. And as he and his

one remaining wartime graduate student, Elizabeth

Humphrey, sorted through the old experiment reports, it did

not take them long to discover a position effect. In each of

eighteen reports they compared, the subjects made more

hits early in a run than they did later, and the earliest runs

in a test sequence also showed higher scores than later

runs. Another analysis yielded a U curve in nine of the

eighteen reports. Rhine's wife and frequent research asso-

ciate, Louisa Rhine, later compared the effect to a "gar-

dener hoeing long rows, who would find the end of a row

endowed with added interest just because it was the end."

To the Rhines, the results were persuasive evidence that PK

was a genuine mental process.

And J. B. Rhine was ready to respond to whatever

barbs the critics of parapsychology might hurl at him or his

work. In March 1943, the Rhines jointly published the re-

sults of the early high-dice experiments in the Journal of

Parapsychology, which Rhine had cofounded with his col-

league William McDougall in 1937, a year before McDou-

gall's death. Over the next three years he published the rest

of his PK research. And, to his amazement, he was not

greeted by an immediate, hostile outcry from conventional

psychologists and other expected naysayers. Perhaps, he

thought, the critics did not know-at least for the moment-

how to respond to the quantitative and statistical approach

he had used to study a subject that had historically been the

stuff of breathless anecdote.

Indeed, his work drew numerous positive responses,

scientific and otherwise. In a letter to Rhine, the English

novelist Aldous Huxley wrote, "I admire you for not going

mad under the strain of devising scientific experiments in a

field where there is no really satisfactory hypothesis!" More

muted praise came from English criminologist and psychic

researcher D. J. West. While noting that Rhine's procedures

were rather informal and doubting that his results could be

repeated by other experimenters, West conceded that the

American's statistics were the most conclusive evidence to

date for the existence of PK.

West had raised a key issue that would continue

to dog Rhine and other researchers in parapsy-

chology. One of the basic tenets of science is

that experimental results claimed by one re-

searcher cannot be accepted unless the same

experiments carried out by other investigators produce the

same results. A scientist might claim, for example, that wa-

ter was used to fuel an internal combustion engine. But the

world at large will not believe this unless other researchers

are able to duplicate the feat.

And just as West suspected, Rhine's apparent success-

es proved difficult to repeat in experiments conducted by

other researchers. In England, for example, a series of sim-

ilar dice-throwing studies undertaken not long after Rhine

published his findings failed to yield any indication of PK in

action. Another set of experiments, conducted by a Phila-

delphia biophysicist in 1944, also showed no evidence of

PK. While few critics have gone so far as to charge re-

searchers such as Rhine with outright fraud, others have

questioned their methods. The Brooklyn College psycholo-

gist Edward Girden, for example, carefully assessed Rhine's

dice studies and faulted them for, among other things, their

informal nature and lack of accurate recordkeeping.

Nonetheless, Rhine's methods continued to inspire other re-

searchers to launch their own controlled studies of PK.

Some used dice, as Rhine had; others, notably the German

experimenter Sigurd R. Binski, used coins, with heads or

tails the specified target on which subjects concentrated. In

the first phase of his 1950 study, Binski simply asked each

of his 117 subjects to drop a large handful of ten-pfennig
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coins onto a table while willing a specified face to come up.

Their aggregate scores were a little better than chance, but

not enough to be significant. One subject, however, a teen-

ager named Kastor Seibel, had outstanding scores.

Binski wanted to do follow-up tests with Kastor, but

the boy's widowed mother had become deeply alarmed by

the testing. She feared that her son had inherited the sup-

posed family trait of second sight— the ability to foretell

events, especially tragic ones. When the last male in her

line died on the very day he had predicted, Mrs. Seibel and

her late husband agreed never to tell Kastor about the pow-

er he might share with his forebears. And until he partici-

pated in Binski's experiments, Kastor had never demon-

strated any talent for the paranormal. Binski overcame Mrs.

Seibel's objections and persuaded her to let the boy contin-

ue with the testing. He proceeded to turn in an astonishing

performance, reportedly achieving scores that could not

have come about by chance even once in 10 billion times.

Cambridge University psychologist Robert H. Thouless

began with coins but then abandoned them as he sought a

way to test his hypothesis that there existed a single para-

normal phenomenon—one composed of a motor aspect, or

PK, as well as a cognitive ESP aspect— for which he and a

colleague, B. P. Wiesner, had coined the popular term psi. In

1947, Thouless came up with a novel method of looking for

this combined form of psychokinesis and extrasensory per-

ception. He created a new type of experiment in which the

target was "blind"; that is, subjects would not know in ad-

vance what result they should try to produce.

For his experiment, Thouless made six different cards,

each with dots that corresponded to one of the six faces of a

die. Without looking, he placed the cards facedown and

then tossed four dice simultaneously for each card. Only af-

ter he had thrown for all six cards and recorded the results

In this computer-game version of dice throwing, devised as a
testfor psychokinesis at the Foundation for Research on the Nature of
Man— the successor to J. B. Rhine's Duke University laboratory-
subjects try to mentally influence the number ofspots on the pair of
dice that appear on the video monitor when a button is pushed.



did he turn the cards over to compare them with the dice

throws. Presumably, a match of cards and dice meant that

he had divined the identity of the card through ESP and then

controlled the fall of the dice through PK.

In fact, Thouless proved to be a better innovator than

subject; his scores were only slightly better than chance.

But two members of Britain's Society for Psychical Research

soon reported remarkable success in blind-target experi-

ments that added the element of distance. They first select-

ed a die face, based on a random toss. Then, on ten given

days, they asked ten subjects who were as many as 300

miles from the target to throw a pair of dice 100 times and

mail a record of their results to the researchers. The sub-

jects matched the target so often that, according to the pub-

lished report, the odds were 4,000 to 1 against chance alone

being responsible for their success.

At about the same time, two other researchers, work-

ing independently, introduced a new twist in Rhine's dice-

throwing experiment: They wanted to see if subjects could

use PK to cause dice or other objects to land in a target

location. One of the innovators was Sigurd Binski, who

used for his tests a standard roulette wheel with slots paint-

ed alternately red and black. Binski pushed the wheel to set

it spinning and then tossed a small marble onto the whirling

surface. When the wheel began to slow down, the bouncing

marble came to rest in one of the slots. The experimenter

had previously given his subjects a target color, red or

black, and asked them to will the ball to fall into a slot of

that color. Once again, Kastor Seibel was his star subject,

racking up scores comparable with those he had achieved

at coin tossing.

In the meantime, William E. Cox, a businessman and

parapsychologist who put in a lot of time in Rhine's labora-

tory, had also been carrying out psychokinetic "placement"

tests. His first such experiments, performed with volunteer

subjects in 1946, involved the use of the lid of a typewriter

case, dice, and a dice cup. He drew lines on the lid to divide

it into 252 squares and gave each square a number from

one to six; no contiguous squares received the same num-

ber. For each run, Cox would assign a subject a group of

target squares-all the number-six squares, for example.

The subject then upended a cup containing twenty-four dice

while willing them to land on the target squares.

Over time, the apparent cumulative successes of his

subjects convinced Cox that PK could somehow maneuver

an object into a desired spot. But Cox was puzzled by test

series that produced lower-than-chance results. Perhaps,

he theorized, the dice were, in effect, loaded.

Behind that tentative conclusion was a debate that

had been simmering in parapsychological circles

for several years. At issue were the relative merits

of two hypothetical descriptions of PK. According

to the so-called loading hypothesis, PK is a force

acting from within an object throughout the course of a run.

It exerts itself in a steady and predictable manner, rather

like familiar forces such as momentum or gravity. Propo-

nents of the loading hypothesis believed that PK would ulti-

mately turn out to be a phenomenon that would not be in

conflict with the principles of physics. In contrast, the kinet-

ic hypothesis described psychokinesis as a force external to

an object, a force that exerts itself over a very short time-

span— like a kick delivered to a soccer ball, for example.

Cox set about designing an elaborate experiment to

test whether certain dice varied in their inherent respon-

siveness to psi. Some of them, he thought, might respond

positively, hitting their targets with more regularity than did

dice with an inherently negative response. He came up with

a six-foot-high, three-tiered contraption in which he could

closely observe the fall of the dice onto target areas. Results

were ambiguous, however, and Cox moved on to another

area of investigation— the possible relationship between PK

and the number of simultaneous targets.

Over the years, researchers had noted a peculiar ten-

dency in PK dice experiments: the greater the number of

targets, the stronger the evidence of psychokinesis. Para-

psychologists had no satisfactory explanation, though many

of them thought that subjects found multiple targets more

engaging than single ones and were thus more likely to
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Games of Chance

For thousands of years before parapsy-

chologists used dice to test for psychoki-

nesis, gamblers were using the numbered

cubes in games of chance. While most

modern gamesters have abandoned the

ancient notion that the fall of the dice is

controlled by the gods, the belief that one

can consciously affect the outcome of the

throw of dice -or the turn of a roulette

wheel or the images that come up on a

slot machine (right)- continues to draw

players to casinos the world over.

Most scientists would say that probabil-

ity alone determines whether a player is

going to win or lose. The branch of

mathematics called probability theory

predicts what may be expected to happen,

on average, as a result of chance. For

example, a player seeking to roll double

sixes in dice is faced with odds of thirty-

five to one. That is, in thirty-six rolls, the

double six will, on average, come up

once. And when someone beats awesome
odds-one billion to one, for example-
the theory explains that, statistically, it

was bound to happen- albeit only once

in every 1,000,000,001 times.

One of the most famous examples of

this iron law of averages at work is the

hero of the once-popular song, "The Man
That Broke the Bank at Monte Carlo." An
obscure Englishman, Charles Wells,

became an overnight celebrity in 1891

when he emptied the bank at a casino

roulette table of about $20,000-a
considerable sum at the time-and then

defied the odds by doing it again. But the

rest of the story did not inspire a

songsmith. Eventually Wells went back to

the tables, where he lost all of his

winnings and much more. Later impris-

oned for fraud, the man who broke the

bank died penniless.

f&tl
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summon their PK powers. Whatever the cause, Cox decided

to explore a situation with an enormous number of targets.

For his new placement experiment, Cox chose the bil-

lions of sodium and chloride ions in an electrolytic solution

as targets for PK. He asked subjects, in effect, to change the

resistance of the saline solution to an electric current

passed through it. To measure the changes, he hooked an

electric stopwatch through a series of low-voltage relays to

a pair of electrodes submerged in the saline solution. Cox

asked his subjects to will the sodium and chloride ions to

cling to the electrodes, thus slowing the sweep of the exper-

imental stopwatch's hand or, alternatively, to will the ions

to avoid the electrodes and hence speed up the stopwatch.

In order to gauge a subject's effectiveness, Cox compared

the difference in elapsed time between the test stopwatch

and a second stopwatch used as a control. One group of

subjects attained very high scores, with an overall probabil-

ity value of 7 in 10,000.

Still, Cox was not ready to conclude that the subjects

were actually propelling ions toward or away from the elec-

trodes. If PK was really operating, he reasoned, it might be

affecting some other part of the experimental setup. Hoping

to determine the actual site of the effect, he rerouted the

electrical circuit to bypass the saline solution. Subjects were

given exactly the same instructions as before— and pro-

duced the same results.

Having
all but ruled out influence on the ions, Cox

made other attempts to pinpoint the possible sites

of action. He asked subjects to concentrate first

on the stopwatch hands, then on the current

flowing through the low-voltage relays to the

watches; in both cases, he detected evidence of a PK effect.

In the end, though, he was left no closer than he had been

at the outset in definitively pinning down whether and

where PK was active, nor had he found how the supposed

force might be affected by the number of targets.

Rhine, Binski, and Cox were not alone in using dice in

hopes of finding the secrets of PK. Shortly after Cox had

started experimenting with placement PK at Rhine's labora-

tory, Rhine received a letter from a noted Scandinavian

electrical engineer, Haakon Forwald, reporting the success

he and a group of fellow engineers had had with table tip-

ping. Rhine replied that if Forwald wanted to investigate

psychokinesis, he should abandon such seance standbys for

a laboratory setup where controls and statistical evaluation

would lend credence to his work.

By 1949, Forwald was working with dice, too. Al-

though his experiments were patterned on the work done at

Duke, his orientation was clearly determined by his back-

ground in engineering and physical science. He focused on

explaining PK phenomena in terms of physical laws and

was much less prone than the Duke researchers to include

any possible psychological factors. Forwald also rejected

the standard Duke practice of having different people serve

as subject and experimenter. He was a loner and, in most

instances, was his own subject.

For someone with 500 patents to his credit, Forwald

put together a surprisingly primitive apparatus that consist-

ed of nothing more than a dice trough, a slanted runway, a

rimmed dice table, and a release mechanism. Pressing a

push button at the end of a cord freed the trough so that it

dropped and let the dice tumble down the runway to the

table. Forwald divided the dice table into two target areas,

labeled A and B, and concentrated on establishing mental

contact with the dice before pushing the release button.

He reported spectacular results, with a probability val-

ue of one in a million. In subsequent years he introduced

variables into his studies, using cubes of equal size but

made of materials—wood, paper, aluminum, Bakelite, and

steel— with different textures and weights. According to

Forwald, he discovered after thousands of "throws," or re-

leases of his dice trough, that his scores with lightweight

dice were no higher than those with heavier ones; PK, he

concluded, apparently does not conform to the law of phys-

ics stipulating that the lighter an object is, the greater the

effect a given force will have on it.

Forwald noted another intriguing effect as well. In his

so-called A-B order, in which he willed cubes to hit the A
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Swedish engineer Haakon Forwald records

the position of dice whose trajectory he
tried to influence as they rolled down an in-

clined plane. Forwald, who achieved high

scores as the subject of his own experi-

ments in the 1950s, was determined tofind

a physical component to psychokinesis.

target in the set first and then, in subse-

quent throws, the B target, he recorded

far higher scores than he did in sets

where he willed the B-A sequence.

Alerted to this odd feature, he began to

watch for it in a new series of throws

and found that when he thought about

his preference for the A-B order, the ef-

fect simply evaporated. But when he did

not think about it, it just as mysteriously

reappeared. Although Forwald had pro-

fessed himself rather indifferent to any

psychological factors that might underlie

PK, he now concluded that an uncon-

scious preference was apparently having

an impact on his scores.

In 1957, Forwald came to Duke for

a two-month visit with Rhine and his as-

sociates. He had worked alone for so

long— almost always producing scores

that appeared to be very strong evidence

of PK-that it seemed the time had come to perform his ex-

periments for friendly observers. And when he did, he had

an embarrassing surprise that, for a time, called into ques-

tion the remarkable scores he had been reporting from his

one-man Swedish laboratory.

Despite his experiences with the A-B and B-A se-

quences, Forwald continued to downplay the psychological

component of PK. But the Duke researchers were con-

cerned that a radical change of environment and test con-

ditions would lower Forwald's scores. The novelty of having

a stranger looking on, they thought, might throw him off his

accustomed stride. And sure enough, when Forwald went

through his experimental paces with a series of individual

observers, his scores were no better than chance would

have predicted. Finally a secretary at the lab, Peggy Murphy,

who was the wife of a Duke graduate biology student,

stepped into the observer role. Forwald apparently felt com-

fortable with her, for his scores soared.

Having demonstrated his techniques at Duke, Forwald

returned to Sweden, where he again became engrossed in

studying the way a cube's surface would affect PK. He was

certain that he could prove a relationship between the

thickness of a cube's outer layer and the energy required to

send it on a given trajectory. The distance a cube moved, he

speculated, would show a clear relationship to the atomic

weight of the metal used. For his experiments, he compared

cubes coated with varying thicknesses of aluminum, cop-

per, cadmium, silver, and lead. His new hypothesis was that

PK somehow liberated a force from the atoms of a cube's

surface material. As in the past, however, his experimenta-

tion led him up a blind alley. Neither a Geiger counter nor

other measuring apparatus turned up evidence of atomic

decay or magnetism -nor could Forwald prove his next hy-

pothesis, that gravity might be the force mobilized from

within by psychokinesis.

In the end, parapsychologists were divided over For-
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Psychic Snap§hoIs

One of the most intriguing areas of

psychokinesis is thoughtography, in

which images are said to be imprinted on

photographic film by the mind alone.

Perhaps the most famous and controver-

sial of the thoughtographers was Ted

Serios, a hard-drinking, unemployed

bellhop from Chicago who during the

1960s claimed to produce snapshots of

what was on his mind.

To take his thoughtographs, Serios sat

in front of a Polaroid camera— favored

because it provided quick results and

precluded accusations of film tampering

in the darkroom. Then, with great shows

of physical exertion (below), he concen-

trated on a mental image of an existing

picture while someone snapped the

camera's shutter. His only prop was a

so-called gizmo, a small cardboard or

plastic tube that he held in front of the

lens He used it, he explained, to keep his

fingers from obscuring the lens.

The usual result was an out-of-focus

picture of Serios's face. Sometimes,

though, the camera yielded totally black

pictures, as if no light had entered the

lens. At other times, the pictures

developed were completely white, as if

the film had been exposed to a very bright

light. And then, there was the occasional

thoughtograph, such as a blurry print of a

building-sometimes only its tower or

dome -that Serios had chosen earlier

from a book or postcard.

Skeptics such as James Randi, the

professional stage magician who has

made a second career of debunking the

allegedly paranormal, suggested that

Serios could mount a photographic

transparency on a tiny lens concealed on

the inside of the gizmo. He could then

hold the gizmo close to the camera, take

a picture, slip the transparency into

his pocket, and present the empty

cylinder for inspection.

Supporters of Serios-who has

since given up thoughtography—

noted that he was never caught

cheating and that he did not

always use the gizmo. Then, too,

certain discrepancies between the

original photographs and his

thoughtographs, such as misspelled

names on buildings, indicated that

any fraud would have to have been

well planned. And not all thought-

ographers have worked like Serios;

in the 1970s, for example, a

Japanese named Masuaki Kiyota

produced a number of such

snapshots while the cap was on

the lens But not even thoughtog-

raphy's believers claim to know
how it works. One notion is that

thoughtographers use psychic force

to manipulate the chemical

particles on the film; another

hypothesis is that they create an

invisible image that the camera

somehow captures on film.

Two of Ted Serios's thoughto-

graphs -shown against a back-

ground of the photograph he
had seen earlier— reveal parts of

Trajan 's Column in Rome (bottom

right) and the dome of the Church

ofSanta Maria di Loreto (top

right), which is across the square.
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wald's credibility. Some saw him as a serious investigator;

others suspected that he was a well-meaning but bumbling

amateur who was not above fudging his data to show re-

sults that were more wishful than real. Many from both

camps, however, gave him and W. E. Cox credit for pioneer-

ing the probe into the ions and atoms of the microphysical

world in their investigations of PK effects.

It was not until the 1960s, however, that this concept

of so-called micro-PK came into its own. Previous dice and

cube studies had suggested that randomly moving objects

were more susceptible to the influence of psychokinesis

than were stationary ones. Now, some researchers pushed

the idea a little further and proposed that the more random

and unpredictable the movement, the more powerful a PK

effect would be.

To test their notions, they turned to the principles of

atomic physics to investigate the most random of move-

ments-those of subatomic particles emitted during the

process of radioactive decay. Among those who took an in-

terest in this approach was the German-born physicist Hel-

mut Schmidt, who eventually left the Boeing Research Lab-

oratories in Seattle, Washington, to work with J. B. Rhine in

Durham and later moved on to the Mind Science Founda-

tion of San Antonio, Texas, a research group founded by

millionaire oilman Tom Slick.

Among Schmidt's first and most important contribu-

tions to micro-PK research were the ingenious high-speed

electronic devices he designed and built. His random event

generator, or REG -first used to test for ESP— is essentially

an electronic coin-flipper in which the "coin" is an oscillat-

ing switch with two positions— positive, equivalent to heads

in a coin toss, and negative, equivalent to tails. The switch

is driven by the completely random— and, presumably, un-

controllable—emission of electrons from a bit of strontium

90 as the unstable element decays.

For one series of experiments, Schmidt connected the

generator to a display panel with nine lights. At any given

moment, only one light would be on. If the generator re-

layed a "heads" signal to the panel, the next light in a

clockwise direction would light up; a "tails" signal would

prompt a move counterclockwise. Electrons moving in a

purely random way would, theoretically, make the lights

flash on and off in an equally random pattern. But if PK

could influence the way the radioactive material emitted

electrons, the lights would display a discernible pattern.

Schmidt asked subjects simply to concentrate on the light

panel and try to make the bulbs light up sequentially in a

clockwise direction. All of his early subjects did a bit better

than pure chance would predict, according to Schmidt. But

he reported that one of them, who believed herself to be

psychic, was so good that the odds against her performance

being the result of pure chance were a billion to one.

In a variation of this test, Schmidt substituted sound

for light. Through headphones, subjects listened to clicks

produced by electron emissions. They were instructed to

concentrate on "hearing" more clicks in their right ear. The

results were well above chance.

-^ chmidt's findings were intriguing, and his testing

M& process seemed to eliminate some of the ambigu-

11 ities that confused— or, critics alleged, tainted— ear-

T^B lier investigations of PK. His data could be automat-

^^ ically recorded and analyzed, reducing the chance

for human error, bias, or fraud. On the other hand, some

observers have maintained that these factors cannot be

completely ruled out in the case of Schmidt's studies. They

have further noted that some of the researcher's target gen-

erators could well have shown natural deviations from ran-

dom patterns, deviations that could have been interpreted

as evidence of PK. Moreover, the British psychologist and

psi critic C. E. M. Hansel has pointed out that earlier tests by

the U.S. Air Force, using a random target generator called

VERITAC, turned up no evidence that the experimental sub-

jects were exercising any kind of psi powers.

Whatever its flaws, Schmidt's work was part of a new

direction in parapsychology. This movement tried to explain

psi phenomena through a relatively new branch of physics

known as quantum mechanics, which involved the study of

subatomic particles.
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Parapsychologists in the past had tried but failed to

demonstrate conclusively that a known physical force un-

derlay psychokinesis. During the nineteenth century and in-

to the twentieth, electromagnetism was a strong candidate,

and Forwald thought psychokinesis might be related to

gravity. No one, however, had mustered evidence demon-

strating that supposed parapsychological phenomena were

governed by any of the known laws of physics. Now, look-

ing to the microphysical world of quantum mechanics for

their explanations, science-minded parapsychologists de-

veloped what they called "observation theories" that con-

sidered both PK and ESP as large-scale quantum events that

might feasibly be reconciled with this new realm of physics.

Quantum mechanics describes a seemingly chaotic

state in which a subatomic particle exists at any given mo-

ment not as a bit of matter with a specific position, electri-

cal charge, or direction, but merely as a so-called wave

function whose characteristics can be described only as

probabilities. But this state changes when an observer steps

into the picture and measures the particle: The very act of

measurement causes the wave function to collapse and the

particle to "jump" from the quantum state in which it is a

bundle of probabilities, to another quantum state in which it

has a definite value. It is an odd world, a place where

In a test designed by psi researcher Helmut Schmidt, a subject
rocks a little ball around a glass pie dish as an aid to concentration
while he tries to make the bulbs light up in a clockwise direction.
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chance encounters have a supreme importance. Martin

Gardner, a science writer-and a confirmed skeptic when it

comes to the claims of parapsychology-likens the

observer-measurer to an autocratic baseball umpire who

declares, "Some is balls and some is strikes, but until 1 calls

'em they ain't nothing."

^•v lthough this implies an appalling anarchy in the

^|^k physical world, there is a kind of order. Statistical

I ^B probability suggests that a particle, such as an

#"^K electron, will follow a particular course under giv-

JL ^A en circumstances-although its movement lacks

the statistical certainty of, say, the rebound of a billiard ball

moving at a certain angle and speed. Large groups of parti-

cles are even more likely than single particles to behave in

accordance with the laws of probability. Like a restaurateur

who cannot be sure what an individual diner will order but

has a fairly accurate idea of how many of each menu item a

whole evening's worth of customers will order, the physicist

can make fairly reliable predictions about the behavior of

great numbers of particles.

The crucial impact of the observer on quantum phe-

nomena seemed, to some parapsychologists, to offer an ex-

planation of the relationship between PK and the physical

world. Indeed, the Austrian physicist Erwin Schrodinger,

one of the principal architects of quantum theory, seemed

to be linking the psychic and physical when he wrote, "I—

1

in the widest meaning of the word, that is to say, every con-

scious mind that has ever said or felt '1'—am the person, if

any, who controls the 'motion of the atoms' according to

the Laws of Nature." And Carl Jung, the great Swiss psy-

chologist who collaborated with Nobel laureate and quan-

tum physicist Wolfgang Pauli on a book titled Interpretation

ofNature and Psyche, once observed that "the microphysical

world of the atom exhibits certain features whose affinities

with the psychic have impressed themselves even on the

physicists. Here, it would seem, is at least a suggestion of

how the psychic process could be 'reconstructed' in another

medium, in that, namely, of the microphysics of matter."

No less a physicist than Albert Einstein put forth the

idea that the behavior of quantum systems is governed by a

unique set of factors-he called them "hidden variables"

because they are not measurable factors like energy or

mass. It is these variables, in the view of observation theo-

rists such as Helmut Schmidt, that allow all quantum events

to interact with one another irrespective of space and time.

And in the mid-1970s, Schmidt devised a series of experi-

ments to search for evidence of "retro-PK"-that is, a form

of supposed psychokinesis that could move backward

across the barriers of time and, in effect, influence events

that had already occurred.

This intriguing research had its beginnings in a more

conventional PK experiment in which Schmidt used one of

his random generators to produce a random sequence of

clicks, barely audible to subjects through their headphones.

By chance alone, subjects could expect to hear a click once

in about 6.4 seconds.

Schmidt speculated that some of his subjects might be

able to speed up the clicks through PK, but he did not ask

them to try. Instead, his only instruction was to listen very

carefully, so as not to miss any of the faint clicks, and to

imagine a vaguely analogous real-life experience, such as

walking in a forest and listening for soft bird calls. What

Schmidt hoped to create was a mood of eager anticipation,

a condition that Rhine and other researchers had main-

tained is conducive to PK success. Apparently, it worked.

Schmidt reported that his subjects heard clicks every 5.42

seconds— almost a full second ahead of the chance sched-

ule. Without even consciously trying, it seemed, his subjects

had somehow altered the timing of the hits.

Now came Schmidt's move into retro-PK. He activated

his equipment to record the clicks on audio cassettes. Nei-

ther he nor anyone else was present when the recordings

were made, and, he reported, no one listened to the tapes

until the subjects heard them during the experiment. Ac-

cording to observation theory, the recordings were at that

point unmeasured, since no one had heard them, and their

characteristics were only probabilities and not certainties—

although it could be argued that the clicks were, in fact,
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measured and set in reality when they were taped. Schmidt

selected half the recordings as targets for the subjects and

designated the other half as controls.

He then assembled his subjects and described the

same procedure used for the first experiment. He did not tell

them that they were listening to prerecorded sequences,

since conventional ideas of time would make ridiculous the

notion that they could change past events. But when he

compared the experimental tapes with the control tapes, he

discovered that the ones that the subjects had listened to

had significantly shorter intervals between clicks. It ap-

peared that his subjects had achieved the impossible: They

apparently exercised PK to alter events -in this case, re-

corded sounds-that had already taken place. For observa-

tion theorists, the experiment seemed a major triumph, al-

though critics would maintain that the results, like so many

findings reported by parapsychologists, were inconclusive

and unrepeatable by other researchers.

Helmut Schmidt's elaborate equipment was a far cry from

J. B. Rhine's homemade dice-throwing apparatus, but the

two researchers had the same modest goal. They were

looking for PK in ordinary people, not in those claiming un-

usual gifts, and were satisfied with tiny, unspectacular ef-

fects, often detectable only in statistics extracted

from many experiments. Like a number of other

parapsychologists, they had done their best to re-

move PK from the realm of the occult and to make

it as impersonal and scientific as possible.

In the 1970s, however, just when Schmidt

and his colleagues were spinning their complex

observation theories and marshaling their statisti-

cal evidence, a number of individuals with seem-

ingly sensational psychokinetic abilities burst onto

the scene. Nevertheless, decades of scientific ad-

vances had shattered forever the credibility of the

traditional darkened seance room, and any self-

proclaimed psychic of the modern age would

sooner or later be expected to perform in the

bright light of the laboratory.

One of the first of the new psychics to submit

v to scientific appraisal was lngo Swann, a

V Colorado-born artist, writer, and purported astral

1 traveler. In the early 1970s Swann, curious about

the then-current idea of affecting plant growth

Helmut Schmidt monitors a psychokinesis experiment
in which a subject seeks to influence the pattern of
clicking sounds emitted by a random number genera-

tor. Schmidt invented this device to produce
random events, such as clicks or lights, on whose
sequence subjects attempt to impose order.
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Polygraph expert Cleve Back
ster hooks up a houseplant to a gal-

vanometer to measure supposed
emotional responses. Some researchers

believe that the galvanometer itself

was affected by psychokinesis. But when
a repetition of the experimentfailed

to yield the same results, critical scien-

tists dismissed it completely.

through prayer, purchased a cheap,

unhealthy-looking Dracaena mas-

sangeana and took it to his New York

office. At the plant's request, Swann

said, he called it Lucifer and talked to it

reassuringly. Lucifer responded force-

fully, sending mental pictures to make

its wants known. Once, overwatered

by the office staff in Swann's absence,

Lucifer fell into a sorry state. When

Swann returned, the wilting plant

seemed to demand a sign, Do Not Wa-

ter. Within a couple of hours after the

sign had been posted, Swann reported,

Lucifer had perked up, although its soil

remained sodden. On another occa-

sion, a droopy Lucifer seemed to be

saying something about wanting a penny for its pot. A co-

worker with a green thumb cleared up Swann's confusion:

Lucifer needed the nutrient copper oxide. Five pennies and

a few hours later, the plant had made a full recovery.

October of 1972 found Swann attempting to upset a

philodendron by sending it messages about mistreatment,

such as having acid poured on its leaves. This plant was in

the midtown Manhattan lie-detection school of Cleve Back-

ster, a former CIA interrogations specialist who had become

well known in parapsychological circles for using polygraph

technology to study the supposed ESP capabilities of plants.

Backster had hooked the plant up to a machine that mea-

sures changes in electrical resistance. At first, alterations in

the plant's electrical resistance corresponded to Swann's

threats, but then the responses subsided; Swann concluded

that the plant perceived his threats as idle.

Next, Swann persuaded Gertrude R. Schmeidler, a

psychology professor at City College in New York, to test his

purported ability to change the temperatures of remote ob-

jects through PK. The essential equipment included very

sensitive thermometers called thermistors and a polygraph

device to record temperature changes. In the first experi-

^Lfljt- J
ment, Swann sat facing the polygraph, which would give

him instant feedback. The target thermistor was positioned

several feet to his left and a control thermistor was strapped

to his wrist, to test the possibility that a rise in body heat

could affect the target thermistor. With her colleague Larry

Lewis as an assistant and observer, Schmeidler gave Swann

a series of commands that ran, "Hotter, rest, colder, rest,

colder, rest, hotter," and so on. This procedure was de-

signed to eliminate any distortions from progressive or cy-

clical changes in room temperature. The impossible ap-

peared to come to pass. In seven out of ten series,

Schmeidler reported small but significant temperature

changes-even when the target thermistors were sealed in

vacuum bottles and placed as much as twenty-five feet

away from Swann.

During a pause in one experiment, Swann and

Schmeidler were in a room adjoining the laboratory suite.

Lewis, who had remained in the laboratory, saw the poly-

graph suddenly register a temperature change. Assuming

that someone had unsealed the vacuum bottle, Lewis

checked it and found that nothing had been disturbed. But

Swann reported that he had begun to wonder about the
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thermistor's exact location inside the vacuum bottle and

had "probed" the interior psychically to find it. He thought

that his psychic musing must have inadvertently caused a

temperature rise.

From Schmeidler's laboratory Swann went west, to

what was then the Stanford Research Institute in Menlo

Park, California, to give a demonstration at the invitation of

physicist and parapsychologist Harold Puthoff. A harder test

than Puthoff devised could scarcely be imagined. He ar-

ranged with Stanford University physicist Arthur Hebard to

experiment with a highly sensitive magnetometer designed

for measuring magnetic fields and detecting quarks, be-

lieved to be the smallest units of matter.

Swann's task would be to alter the magnetic field in

the magnetometer's core. To accomplish this singular feat,

he would have to exert PK through multiple barriers. The

magnetometer was encased in an eight-ton iron vault that

was set in concrete beneath the laboratory floor; four sepa-

rate shields, including a supercooled electrical coil, sur-

rounded the core and kept its magnetic field safe from out-

side influence. Signals from the field were picked up by a

small probe and relayed to a chart recorder. If Swann suc-

ceeded, any changes in the field would show up in the lines

traced by the recorder.

Swann was astounded by the difficulty of the assign-

ment. But he later credited his shock with altering his state

of consciousness to a point where he was equal to the her-

culean task. With Puthoff, the dubious Hebard, and a third

physicist, Martin Lee, looking on, Swann set about his sup-

posed mental probing of the magnetometer's core. Sudden-

ly, Puthoff recounted afterward, the steady waves that the

chart recorder had been tracing doubled their frequency

for half a minute.

The still-skeptical Hebard, whose apparatus was sup-

posedly impenetrable, suggested that something might be

wrong with it. Swann would be more convincing, he said, if

he could stop the magnetic changes completely. To the

amazement of the observers, the wavy lines on the chart

recorder flattened out. After about forty-five seconds,

Swann told the men that he could no longer "hold it"; he

had to let go. The lines on the chart recorder immediately

took on their former undulating pattern, indicating that

magnetic activity had resumed.

Tuthoff, Hebard, and Lee were stunned. Swann ex-

plained that he had peered psychically into the in-

terior of the magnetometer and then made a

sketch of what he had seen, including a plate of

gold alloy that the physicists had not mentioned to

him. As he described the magnetometer, the chart recorder

registered still more changes. Puthoff asked Swann not to

think about the magnetometer. While they chatted about

other matters, the waves remained stable. But when talk

once more turned to the apparatus, their frequency in-

creased again. Puthoff could not be completely sure wheth-

er Swann had induced a change in the magnetometer itself

or merely in the chart recorder. However, Swann's sketch of

the magnetometer's interior seemed to provide circumstan-

tial evidence that he had somehow penetrated its defenses,

and the three California physicists said they were convinced

of his powers. Skeptics hinted broadly that Swann might

have used trickery of some sort, but his backers rejected

suggestions that he seek to repeat his performance for a

group of impartial observers.

Word of the investigations at SRI spread quickly be-

yond the parapsychology community, and it was not long

before Puthoff and Swann found themselves involved in bi-

zarre cloak-and-dagger research for no less a client than

the United States government. Their mission was the psy-

chic "viewing" of secret military bases, and although the

project was soon terminated for lack of support, its prelim-

inary results did alert the government to the possibility of

psychic warfare as a new kind of international threat. One

potential weapon in this novel arsenal was the remote

viewing of secret military installations and targets by enemy

psychics. Another was PK.

Because of the top-secret nature of military intelli-

gence and related activities, it is extremely difficult to deter-

mine whether either of the world's superpowers is engaged

75



Concentrating intently, Ingo Swann attempts to use psychokinet-
ic energy to raise and lower the heat on specialty insulated, super-

sensitive temperature detectors, or thermistors. Professor Ger-

trude Schmeidler (inset), who designed the experiment, reported that

Swann seemed able to effect slight temperature changes in the

target thermistors when they were as much as twenty-Jivefeet away.

in actual PK weaponry development, much less to assess

the quantity and quality of whatever research might be un-

der way. But there is no question that Soviet bloc countries

have for years allowed, and perhaps encouraged, the explo-

ration of a relationship between PK, ESP, and the known

physical mechanisms and forces.

Scientists studying this conjoining of psi phenomena

with engineering call their field "psychotronics," a name

that nicely implies both the elusiveness of the mind, or psy-

che, and the nuts-and-bolts world of science and technolo-

gy. A clue to one possible line of inquiry in the field ap-

peared in a paper written by Victor G. Adamenko, a

physicist and parapsychologist on the staff of Moscow's Na-

tional Institute of Normal Psychology, and presented at the

Second International Congress of Psychotronic Research

that met in Monte Carlo in 1975. Adamenko maintained

that the brain may possess a psychic energy that it routinely

transforms into physicochemical energy, which directly

controls the action of the body's muscles. But at times, ac-

cording to Adamenko, "a rather strong field is being gener-

ated which produces an extra-motoric (i.e., with no muscles

involved) influence over target objects. That is to say, we
are discussing here a quantitative—and not a qualitative—

difference in the transformation of the psychical energy into

the physico-chemical one." As Adamenko saw it, this influ-

ence amounted to a form of psychokinesis.

As to how such a force might be generated or trans-

mitted, and how strong it might be, Adamenko's paper pro-

vided no answers. But it did spark speculation that the So-

viets might already have made significant progress toward

practical applications of psychotronic energy. As Adamenko

put it, research in the field might follow at least two differ-

ent paths. One possibility would be to pursue techniques for

improving a psychic's ability to direct psychokinesis or ex-

trasensory perception more accurately at the chosen target.

Another objective might be to develop a dual delivery sys-

tem in which a known type of energy would be used to am-

plify a psychic's relatively weak output.

Speculation about Soviet progress in the field was fur-
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The Ptt Pretenders

In 1 979 two young men offered to test

their claimed psychic powers at the Mc-

Donnell Laboratory at Washington Uni-

versity. Over the next three years,

researchers at the laboratory—which had

recently been established with a bequest

from aviation pioneer James McDonnell to

investigate psychic phenomena— spent

about 120 hours and $10,000 working

with the pair, and amassed impressive

results. The only trouble was that their

subjects— Steven Shaw, then eighteen

years old, and Michael Edwards, seven-

teen-were no more than talented magi-

cians. They had insinuated themselves

into the experiments at the urging of

James Randi, the magician and crusader

against the paranormal (below, center).

For years Randi has maintained that

psychic research is carried out so casually

that hoaxers go undetected. He

offers $10,000 to any-

one who performs

one paranormal .

feat "under the

proper observ-

ing conditions."

And researchers have sometimes found to

their chagrin that purported psychics may
take advantage of poor supervision. At

the University of Bath in England, for ex-

ample, children who had said they could

bend metal were caught cheating in 1975

when they were observed through one-

way mirrors (opposite).

At McDonnell, Edwards (below, left) and

Shaw (below, right) put on a good show.

They bent metal by stroking it, caused a

clock to fall off a table, advanced the

hands of a watch, and superimposed

images on photographs. In fact, as Randi

would later disclose, Shaw had previously

bent the metal wire that appeared to bow
upward under his hand. He edged the

clock off a table with a virtually

invisible thread stretched between his

thumbs. Another clock, a digital

model whose readings seemed to

have been turned into gibberish, had been

placed in a microwave oven. To create

streaks or blotches on photographs, the

young men had exposed individual

frames of film without removing the roll

from the camera. For one series of alleged

thoughtographs, in which a psychiatrist

discerned parts of a woman's body, Shaw
explained, "I spat on the lens."

Not everybody was fooled by the young

conjurers; when the videotapes of Shaw's

and Edwards's handiwork were presented

at a Parapsychological Association

meeting in 1981, many in the audience

complained about the evident lack of

controls. But Randi lost no opportunity to

gloat when he announced the hoax at a

press conference in early 1983.

And a few months later the

association formally

agreed to invite

magicians into

experiments to

mitigate fraud.
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Heralded as "mini-Cellers"for their

alleged power to bend metal in the manner
ofthe Israeli mentalist Uri Celler,

six children undergoing tests at the University

ofBath were caught cheating when they

thought they were unobserved. Through a one-

way mirror, a camera recorded one child

bending a rod underfoot (top) and another co-

vertly using both hands to twist a spoon.

ther fueled by a 1976 report to the Central Intelligence

Agency by a California concern called AiResearch Manufac-

turing Company. According to the report, a Russian expert

in radio electronics, Ippolite M. Kogan, may well have

spearheaded work on a tandem delivery system to magnify

psychic energy when he was director of the Popov Insti-

tute's Biocommunication Laboratory in Moscow. Hints of

such investigations had trickled out to the West before

1970. In 1975, Kogan's laboratory had been closed down,

and his whereabouts were a mystery. But the AiResearch

consultants suggested that Soviet scientists would have

continued to build on Kogan's intriguing studies of two

types of electromagnetic radiation — very low frequency

(VLF) and extremely low frequency (ELF) radio waves. The

outcome could be an electronic psi-boosting system that, at

its most diabolical, could enhance the talents of a gifted

psychic to tap into, control, or even destroy human minds.

For a number of reasons, ELF waves have proved to

be more interesting to researchers. The longest of all elec-

tromagnetic waves, with a span of 1,000 miles between

peaks, they follow a path that circles the earth rather than

dissipating into space. Michael Persinger, a neuroscientist

at Canada's Laurentian University, has speculated that psy-

chics have brain-wave frequencies that coincide with ELF

waves and employ them for either receiving or delivering

psi effects. More ominously, it has been suggested that ELF

waves may be so similar to naturally occurring brain waves

that the brain might accept them as its own and be stimu-

lated to imitate the ELF wave patterns. If this is so, a gifted

psychic who generated the "strong field" that Adamenko

had hypothesized would possess an awesome weapon that

could conceivably project brain malfunctions leading to

anything from distortions in logical thinking to hallucina-

tions or even death.

All this is highly speculative, of course, as is the very

notion that the Soviet Union possesses any ELF-based psy-

chic capability. But the Soviets have already proved to be

electromagnetic wizards. In the 1970s, for example, Soviet

operatives bombarded the American embassy in Moscow
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with high levels of microwave radiation- at the other end of

the spectrum from ELF waves -reportedly triggering physi-

cal and emotional symptoms in the staff. The consensus

was that the bomhardment was meant either to hinder de-

tection of bugging devices that had been planted in the em-

bassy or to jam American surveillance apparatus. But an

imaginative minority of parapsychologists speculated that a

telepathic weapon had been directed toward the embassy

in an attempt to tune into American brain waves and thus

extract information.

Farfetched as it may be, apprehension about Russian

psychotronic advances has reached extremes among a

handful of mostly retired American military officers. In the

mid-1970s, one of them, a retired army officer, Lt. Col.

The mysterious loss of the nuclear submarine Thresher in 1963 was
a mafor disaster. Some paranormalists said the Soviets destroyed

the craft through psychotronics—the supposed projection ofmental
energy so amplified that it becomes a physical or chemicalforce.

Thomas E Bearden, helped found a group called the United

States Psychotronics Association, which attempted to bring

to the government's attention what it perceived as a poten-

tially apocalyptic threat. Bearden believed that psychotronic

energy was responsible for a number of unexplained disas-

ters, including the loss of the American nuclear submarine

Thresher off the coast of Massachusetts in 1963. He asserted

that the submarine had been the target in a Soviet experi-

ment with a device that amplified psychotronic energy. The

USSR had seven major psychokinetic weapons programs,

according to Bearden, who claimed that one of them

prompted the serious outbreak of what has come to be

known as legionnaires' disease, at an American Legion

convention in Philadephia in 1976.

Bearden and his fellow USPA members could muster

little more than circumstantial evidence for their claims
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Even so, at least a few members of the military establish-

ment seem to have hearkened to their warnings. For exam-

ple, the authors of a U.S. Army study that was partly declas-

sified in 1981 stressed the importance of remaining

open-minded about psychokinesis, which they described as

a form of energy that could have significant military appli-

cations. The Soviet Union, they wrote, "appears to have

made significant progress toward developing psychotronic

weapons." They defined psychotronics as "the projection or

transmission of mental energy by individual or collective

mental discipline and control, or by an energy-emitting de-

vice-a kind of mind jammer." The report stated unequivo-

cally that "the technology, physics and mathematics in-

volved are real, and not matters of the occult or

supernatural. Details of psychotronics offer a 'physics of

metaphysics' -a fully developed theory of paranormal phe-

nomena that unites physics and psychology."

Army reports, of course, can fall into error, but one

country cannot dismiss out of hand the possibility that an-

other military power is experimenting with a radically dif-

ferent type of weaponry. As recently as 1987, the U.S. Army

examined the merits of psychokinesis as a means of jam-

ming enemy computers, triggering nuclear weapons, or in-

capacitating weapons and vehicles.

The study did not, however, find persuasive evidence

for the existence of psi phenomena. Indeed, for all the ap-

parent advances in laboratory techniques that PK research-

ers have made since J. B. Rhine's early dice-throwing exper-

iments, their goal remains elusive. They have yet to produce

experimental results that are repeatable, that will persuade

skeptics that psi is a reality.

Still hopeful, some researchers have been rethinking

the conventional distinctions that have been made among

psi processes. PK, they suggest, has often been confused

with the phenomenon of precognition. For example, a new

look at hundreds of random number generator experiments

carried out between 1969 and 1984 prompted a team of

parapsychologists and statisticians at the University of Cal-

ifornia and SRI International -as the former Stanford Re-

search Institute is now called -to propose a whole new hy-

pothesis. It may well be, they say, that subjects, instead of

causing a set of results by exerting PK, somehow extract

knowledge from the experimental process, enabling them

to guess in advance what the results will be.

Such intuitive data sorting— a term these researchers

use instead of precognition -does away with a very knotty

problem raised whenever a change is attributed to PK. For

after many decades of laboratory investigation, PK remains

a mystery. If it exists, if it can indeed cause physical chang-

es- in radioactive material, computers, people, or any other

target— it must be, from a scientific point of view, a physical

force comparable to gravity, electromagnetism, or the spe-

cial forces governing nuclear particles. Nevertheless, the

fact remains that no one has ever produced any evidence

that PK is another natural force. And, despite much re-

search, none of the forces already known has been proven

to account for PK. Some parapsychologists join J. B. Rhine

in the belief that it is a mistake to treat psychokinesis as a

physical force. They firmly maintain that it is an aspect of

will, of soul, of consciousness, and that it is not bound by

any of the physical laws.

^_^_ ^ ith such diametrically opposed views coming

Wm Wk W into play, it is difficult to imagine what com-m
m̂ mJ mon theoretical ground quantum physicists,Mm parapsychologists, psychotronic warriors, and

^^ ™
spiritualists will ever be able to find. But while

theorists search, quibble, and argue, the more pragmatistic

are eager to make use of the supposed force of psychoki-

nesis, no matter what its nature and mechanics may be.

And if it is truly an operative phenomenon, the implica-

tions—from medical uses to agriculture to psychic war-

fare-would be staggering. Some researchers propose that

biological application of PK could lead to a control over he-

redity and even evolution. Others dream more modestly of a

foolproof gambling system or financial scheme, or a sports

team that wins every game. In fact, it is doubtful that any-

one-even the most dedicated skeptic— would turn down a

chance to master the secrets of true psychokinesis.
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Seeking flie Sources of Plf

Possibly the most daunting challenge that

faces modern psi researchers is to explain

what force-or forces-could be responsi-

ble for the strange phenomena attributed

to psychokinesis, or PK. Quite simply, the

notion that tangible objects might change

their form or location with no apparent ap-

plication of physical force is all but impos-

sible for conventional physics to accept.

But many PK enthusiasts point to a more

easily grasped concept: the idea that it is

possible, in varying degrees, for the hu-

man brain to interact directly with its envi-

ronment. Perhaps, some speculate, certain

psychically gifted people can modulate

their brain waves to achieve control over

events in the physical world. As evidence,

parapsychologists offer laboratory experi-

ments that seemingly associate certain

types of brain waves with PK and other al-

legedly psychic occurrences. The four ma-

jor types of brain waves, as measured and

charted by an electroencephalograph, are

shown below, with descriptions of the ac-

tivities usually linked with each.

In their efforts to establish a theoretical

basis for PK, parapsychologists turn also to

certain modern scientific principles that

appear to suggest models for paranormal

physical occurrences. To some psychic re-

searchers, for example, the strange, un-

predictable behavior of subatomic parti-

cles seems to be similar to certain PK
effects. Others say that PK may be attribut-

ed to invisible energy contained in these

particles or perhaps in such phenomena as

heat and sound. The theories of these psi

investigators are illustrated on the follow-

ing six pages. No parapsychologist, how-
ever, has yet satisfactorily explained how
the human mind might interact with such

forces, thus shaping physical events.
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BETA. The small, close peaks ofbeta waves are

most often charted when a person is awake
and alert. Walking, talking, dialing a telephone,

and reading a book are all activities that

require beta-type brain activity. During periods

ofanxiety or intense concentration, the

brain may remain in the beta mode, even when
the eyes are closed.

ALPHA. This is the state ofmind that some PK
researchers suggest is associated with PK
effects. Each time a person closes his or her
eyes, the brain generates a burst ofalpha
waves, but it is the longer, sustained periods of
alpha that signify the alert, relaxed mood in

which a person is highly receptive to outside

signals. This state can be induced through
hypnosis, meditation, listening to music, and
even by watching television.

THETA. In adults, theta waves usually denote a
deep trance, a mode that some mystics can
enter at will. When theta waves dominate, sen-

sations ofpain may be dulled; thus, ayogi or

fakir whose brain is puttingforth theta waves
may be able to lie comfortably on a bed ofnails
or endure piercing wounds without wincing.

DELTA. Delta waves, with their stretched-out

peaks, are slower than most other waves and
are usually generated during sleep. Some
neuroscientists believe that delta waves are also

a defense mechanism: When the brain is

endangered by injury or disease, it may lapse

into delta-wave emission.
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Some parapsychologists have turned to

the perplexing principles of quantum me-

chanics in hopes of explaining how mind

might affect matter. In the microworld of

subatomic particles, events are often un-

predictable-and no less bizarre, perhaps,

than a teacup passing unscathed through a

solid barrier (left).

A few PK researchers, notably the

German-born physicist Helmut Schmidt,

claim to have demonstrated that psychi-

cally gifted observers can affect events at

the quantum level (pages 71-72). And
some parapsychologists reason that if this

Quantum Comparisons

power exists, it might be brought to bear

on the macroworld as well.

Take, for example, the notion that a cup

could pass through a barrier. By the laws

of everyday science, such an incident

seems impossible. How can one solid ob-

ject pass through another? Yet some psy-

chics claim the ability to make an object

disappear from one location and reappear

in another. This so-called teleportation is

sometimes said to enable someone to

move items from room to room, or from

inside to outside a container.

As it happens, microparticles behave in

somewhat similar fashion, tunneling

through barriers and showing up in places

that classical physics decrees they should

not be. Yet even an item such as a cup is

made up of innumerable microparticles. If

these tiny units can permeate barriers, ask

some psi researchers, might it not be pos-

sible under certain circumstances for the

entire cup to pass from one side of a wall

to the other? Fascinating though this anal-

ogy may be, however, mainstream scien-

tists generally assert that the laws of the

microworld cannot be applied directly to

the larger macroworld.



Surfaces of Action

In the mid-1970s, John Hasted, an English

physicist, became fascinated with the al-

leged feats of psychics who claimed the

ability to bend such articles as keys and

spoons without applying physical force.

Seeking an explanation, he launched a se-

ries of experiments with children who
were supposedly able to deform metal

without touching it.

Hasted concerned himself primarily with

small, scarcely discernible changes, rather

than with dramatic effects such as twisted

spoons. Placing door keys in several loca-

tions in a room and stationing one of his

test subjects nearby, he used sensitive

gauges attached to the keys in order to de-

termine whether some force had been ex-

erted upon the metal. During numerous
sessions, Hasted reported, delicate varia-

tions in pressure were indeed registered.

When a child was not nearby, he said,

there were no apparent signs of strain

on the door keys.

Hasted went on to work out a novel the-

ory explaining how this phenomenon
could occur, particularly when the children

were several feet from their target objects.

Complicating his task was the fact that

keys positioned in several places around a

room sometimes seemed to register stress

simultaneously. Perhaps, Hasted reasoned,

force waves were somehow emanating

from each child's body. Based on his pre-

cise positioning of the keys, Hasted specu-

lated that these waves were shaped like

planes or slabs- "surfaces of action."

At times, according to Hasted, the plane

might actually twist, in the manner of the

band extending from the hand shown be-

low. This twisting activity, he thought,

could cause a spoon or other metal object

to form a series of bends.

Interestingly, Hasted said he was able to

measure and record evidence of the phe-

nomenon more frequently when his sub-

jects were in a relaxed, almost inattentive

state of mind, a mood associated with al-

pha brain waves. When the children con-

centrated too hard, they were generally

unable to produce the purported surface of

action and the resultant strain on the keys.





Energies of Levifafion

A basic law of physics dictates that no ob-

ject can be moved without an expenditure

of energy. If a table is levitated, for exam-

ple, some force must be present, causing it

to rise into the air (below). But where could

such a force come from? And how could a

person tap into this energy and direct it in

order to effect psychokinesis?

Parapsychologists have attempted to an-

swer these questions throughout this cen-

tury. In one early series of experiments, a

psi researcher maintained that everyone

present during sessions in which a table

seemed to levitate had lost a few ounces of

weight. He took this as an indication that

all of those in the group had somehow

contributed a small amount of their own
energy to the apparent PK.

More recently, PK enthusiasts have

speculated that heat, or possibly sound,

might supply the necessary force. Accord-

ing to one researcher, cooling the temper-

ature in a room by a single degree Celsius

would release enough energy to lift an

armchair several hundred feet into the air.

As for the supposition that sound can gen-

erate PK energy, there are those who sug-

gest that this might account for the music

some psychics play in order to facilitate

their alleged powers. In either case, some
psi researchers speculate, sound or heat

waves might coalesce into a form of co-

herent energy, which could then be direct-

ed at an object. The process could be sim-

ilar, they say, to the way a laser beam
acquires its power by concentrating and

directing light.

A basic question still remains: What
could cause essentially diffuse energy to

converge? Not surprisingly, one proposed

answer points again to a possible power of

the human mind over matter. Perhaps, psi

researchers conjecture, specially gifted

people possess the ability to use will -or
consciousness-to seize inchoate energy

and to consolidate it into a force that is ca-

pable of moving objects at

their bidding.





-
.•

:i!llllllltlll!!nililll!ti!l||l!i>lllllll||H|l



The Hypnotic Slate

,ui almost as long as humans
have sought relief from suffering or answers to prayers, they have

turned for help to a sleeplike state now known as hypnosis. The

priests of ancient Greece and Egypt put people into trances to treat

their physical or mental troubles; the salons of eighteenth-century

Europe dabbled in an unseen but potent "animal magnetism" that

convulsed and then purportedly cured its subjects. Yet to this day,

hypnosis, a condition in which the subconscious seems to hold

sway over the conscious mind, is not fully understood.

The modern history of hypnosis begins with Franz Anton Mes-

mer, an Austrian physician of the 1 700s who believed he was
channeling an invisible magnetic force that healed the sick. Mes-

mer gave his name to the phenomenon, mesmerism, but later

practitioners dismissed his theory of magnetism, saying that the

hypnotist himself somehow controlled the subject. Later still, the

focus shifted again: It was only through the subject's willingness,

or suggestibility, that the hypnotist acquired his seeming mastery.

Today, many believe that hypnosis represents an altered state of

consciousness; some scientists, however, suspect that subjects are

merely role playing, albeit unconsciously, to please the hypnotist.

Whatever the explanation, hypnosis has been turned to a

number of uses— to block pain, to provide entertainment, to sum-

mon up long-suppressed memories or emotions, to improve skill

at a sport or a performing art. Even if hypnosis is only a means for

subjects to do what they want, the results suggest the power of the

mind over the limits of matter.

A mesmerist induces a hypnotic state in a woman.
As this eighteenth century engraving shows, some mesmerists believed

they could channel magneticforce through their hands.



Mesmer's Fabulous Magnets

Though called the father of hypnotism,

Franz Anton Mesmer never really under-

stood the phenomenon he made famous.

Mesmer, born in 1 734 and trained as a

physician, believed that all matter was
suspended in an invisible magnetic fluid

over which the planets and stars exerted

a gravitational pull. When the fluid be-

came imbalanced in people, they fell sick.

The remedy was to pass magnets over

their bodies. They then went into

what Mesmer called a "beneficial

crisis," often accompanied by convul-

sions, and were pronounced cured.

Starting in the 1 770s, in Vienna

and Paris, Mesmer passed his magnet

over much of the fashionable world,

particularly its women. To accommo-
date them all, he built a baquet, a

large covered tub around which thirty

people could be magnetized at once.

It held ground glass, iron filings, and

bottles of so-called magnetized

water. Patients grasped iron rods that

protruded from the baquet and

applied them to afflicted parts of their

bodies. As hidden musicians played

softly- Mesmer was a patron of the

young Mozart -Mesmer would enter in a

purple robe, often playing a glass

harmonica and waving an iron wand.

The scientific establishment roundly dis-

missed Mesmer and his magnets. In 1784,

a royal commission of nine scientists

headed by Benjamin Franklin, then the

American ambassador to France, investi-

gated Mesmer's technique and called it

fraudulent. Patients responded only if they

knew they were being magnetized, the

commission said; hence, "magnetism"

was merely the patients' belief and imagi-

nation and could not be curative.

Ironically, the commission understood

the nature of hypnosis better than Mes-

mer, who insisted that it had a physiologi-

cal basis. And the Verdict destroyed Mes-

mer. Disgraced, he left for Switzerland,

where he died penniless in 1815.

Franz Mesmer (above) and his views
are satirized in this 1 784 engraving, in

which a mesmerist stands on a globe
to channel magnetismfrom the

heavens. The hot-air balloon, a recent
invention, hadfurthered popular
beliefin the power ofinvisibleforces
such as magnetism.



In this engraving ofMesmer's
Paris salon, the wealthy sit

around a baquet while a wom-
an swoons; in a room at the

rear, the poor are treatedfor
free. The salon was hung with

mirrors, supposedly to

intensify the magneticforce.

V

A contemporary caricature

portrays the mesmerist as an ass, a
figure often used to symbolize

quackery. In the background, two
patients are shown as sheep.



The Doctors' Dispute

Mesmer's departure from the scene

opened the door for a more thoughtful ex-

ploration of hypnosis in the 1800s, and for

the recognition that it is a psychological

rather than a physiological phenomenon.

A French nobleman, the Marquis de

Puysegur, took the first step in that

direction. A pupil of Mesmer, de Puysegur

hypnotized peasants on his estate. He

observed that subjects, though in a deep

trance, responded readily to suggestions,

and he found that they afterward

frequently possessed no recollection of

events— a condition that has come to be

known as posthypnotic amnesia.

While de Puysegur continued to believe

in magnetism, one of his pupils, a

Portuguese priest named Jose Custodio di

Faria, argued that hypnosis was a kind of

lucid sleep that involved nothing more

than the acquiescence of the subject. A
few decades later James Braid, a British

surgeon, determined that a subject could

be put into a trance by concentrating on a

single idea. It was Braid who coined the

familiar word hypnosis from Hypnos,

the Greek god of sleep.

Those ideas would be developed further

in France, by a physician who lived near

the city of Nancy. In the 1 860s, Dr.

Ambroise August Liebeault offered his

patients a choice: conventional medicine,

for a fee, or treatment by hypnosis,

without charge. When his hypnotic cure

worked on a sciatica patient who had

been treated unsuccessfully by Hippolyte

Bernheim, a professor of medicine at the

University of Nancy, the highly respected

Bernheim began to collaborate with

Liebeault. Ultimately the two treated more

than 12,000 patients at their hypnosis

clinic, which also attracted such signifi-

cant visitors as the pioneering psycholo-

gist Sigmund Freud. But Freud, reportedly

an inept hypnotist, found results with his

patients too transitory and soon dropped

the technique in favor of psychoanalysis.

As the century waned, the old physio-

logical view of hypnosis was championed

a final time. Jean-Martin Charcot, an em-
inent neurologist at the Salpetriere

Hospital in Paris, found that hysterical

symptoms could be both produced and

relieved by hypnosis, and he declared that

hypnosis was a physiological condition

that would work only for hysterics. Before

he died in 1893, Charcot conceded that

he had been wrong; even so, his research

helped to make hypnotism a legitimate

field of inquiry in the medical community.

,sis in his clinic in France,
s^aVatleft^stoffandpaue

nts in this 1900 photograph.



British surgeon James Braid's

research reinforced the emerging view of
hypnosis as a psychological phenomenon.
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In a hypnotic trance, a
young peasant named
Victor Race obeys the

Marquis de Puysegur's
suggestion to lap milk
like a cat. A particu-

larly apt subject, Race
believed hypnosis
helped relieve an in-

flammation ofhis lung.
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Hypnotism Goes on Stage

Long before the scientific community

began to take hypnosis seriously, the pub-

lic had embraced it as a form of entertain-

ment. Beginning in the early nineteenth

century, stage hypnotists flourished,

and home hypnosis became a popular

parlor game. Some reports have it that

enthusiasts included novelist Charles

Dickens, who is said to have excelled at

inducing trances.

Unfortunately for serious practitioners,

the rise of hypnosis led to a number of

false impressions about its powers-many
of which survive today. Then as now,

stage hypnotists were only too happy

to claim that they could make people

act totally out of character. "You ^
can make a Democrat make a

Republican speech, or

make a Republican make a

Democratic speech," asserted

one Professor T. C. Cole, Jr., in

his 1900 mail-order course in

hypnotism. "You can have

them riding brooms for horses,

fishing with a broom for a fishing pole."

(The professor admitted, however, that he

always took along a few of his own sea-

soned hypnotic subjects when he per-

formed in public, just in case.)

Such a view of a hypnotist's powers

had its thrillingly sinister side, and this

aspect was fully exploited by novelists

and moviemakers. Hypnotism was
frequently portrayed in their works as a

force for evil, exercised by manipulative

villains who placed their victims in

trances, then ordered them to awake and

carry out deviously concocted plans. The

epitome of the powerful fictional

hypnotist was Svengali, who made his

appearance in the 1894 novel Trilby, by

English author George Du Maurier. To
make himself a fortune, Svengali

L. hypnotized the beautiful but

^ untalented heroine to

become a famous singer.

m
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Under hypnosis, three suggestible

instrumentalists play make-believe music
with some common household items.



A stage hypnotist named
Handy-Bandy transfixes his

assistant, a woman with the

equally colorful name of
Nadia-Nadyr, in this 1927
posterfrom Germany. Exotic

dress enhanced the

hypnotist's image as someone
with mysterious powers.

The evil Dr. Caligari, having

hypnotized a man to carry out his

vile schemes, displays the zombie-
like subject to the terrified heroine

in this stillfrom the 1919 German
film classic The Cabinet ofDr.

Caligari. The mad doctor keeps the

mesmerized wretch in his

cabinet, releasing him only to

murder innocent townsfolk.

In a stunt put on by genera-
tions ofstage hypnotists, a
woman lies suspended between
two chairs. In fact, most
people can perform the same
feat without benefit of
hypnosis-although they should
take care to avoid neck injuries.



Unlocking Memoiy

It was not until the early 1900s that

hypnosis began to win the respect of the

scientific community. Today it is used

in the treatment of pain, in psychothera-

py, and even in law enforcement.

That hypnosis has become a tool in

psychotherapy is due largely to the efforts

of Milton Erickson, a Wisconsin farmer's

son born in 1901. Totally paralyzed by

polio at the age of seventeen, Erickson

was strapped upright in a rocking chair

one day, wishing he were nearer the

window, when he noticed that, almost

imperceptibly, the chair had begun to

rock. Had his longing somehow made his

body move? In the following months,

he practiced a form of self-hypnosis as he

worked at regaining the power of move-

ment. His technique was to search his

memory for the sensation of a movement,

such as grasping a pitchfork; he would

then stare at his hand until his fingers be-

gan to twitch. Gradually the movements
became stronger and within his conscious

control. Less than a year after he first

made his chair rock, Erickson was up on

crutches, and in time he would walk un-

aided, with only a slight limp.

Erickson went on to become a psychi-

atrist, and he was among the first to apply

hypnosis to psychotherapy. It is now
widely used in behavior modification, for

such problems as smoking or overeating

-although beneficial results are often

short-lived. It is also used to treat neurotic

patients by uncovering traumatic experi-

ences and thoughts they may have re-

pressed. But many psychiatrists believe

that recollections summoned up hypnoti-

cally may reflect not a strict reality, but

the patient's fantasies, fears, and desires.

When it comes to criminal in-

vestigations, hypnosis is an even

more controversial issue. While

there are cases of witnesses cor-

rectly recalling obscure details of

a crime after being hypnotized,

such subjects have been shown
to be easily swayed by hypnotic

suggestion -and thus highly

unreliable. Nonetheless, the

Supreme Court ruled in 1987

that defendants may intro-

duce as evidence remarks

they made under hypnosis.

Hypnosis has been better

accepted as a means of

controlling pain; indeed, in

1958 the American Medical

Association endorsed its use

for this purpose. It is being

used today to control pain in

burn victims, cancer patients,

and women in childbirth.

i

Milton Erickson, shown here with his daughter-in-

law Lillian, pioneered the use ofhypnosis in psychiatry. Many therapists

prefer it to Freudian psychoanalysis to treat nervous symptoms.



In 1919, ayoung Milton

Erickson stands unsupported

after overcoming paralysis

(left). In addition to drawing on
memory to restore movement,
Erickson said, he also relied on
observation, watching his

baby sister struggling to walk
and consciously retraining

his own body to do the same.
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With hypnosis as her only anes-

thetic, a nineteen-year-old Italian

girl undergoes an appendectomy in

1961. Because hypnosis does not
depress breathing or circulation, it

is a desirable anesthetic, but not
everyone can be put into a trance

deep enough for major surgery.

Her hand immersed in ice water, a
hypnosis subject in an experiment at

Stanford University reports no pain.

Studies show that subjects experience

pain on some level but that it does
not register on their consciousness.



Puffing People Under

During the years since Mesmer's

magnets, the method of inducing a

hypnotic state in a subject has been

greatly simplified and demystified. Today

it is generally recognized that the critical

task for the hypnotist is to win the trust

and cooperation of the subject. Once

rapport has been established, the

hypnotist can use any of a large number

of induction techniques.

Whatever the specific procedure, most

subjects are told to concentrate on and

listen to the hypnotist, to relax, to close

their eyes, and to try to imagine what is

being suggested. Hypnotists frequently

ask their subjects to focus on an object,

with the goal of having them close their

eyes; the object should be above eye level

so that staring will be tiring and the

eyelids will droop.

Often, this method is combined with a

procedure called progressive relaxation,

in which the subject is urged to relax each

muscle in the body. The hypnotist drones

on, suggesting that "waves of relaxation"

are repeatedly washing over the subject,

that he is becoming drowsy and can no

longer keep his eyes open voluntarily-

but that at the same time the subject is

choosing to close them.

There are a number of variations on the

theme. As an alternative relaxation

technique, some subjects are told to

clench one fist, let all their tension flow

into it, and then unclench to let the

tension escape. Others are instructed to

count backward by ones or by threes or

to count the cycle of their breaths, all the

while concentrating on the hypnotist's

patter. Another common procedure

involves movement— such as touching

palms, lifting an arm in the air, dropping

an arm -in response to the hypno-

tist's suggestion.

More sophisticated are the so-called

imaging methods, in which subjects are

invited to imagine a scene and, figurative-

ly speaking, to enter it. The scene may
be inviting, such as a beach, a cloud, or a

sunrise. Or subjects may be told to

imagine themselves on a staircase,

escalator, or elevator, with each down-

ward step or stage taking them into a

deeper hypnotic state.

Hypnotist Harvey Misel (right) guides
Chicago White Sox outfielder Ron Kittle into

a trance in 1983. Kittle hit thirty-five

home runs that year, but there is no proof
that hypnotism helped.

In such cases, the hypnotic trance can

be terminated by reversing the procedure;

subjects imagine themselves walking up

the staircase, for example. In general,

though, trances are terminated very

simply; the hypnotist either tells the

subject directly to wake up or counts

backward from ten-or sometimes

twenty— to one while the subject

gradually awakens.

Most people can be hypnotized,

although the degree of their suggestibility

can vary greatly. This level of receptivity

can be tested in a number of ways. A
patient who has raised an arm at the

hypnotist's suggestion may, without

apparent effort, hold it in the air for an

hour or more. Positive and negative

hallucinations are another measure: A
loud noise may go unheard because the

hypnotist says it will, while an imaginary

noise is heard-and may be stopped, at

the hypnotist's suggestion, with a single

gesture by the subject. Or the hypnotist

may even ask subjects to evaluate the

depth of a trance by ranking it on a

numerical scale.



A subject is hypnotized by watching a
swinging pendulum. Known as the

Chevreul pendulum, after the nineteenth-

century Frenchman who popularized

it, the device has become synonymous
with hypnotism; in fact, it is rarely

used now as an induction procedure.

Many experts in the field maintain that

most people are capable of hypnotizing

themselves as a means of reducing stress

or alleviating pain. One simple method,

according to psychologist Stanley N.

Chase, involves making a tape recording

of the following instructions The record-

ing can be played back at any time as an

aid to self-hypnosis:

Sit in a comfortable chair with your back

supported, feet on the floor, and hands in

your lap. Then take a few deep, slow

breaths as you begin to relax, relaxing es-

pecially your arms and shoulders Make
your arms feel very heavy as you breathe

deeply and regularly

Now, breathing normally and continuing

to relax, stare straight ahead Keeping your

Do-HYourself Hypnosis

head level, raise only your eyes to a point

on the ceiling or high on the wall. You may
choose an imaginary spot in the middle of

a blank area. Continue to stare at the spot

for thirty to sixty seconds or until your eyes

feel as if they want to close. There may be

a slight strain on your eyes, they may get

blurry or watery, but continue to stare.

Keeping your eyes raised, slowly lower

your eyelids until they are closed Let your

head fall forward comfortably, and relax

Relax more deeply.

Begin counting very slowly from one to

five, breathing out slowly as you say each

number to yourself. With each number
you are drifting more deeply into a relaxed

state. You feel the relaxation flow down
through your body

When you reach five, pause, and count

again very slowly, relaxing even more
deeply. Repeat these sets of five as long as

you continue to feel more and more re-

laxed with each set.

After these sets of five, gradually begin

to get rid of distracting thoughts as they

enter your mind, and drift deeper into re-

laxation. You are wiping away any dis-

tracting thoughts and drifting more deeply

into a relaxed state. To relax more deeply,

you may choose to imagine a relaxing

scene, like a beach or a mountain lake;

perhaps you are observing it, perhaps you

are in the scene

You can end your self-hypnosis at any

point, says Chase Simply count backward,

slowly from five to one, and open your

eyes after reaching one.



CHAPTER 3

Mind over Body

he incongruous setting for the ceremony is the grounds of a hotel in south-

ern California; the improbable hour is 1:00 a.m. About a hundred people,

nearly all of them strangers to one another, have gathered on the green-

sward near the parking lot in hopes of performing a small miracle of the

human spirit. It is their intention to walk on fire.

Their leader and instructor in this enterprise is a handsome, garrulous

man in his late twenties who stands before them at the head of a pair of

parallel beds of sod filled with blazing hardwood coals. Each bed is ten feet

long and three feet wide. Sparks swirl into the damp night air as the embers

pop and rumble; the people, too, are charged, noisy. As they form two

lines— one in front of each glowing sod bed— most of them are, as instruct-

ed, muttering a calming phrase: "cool moss, cool moss." They are barefoot.

All eyes on him, the leader huffs several noisy breaths and steps reso-

lutely onto one of the blankets of fire. Three, four, five swift strides and he

emerges onto the lawn to wipe the cinders from his feet. The men and wom-

en in the rapt crowd erupt in cheers. They feel a surge of faith and confi-

dence; their qualms have been all but banished, and they are eager to fulfill

their potential, as their leader has promised they would. "What are you go-

ing to do when you have achieved success?" he has asked them-and then

answered his own question: "You're going to celebrate!"

And celebrate they do, whooping and waving their fists triumphantly,

as one by one they tread the path of fire. Nearly all of them make the cross-

ing; none are burned; few are even blistered. From each one, the leader,

who is also a businessman, has collected $145. The fee covers not only the

stroll over now-orange coals, but also the four-hour inspirational seminar

that preceded it. During this lecture, the leader, Tony Robbins of Los

Angeles, explains that in the few seconds a person needs to confront and

walk the fiery trench, his life will be transformed. Once people find the will

to take that first step, Robbins tells the students, they discover the secret to

success, health, and contentment. Grand claims, without a doubt-but sat-

isfied customers are not hard to find. "It turned my life around," reports an

elderly woman of Robbins's teachings. "It's something greater than con-



fidence; it's reassurance

that anything is possible."

Once the human mind

is properly prepared, any-

thing is possible-that is

Robbins's tantalizing mes-

sage. And he is only one

preacher of that hopeful

gospel. Fire walking, with

its inherent drama and its

links to humankind's primi-

tive past, has attracted not

a few latter-day gurus and

disciples. But the notion

that the mind's power is ca-

pable of being harnessed

in the service of self-

improvement underlies a

wide array of practices and

schools of thought. These

range from such exotic feats

as levitation -rising into the

air by seemingly paranormal

means-to the homespun
dictums of The Power ofPositive

Thinking, that durable paean to optimism written in 1 952 by

the ebullient Dr. Norman Vincent Peale.

Those who extol the benefits of such mind-over-body

techniques as biofeedback or creative visualization may

scoff at the entrepreneurial evangelists of fire walking,

which one writer sardonically dismissed as "the ultimate

one-stop, cut-rate, cosmic self-improvement seminar." But

it seems clear that Tony Robbins, with his intensity and his

watchwords, "cool moss, cool moss," has imparted a mea-

sure of resolve to some people. One believer, a college pro-

fessor, declared that Robbins helped him conquer a fear of

flying. "The other day a friend invited me to go on a small

plane," he said, "and I started to get queasy when we were

going over the mountains. I immediately visualized the fire

walk. 1 just cool mossed my-

self, and that did it."

Fire walking as therapy is a

relatively recent notion. But

as a religious and magical

ritual, it is too ancient to

trace and curiously wide-

spread. By about 500 BC, it

was firmly established in

China, Japan, Tibet, and In-

dia. Over the years it spread

westward to the Mediterra-

nean region and Europe.

In medieval times, people

walked on fire to show

their humility or to seek

purification and divine

blessing. Others did so to

prove their innocence of

such crimes as murder or

heresy. Those who were

blameless, it was thought,

would escape injury after

crossing red-hot coals. Similar

applications persisted into the

modern age, especially in technologically primitive cultures.

One of the first westerners to give an account of a rit-

ual fire walk was Dr. William Tufts Brigham, director of the

Bishop Museum of Ethnology in Honolulu. In the 1880s,

Brigham, who had grown up in Hawaii, persuaded three ka-

hunas, or native priests, to introduce him to the ways of fire

walking. He chose an opportune time: A volcanic eruption

near the huge active crater of Kilauea had just brought forth

a fresh flow of lava.

After an arduous three-day climb, they reached the

source of the flow. "It was a grand sight," Brigham recalled.

"The side of the mountain had broken open just above the

timber line and the lava was spouting out of several vents-

shooting with a roar as high as 200 feet, and falling to make



a great bubbling pool." Following a stream of boiling over-

flow, they found a level strip the kahunas considered ideal

for their purpose. Brigham, however, was having his re-

grets. The lava path was more than 100 feet long; heat rose

from it in pulsating, shimmering waves. Even at a distance,

he wrote, "it was far worse than a bake oven ... the lava

was blackening on the surface, but all across it ran heat

discolorations that came and went as they do on a cooling

iron before a blacksmith plunges it into his tub for temper-

ing. I heartily wished that I had not been so curious."

While Brigham summoned his nerve, his companions

unstrapped their sandals and wrapped their feet with

leaves, as is traditional. Brigham, to the great amusement of

the three priests, chose sturdier armor— hobnailed boots

with thick leather soles, and two pairs of socks.

The moment, both sought for and dreaded by Brig-

ham, had come. Together, the priests droned a brief, sol-

emn prayer. "I was almost roasted alive before the kahunas

had finished their chanting," Brigham wrote, "although it

could not have taken more than a few minutes." It was de-

cided that the oldest kahuna would go first and that Brig-

ham would follow.

"Without a moment of hesitation the oldest man trot-

ted out on that terrifically hot surface," the ethnologist re-

membered. "I was watching him with my mouth open and

he was nearly across— a distance of about 150
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feet-when someone gave me a shove that resulted in my
having a choice of falling on my face on the lava or catching

a running stride."

Brigham ran, boots and all. It took only a few steps for

the soles of his boots to curl and shrink: Quickly their seams

burst, and then he was running in burning socks. His face

and body felt as though he were standing inside a furnace

-

but in his feet, he remarked later, there was virtually no

sensation. Reaching at last the end of the fiery trough, Brig-

ham leaped to safety and stamped out the fire in his socks.

His boots, left far behind, had turned to ash, but there was

not a blister on his feet or even a feeling of warmth. Nor did

any of the kahunas suffer injury, though the cocoons of

leaves about their feet had burned away completely.

A swift runner as ayoung man, Dr. William Tufts Brigham (below)

recalled that he must have "broken all records" when he dashed un-

hurt across molten lava on theflank ofHawaii's Mt. Kilauea in the

late 1880s. The volcano remains active, as the recent eruption shows.
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Brigham lived for some forty years more, yet this man

of science could never fathom the stunt he had achieved.

"It's magic," was his meek conclusion, "part of the magic

done by the kahunas and other primitive peoples."

In 1922 the Roman Catholic bishop of Mysore, India,

attended a fire walk at the palace of the local maharajah. To

the bishop's alarm, the Muslim mystic who led the event

started off by pushing an unsuspecting palace servant into

the glowing bed of coals. For a few horrifying moments, the

servant struggled desperately to escape. Then, wrote the

bishop, "the look of terror on his face gave place to an as-

tonished smile, and he proceeded to cross the trench

lengthwise, beaming contentedly on those who were stand-

ing round on either side of him."

As if this demonstration were not stunning enough,

the maharajah's entire orchestra then marched into the

At a black-tie party celebrating his purchase of a $1.5-

million castle in California, self-help prophet Tony
Robbins (far right) leads guests over a bed of hot coals.

Robbins uses fire walks in his "Mind Revolution" sem
inars to help convince students they can overcomefear.

glowing embers. Nothing burned -not the musicians,

not their instruments, not even the sheet music. A po-

lice official and a civil engineer, both Englishmen, also

crossed unharmed. "We felt we were in a furnace,"

they told the bishop, "but the fire did not burn us."

Intrigued by such anecdotal evidence, a number of sci-

entists have sought to validate or refute the seemingly

superhuman endurance displayed by fire walkers. In the

spring of 1980, for example, a team of researchers from

the University of Tubingen in West Germany joined the

celebrants and sightseers who flocked to the annual fes-

tival of St. Constantine at Langadhas in northern Greece.

A ritual fire walk was the high point of the festival, and

the scientists, laden with equipment, were determined to

put the participants under scrutiny.

First, they measured the fire pit at four yards in length,

filled to a two-inch depth with coals whose surface tem-

perature reached 932 degrees Fahrenheit. While cele-

brants in the background sacrificed young goats and

danced to slowly beating drums, the scientists taped elec-

trodes to the heads of three walkers to measure changes in

brain-wave activity and attached thermocouples to their

bare feet to take temperature readings.

Monitoring their instruments at the sidelines, the Ger-

mans observed the celebrants sauntering comfortably back

and forth across the fire for a good quarter-hour without a

sign of pain. One of the three subjects showed greatly in-

creased theta-wave activity in the brain, a condition often

associated with a sleeping or dreaming state; the others did

not. The soles of their feet registered a temperature of only

356 degrees, about one-third that of the surface of the fire-

but even so, their feet should have been broiled.

At the time, the experts from Tubingen were at a loss

to explain what they had observed. But other experimenters

have since developed theories of how fire walking might be

managed. One, Dr. Jearl Walker, a professor of physics at

Cleveland State University, invokes the "Leidenfrost effect,"

named for a German physician who first observed that a

liquid exposed to intense heat will immediately form an in-
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sulating cushion of steam. Walker argues that perspiration

on the feet, generated by excitement and the heat of the

fire, protects them in the same way that a dab of saliva on

the fingertips enables a person to touch a hot iron or snuff

out a candle flame.

An alternate explanation has been offered by a pair of

U.C.L.A. researchers, Bernard J. Leikind and William J. Mc-

Carthy, who attended a Tony Robbins fire-walking seminar

and came away unconvinced by Walker's theory. No arm-

chair investigators, both men took the fiery plunge and

walked away unharmed.

McCarthy, a psychologist, thought that the Robbins

technique employed several pain-blocking techniques, from

chanting to a particular style of breathing, that helped make

the crossing endurable. And it is not by chance, he pointed

out, that Robbins arranges his fire walks for the hours past

midnight. "When we stay awake well past our normal bed-

time," said McCarthy, "our normal physiological functions

are nevertheless somewhat depressed— as if the body ex-

pected to be asleep even though it wasn't. The people who

^walked on the coals at 1:00 a.m. were

therefore much less likely to feel

pain or heat than they would have

been had they conducted the

same walk at 1 :00 p.m."

Leikind, a physicist, fur-

ther concluded that the secret

of fire walking lay in the dis-

tinction between tempera-

ture and heat, or inter-

Hiking her sari to protect itfrom
theflames, a Hindu woman
ofIndian origin struts across a bed
ofglowing coals during an
annual religious ceremony on the

island nation ofMauritius.

A blazing towel attests to the

heat as a Hindu mystic, Hata-

yogi Sandra Rao, walks on
flaming embers withoutflinch-

ing during a 1966 dem-
onstration in Bombay, India.



nal energy. "Different materials at the same temperature,"

he wrote, "contain different amounts of thermal or heat en-

ergy and have different abilities to carry the energy from

one place to another." The embers used by fire walkers, he

continued, are "light, fluffy carbon compounds. Although

they may be at a fairly high temperature, they do not con-

tain as much energy as we might expect."

The physicist drew a simple analogy. As a cake is bak-

ing, he pointed out, the metal cake pan and the air inside

the oven are about the same temperature. Yet because the

air has low heat energy and poor conductivity, the cook can

safely put his hands inside the oven, while he would be ill-

advised to touch the cake pan, which has much higher heat

energy and conductivity. In the same way, Leikind contend-

ed, a bed of glowing coals may register a temperature of

1 ,000 degrees or more, but it will not feel nearly so hot to

the feet as, say, a metal staircase heated to the same tem-

perature—or, for that matter, a stretch of dry sand on an

August afternoon at the beach.

Still, how is it that one person can negotiate a path of

fire while another person, on the same trail, suffers severe

burns9 For this, too, Leikind suggests an answer: "Fire-

walking is not a controlled scientific experiment. There are

many variables from one person to the next and one mo-

ment to the next: how long we stay on the embers, how
many steps we take, how tough the soles of our feet are,

and whether we walk where the embers are deep or shal-

low. It certainly is possible to get injured, especially if we

believe that it is our mind that protects us and if we do not

take into account the normal physical behavior of heat."

Perhaps there is no way to fully measure the pain that is

endured-and thus conquered-in fire walking. But there is

no question that the body can be taught to absorb a degree

of agony unimaginable to most people. This remarkable, if

somewhat appalling, human capability is displayed the

world over in countless ceremonies that center on the mor-

tification and mutilation of the flesh.

One particularly awesome example takes place at the

shrine of Kataragama in Sri Lanka, where the year-round

Crowds watch as Japanese priests negotiate a bed of coals in a yearly fire walk at a Buddhist shrine near Tokyo.
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rituals of faith reach a climax in the dreadful ecstasies of

August. As a temple bell tolls to welcome a dawn of almost

unbearable heat, three silent men are scourged by lashes

that lay open their flesh. A man stands motionless and un-

complaining as a long steel skewer is thrust into his cheek.

Another methodically forces knives through the skin of his

own legs and arms. In a separate group, a dozen or so indi-

viduals are inserting forty to fifty metal hooks, each at-

tached to a sturdy cord, into the back of a devotee, after

which they will hitch the man to a cart laden with offerings,

to be dragged to the temple.

In the late 1970s, Dr. Wolfgang Larbig of the University

of Tubingen attempted to analyze such gruesome self-

mutilation by testing an accomplished Indian fakir, one of a

class of mystics known for their ability to endure painful

acts. For their experiment, Larbig and his associates used a

number of test instruments, chief among them the elec-

troencephalograph, or EEG, which measures the natural

Buried alive so that only his praying hands
are above ground, an Indian yogi tests the lim-

its ofself-mastery. Yogis may be able to

survive periods ofburial by inducing trancelike

states that radically reduce oxygen needs.

electrical energy of the nerves making up

the brain. The electrical voltages generated

by the nerves come in waves, the kind of

wave at any given time being dependent on

the mental state of the subject.

Four patterns of brain waves have

been identified, each indicating a different

level of mental activity. The pattern called

alpha, characterized by crests of voltage

peaking at a rate of about ten per second,

usually occurs in an awake but relaxed per-

son with eyes closed, so that visual impuls-

es are blocked from the brain. The beta

phase, in which the peaks are of lower volt-

age and come at a more rapid rate of thir-

teen to twenty-eight per second, is charac-

teristic of an awake, attentive person engaged in some

mental activity or operating under pressure. The slow theta

waves, which alternate at about three to six per second, are

usually apparent when the individual is asleep and dream-

ing but also occur during periods of creative thinking. The

lowest-frequency waves, known as delta, are characteristic

of deep sleep.

In a preliminary demonstration of his skills, the fakir

prepared himself for his ordeal by seemingly going into a

trance. Then he nonchalantly thrust metal spikes into his

stomach and neck and through his tongue. "From all overt

behavioral indicators," the observers noted, "there was no

evidence that he experienced any pain whatever." Nor was

there any bleeding.

Larbig also called for volunteers to serve as control

subjects. Fourteen responded and, like the fakir, were fitted

with electrodes. All were told to expect pain and to prepare

themselves mentally to bear it.

A yogi sits placidly on a bed ofnails while a U.S.

physician, Elmer Green, attaches electrodes to monitor various bodilyfunctions.

Readings indicated that theyogi, by using breath control and
other methods, was able to block his responses to pain.

108



Larbig and his team administered some forty painful

electric shocks to the fourteen volunteers and the fakir.

When the test was over, the volunteers had obviously borne

about as much pain as they could stand. The fakir, however,

gazing heavenward, appeared impassive.

The brain waves recorded during the experiment

showed an interesting disparity between those of the fakir

and the sufferers. While the brain waves of the volunteers

showed the expected response each time the painful shocks

were administered, the fakir's brain waves showed a strong

theta pattern -the slow frequency associated with drowsi-

ness or dreaming-even when he felt the shock. It seemed

as if he were deliberately inducing theta waves to deaden

the pain. What is more, the conductivity of his skin during

the experiment was altogether unlike that of the volunteers,

presumably because the fakir had somehow willed in-



The Ma^ic oi Harry Houdini

The most renowned escape artist of all

time was Harry Houdini, a Hungarian-

born magician who dominated American

show business during the first quarter of

the twentieth century. Famous as "the

man who could get out of anything,"

he would dazzle crowds of onlookers

by plunging into a lake or an icy river

with hands and feet manacled -only

to wriggle free of his chains and pop

to the surface unhurt. By his own
count, he escaped this sort of drown-

ing 2,000 times. Houdini never said

he possessed supernatural powers. In

fact, he took great pride in exposing

the claims of fraudulent mediums
and mystics. But he trained his body

and mind with the rigor of an Indian

yogi, cultivating the agility his

escapes required and conditioning

himself to withstand severe pain and

to go long periods without breathing.

Born Ehrich Weiss in Budapest in

1874, Houdini was brought to the

United States as an infant by his im-

migrant parents. He began his career

as a small-time magician, playing

dime museums and medicine shows.

With characteristic bravado, he bor-

rowed his stage name from Jean Eu-

gene Robert Houdin, the most fa-

mous French magician of the 1800s.

But he soon largely abandoned con-

juring, focusing his act instead on his

amazing ability to shed manacles and

chains, and it was as an escape artist that

he became a headliner in the top vaude-

ville theaters of America as well as a

wildly popular attraction in the music

halls of Europe. He publicized his per-

formances not only by plunging into riv-

ers while manacled, but also by escaping

from straitjackets, packing boxes, locked

trunks, and even from death-row cells in

federal and state prisons.

One of Houdini's most celebrated feats

was not an escape but rather a demon-

stration of controlled breathing. In 1926,

he read about an Egyptian fakir who
claimed supernatural powers and had

survived being underwater in a sealed

coffin for an hour. The fakir, Rahman Bey,

Famousfor his hypnotic stare, Houdini's

large head and strongfeatures made
him look like a Roman consul—and helped

him become a star ofsilentfilms.

said that the feat could be achieved only

by attaining a state of suspended anima-

tion in which respiration ceased. Houdini,

always an enemy of those he considered

frauds, decided to prove Bey wrong.

Using a specially made, casket-size tin

box, Houdini trained even more ener-

getically than usual for three weeks. Nev-

er one to take unnecessary risks, he had

the box equipped with a phone so that he

could keep an open line to his longtime

assistant, Jimmy Collins, in case of an

emergency. On August 5 he lay down in

the box, the lid was tightly screwed on

and soldered, and he was lowered into

the swimming pool of New York's

Shelton Hotel (opposite).

After fifty minutes he informed Col-

lins that he was breathing heavily

and was "not sure of staying an

hour." But stay he did -past the hour

that Rahman Bey had remained sub-

merged, past an hour and a quarter.

Despite a leak that was letting in wa-

ter, Houdini remained calm, breath-

ing at a normal rate of seventeen

times a minute. Finally after an hour

and a half he told Collins to raise the

box, which was swiftly cut open by

workmen. Houdini emerged wet and

exhausted, but still displayed his

showman's flair by taking several

deep breaths, flexing his muscles,

and announcing that he felt fine.

Some of Rahman Bey's followers

accused Houdini of concealing

oxygen-liberating chemicals in the

box or perpetrating some other trick-

ery. Houdini replied that no tricks

were needed -aside from the ability

to banish fear, remain calm, and con-

serve oxygen through breath control.

Examination of the box showed that

Houdini had employed no artificial aids.

Houdini died less than three months af-

terward, a victim of his fame and his own
iron will. A young man who had heard of

Houdini's ability to withstand any blow by

hardening his stomach muscles punched

him in the abdomen—when he was not

ready. The blows caused severe internal

damage, but Houdini fiercely ignored the

pain for days while his condition wors-

ened. When he finally collapsed and was
taken to a hospital, it was too late. He

succumbed to peritonitis on October 31

,

1926, at the age of fifty-two.
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to existence some sort of a barrier against the pain.

The experimenters concluded that the fakir, by appar-

ently simple techniques of meditation, was able to produce

measurable changes in body and brain to inhibit the sensa-

tion of pain. What they could not explain was why no blood

had been drawn by the deep perforations from the metal

spikes, or why only faint marks were left instead of wounds.

^^ omething similar, and yet in one respect surprising-

M ly different, had occurred a few years earlier in the

vj Wk laboratory of American researchers Elmer and Alyce

/^B Green. Their subject was Jack Schwarz, a natural-

^^ ized American born in the same region of the Neth-

erlands as Peter Hurkos, who gained worldwide fame for

his alleged psychic abilities. Completely without training in

the field of meditation, Schwarz claimed to have discovered

in himself an unexpected wealth of extraordinary talents.

He could stab himself without bleeding, he said; he could

prevent or stop his sensations of pain; he could alleviate

pain in others by placing his hands on them; he could hyp-

notize people; and he could read minds.

In the laboratory, Schwarz was hooked up to record

several physiological variables—among them heart rate,

breathing rate, and skin temperature— that indicate stress

reactions. He then proceeded to give a vivid demonstration

of his ability to control bleeding. Schwarz had brought with

him a pair of six-inch sailmaker's needles; now he ex-

plained that he planned to push them through his biceps

and yank them out, bloodlessly. Once he had thrust one of

the needles into his arm, however, Elmer Green threw him

a curve. "I decided that it would be useful for the record if it

were demonstrated that Jack could bleed in a normal way,"

he wrote later, "or merely had a peculiar skin." So, just as

Schwarz was about to pull the needle from his arm, Green

interrupted him and said, "Jack, tell me, is it going to bleed

now?" Schwarz, caught off guard, pulled the needle out,

leaving a wound that gushed blood for about ten seconds

while Green tried to swab it with tissues.

"Then," according to Green, "I heard Jack say very

softly, 'Now it stops.' Much to my surprise, the hole in the

skin that I was dabbing closed up as if drawn by purse

strings. It took about one second to close, and not another

drop of blood appeared."

When the experiment continued, Schwarz was asked

to pierce himself again but not to bleed at all. He pushed

one of the huge needles through another arm muscle, let it

remain there for about thirty seconds, then pulled it out. No

blood appeared, even though Green vigorously squeezed

the place where the needle had been.

Two things in this experiment were particularly inter-

esting to the investigators. One was Schwarz's observation

that in such a demonstration he gave no more thought to

his arm than if it were the arm of a stuffed chair. Apparent-

ly, he did so without knowing that such mental detachment

is a well-known method of yogic control and a frequent ac-

companiment to the production of alpha waves.

The other significant point was his brain-wave pat-

tern. While waiting for the experiment to begin, Schwarz

emitted beta waves almost constantly. "We considered this

quite normal under the circumstances," reported the

Greens. "We expected him to be activated. When he put the

tip of the needle to his biceps, however, his brain-wave

record began to show alpha. This was exactly the opposite

from what the average person could be expected to do. A

person sitting in a quiet room with nothing to do will usual-

ly begin to produce alpha, but if he were asked to push a

needle through his arm he would be expected to abruptly

block alpha and produce beta." What Schwarz appeared to

be doing was turning his attention away from the sensation

of pain. He simply removed himself from it.

Just as the human mind can steel itself to overcome its own

fears or the weaknesses of the body, so can it seemingly

bring about injury where no physical cause is evident. A

singularly dramatic manifestation of this capability— the

spontaneous appearance on the body of stigmata, the

bleeding wounds of Christ— has been occurring at odd

times and places since it was first experienced by St.

Francis of Assisi more than 700 years ago.
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A case often cited is that of Louise Lateau, a Belgian

peasant of the nineteenth century who was accustomed to

seeing visions of various saints—some of them quite ob-

scure-and falling into ecstatic trances or fits of what might

today be termed hysteria. One Friday in 1868, the stigmata

were visited upon Louise for the first time, bloodying her

hands and feet and the area beneath her left breast. This

phenomenon accorded in nearly every respect with the tra-

ditional Christian belief that the wounds of Christ at the

Crucifixion appeared on the hands, the feet, the forehead,

and the left side of the body.

Thereafter, the events recurred on an eerily reliable

weekly cycle. On Tuesdays Louise would begin to feel burn-

ing sensations in the areas where the stigmata were to ap-

pear. On Thursday evenings the pain would begin. On Fri-

day mornings blisters emerged and enlarged until they

burst and bled. At this, Louise would take a communion

wafer, pray, fall into a trance, and finally lie facedown on

the floor until the spell seemed to subside. Then she would

rise to her feet. By the next day the bloody blisters would be

gone, leaving only patches of pale pink that disappeared by

the following Tuesday, when the burning began again.

Iven
apart from this regularly scheduled hemorrhag-

^ ing, Louise Lateau was an unusual young woman,
" fervent in her piety and given to long, solitary ses-

sions of meditation and prayer. She was also, like

most of those visited with stigmata, a white, adult

Roman Catholic. Cloretta Robertson, by contrast, was black

and Baptist. A few weeks before Easter in 1972, the ten-

year-old Oakland, California, schoolgirl was sitting in a

classroom when she noticed that the palm of her left hand

was bleeding. She felt no pain, and there were no apparent

marks on her hand. When the mysterious bleeding contin-

ued to occur sporadically over the following three days, the

girl was taken to a pediatrician, Loretta F. Early, who found

that the skin on Cloretta's palm was normal and showed no

injuries. Nevertheless, the physician bound the young pa-

tient's left hand securely with a surgical dressing before

sending her back to school. Three hours later, while Clo-

retta was sitting in her classroom, blood appeared on the

palm of her right hand.

In the days that followed, the inexplicable bleeding

continued -from the girl's feet, chest, and forehead as well

as from her hands. Still, Dr. Early could find no signs of in-

jury on her patient's skin. Psychiatrist Joseph E. Lifschutz

was called in, and although he did not subject Cloretta to

extensive testing, he detected no obvious indications that

the girl suffered from severe personality disorders. She was,

however, extremely religious, although she claimed never

to have heard of such a thing as stigmata until after her own

bleeding had occurred.

On Good Friday, Cloretta Robertson's bleeding

stopped, and it did not recur during the following Easter

season. Meanwhile, Early and Lifschutz continued to study

the case and the stigmata phenomenon in general. Report-

ing on their findings in a psychiatric journal, they observed

that it was virtually impossible that Cloretta had somehow

wounded herself-a suspicion that arises, naturally enough,

in any such instance. On the other hand, they noted, "one

can no longer dispute the power of mental and emotional

forces to control such physical phenomena.'' There could

be no doubt, they said, that "profound, intense religious

and emotional forces, conscious and unconscious, could

cause stigmatic bleeding."

At least as baffling are cases of stigmata that seem to

have no religious motivation. For example, a nineteenth-

century Swedish physician named Magnus Huss was exam-

ining a twenty-three-year-old Swedish woman -identified

in his report only as Maria K.-who had been severely beat-

en. Long after Maria's wounds had healed, blood continued

to appear from her ears, eyes, and other places on the head,

although there were no marks on the skin except for traces

of inflammation In time Dr. Huss found that Maria could

stimulate bleeding whenever she wished, simply by getting

into an argument with someone and working herself up to

an emotional pitch.

Similarly, in 1969 Dr. Oscar Ratnoff, professor of med-

icine at Case Western Reserve University in Cleveland, was
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In this painting by the

fourteenth-century Italian artist

Giotto, St. Francis ofAssisi

receives the stigmata directly

from Christ. Thefirst recorded
suffererfrom such wounds,
St. Francis is said to have be-

gun bleedingfrom his hands
andfeet while praying out-

side a cave in theyear 1224.



Father Pio Forgione of Foggia, Italy,

celebrates Mass for a number of his

followers, who revered him as a
stigmatic. From the lime the stigmata

appeared in 1915 until his death in

1968, Forgione bled almost dailyfrom
the traditional sites of Christ's wounds.

working with an emotionally distressed patient when he

observed the appearance on the woman's thigh of a globule

of blood the size of a silver dollar. There was no evident

cause, and when the blood was wiped away no wound was

disclosed. The only clue was her mental anguish. Fascinat-

ed, Ratnoff eventually found and investigated more than

sixty patients who periodically developed welts, bruises,

and bleeding for no discernible reason. Although there may

be other explanations-some researchers have suggested

sensitivity to an element in one's own blood— Ratnoff be-

came convinced that these effects were triggered by the

emotions of the patients. Most, he found, were battered or

otherwise abused women, many of them emotionally dis-

turbed and suffering, as Ratnoff put it, from "more than

their share of the griefs of the living." Somehow, he con-

cluded, they had managed to reproduce their mental scars

on the surface of their bodies.

To be sure, those people are rare who, driven by reli-

gious passion or some secret torment, can thus mysterious-

ly display their suffering for all to see. Rarer still, perhaps,

are their opposites- those who become so adroit at sum-

moning and deploying their mental energy that they can

seemingly flout physical laws as they wish. And there may

well be no better illustration of such singular talents than

Daniel Dunglas Home, the preeminent medium of the nine-

teenth century.

Home's abilities were indeed prodigious. He dazzled Eu-

rope, including the royal courts of Napoleon III and Czar

Alexander II, with his occult skills-daring, for example, to

lead seances in daylight rather than in the darkness favored

by other mediums of the day. In small, informal demonstra-

tions for friends, he would plunge his hands and even his

face into a hearth fire, "moving it about as though bathing it

in water," wrote one nonplussed observer. Home's little

performances were the outlandish stuff of fairy tales. There

were reputable people who swore that he had stretched

himself, before their eyes, so as to add six inches to his

height, or that he had set an accordion to swinging about

a room, playing a sprightly tune with no one at the keys.

But the feat that gained for Home the greatest re-

nown—and, among the legion of doubters, the greatest in-

famy-occurred on December 13, 1868, at Home's apart-

ment at Ashley House in the Westminster borough of

London. In attendance were three distinguished young ob-

servers—Viscount Adare, then twenty-seven years old, who

would become the fourth earl of Dunraven and a corre-

spondent for the London Daily Telegraph; James Ludovic

Lindsay, twenty-one, a future president of the Royal Astro-

nomical Society and trustee of the British Museum; and

Captain Charles Bradstreet Wynne, thirty-three, Adare's

cousin and a military officer stationed at the Tower of Lon-

don. Both Adare and Lindsay gave extensive written ac-

counts of what they believed Home did that night. "When

one considers the standing of the three eyewitnesses who

have testified to this," said Sir Arthur Conan Doyle, the Brit-

ish author and spiritualist, "one may well ask whether in

ancient or modern times any preternatural event has been

more clearly proved." Perhaps so, but it still requires a con-

siderable leap of the imagination to accept Home's claimed

accomplishment that in the early evening of that Sunday,

he levitated himself from a standing position, floated out of
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the room and through a window,

and returned through a window in

the first room. "We heard Home go

into the next room, heard the win-

dow thrown up, and presently Home

appeared standing upright outside

our window," Lindsay recalled. "He

remained in this position for a few

seconds, then raised the window

and glided into the room feet fore-

most and sat down."

Then and now, many experts

in psychic matters who generally

credit Home's achievements look

askance at the Ashley House levitation. They point out that

Home's exit through the window was unwitnessed. In fact,

the medium had specifically asked the three observers not

to leave their chairs in the other room. Close examination of

photographs of the building (which has long since been

razed) shows balconies outside each window, a little more

than four feet apart— a distance that could easily be leaped

by a man with no fear of heights, such as Home was. He

could have climbed out one of the third-floor windows and

jumped from balcony to balcony.

This scenario leaves unanswered the question of how

Home could have returned to his three friends by drifting

unsupported through the open window into their room as

they looked on. Some critics reply that in the near-total

darkness of the room, Home could have simply climbed

through the window without giving himself away. Others,

pointing to multiple contradictions in the eyewitness ac-

counts, contend that Lindsay and Adare in particular,

through constant exposure to the charismatic medium, had

become susceptible to whatever he told them. "I think the

only valid explanation," wrote the British author Trevor

Hall, who in the 1980s conducted a lengthy inquiry into the

incident, "is that the observers must have been in a mildly

abnormal state throughout the sitting and generally during

their association with Home, who was one of those rare in-

An old illustration shows St. Joseph of
Copertino levitating during a religious rapture.

The monk's ability tofly was reportedly

verified by many seventeenth-century notables.

dividuals who possess the power of

imposing suggestion upon others to

a marked degree." Hall came to the

conclusion that "the Ashley House

levitation was an ingenious fraud

purposefully perpetrated by Home
for his own advantage."

Bogus or not, the 1868 levita-

tion had followed many others,

more modest in scale, that Home
had executed before hundreds of

people. He recounted these brief

flights in his 1 863 autobiography, In-

cidents in My Life. "During these ele-

vations or levitations," he explained, "I usually experience

in my body no particular sensation other than what I could

only describe as an electrical fullness about the feet. I feel

no hands supporting me, and since the first time have never

felt fear. ... My arms frequently become rigid, and are

drawn above my head, as if 1 were grasping the unseen

power which slowly raised me from the floor."

That unseen power has apparently been felt by mys-

tics of every stripe throughout history, from the ecstatic

transports of the saints to the meditative levitations of the

yogis of India and their Western disciples. St. Joseph of Co-

pertino was a celebrated Italian levitator of the seventeenth

century who, according to legend, was able to rise into the

air whenever he was emotionally excited. He had no control

over his flights and sometimes found himself in precarious

positions. Once, at a Sunday Mass, he reportedly soared in-

to the air and floated to the altar. On a later occasion, while

St. Joseph walked with a Benedictine monk in the monas-

tery garden, he suddenly rose high into an olive tree. There

he remained, unable to descend, while the monk went in

search of a ladder.

Two saintly women also figure in the annals of levita-

tion. One, St. Teresa of Avila, who lived in the sixteenth

century, said of her experience: "It seemed to me, when I

tried to make some resistance, as if a great force beneath
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my feet lifted me up. I confess that it threw me into great

fear, very great indeed at first; for in seeing one's body thus

lifted up from the earth, though the spirit draws it upwards

after itself (and that with great sweetness, if unresisted) the

senses are not lost; at least I was so much myself as able to

see that I was being lifted up."

A note of practicality was introduced into such sub-

lime experiences about 200 years later by a visionary nun

named Anne Catherine Emmerich, who described her man-

ner of housekeeping: "1 was often lifted up suddenly into

the air, and I climbed up and stood on the higher parts of

the church, such as windows, sculp-

tured ornaments, jutting stones. I

would clean and arrange everything

in places where it was humanly im-

possible. I felt myself lifted and sup-

ported in the air, and I was not afraid

in the least, for I had been accus-

tomed from a child to being assisted

by my guardian angel."

If levitation came naturally,

even unbidden, to Sister Anne

Catherine, St. Teresa, and St. Joseph,

such an experience is the exception.

In the centuries-old yogic tradition of

India, there are eight great siddhis, or

accomplishments, of which levitation

is only one. Long instruction and

practice in techniques of breathing,

relaxation, and posture are needed

before one can hope to levitate.

The results of all this discipline

can be striking. In the nineteenth cen-

tury, for example, European travelers

to India came home bursting with

tales like those related in Olivier Le-

roy's 1928 book, Levitation. As he told

it, a Frenchman living in Pondicherry

in 1866 reported seeing a fakir named

Covindassamy suspended two feet above the earth Anoth-

er time the same fakir visited the Frenchman for lunch and
upon leaving was lifted about one foot from the ground,

where he stayed, motionless, for about five minutes.

India has remained the world center of supposed levi-

tation, although some practitioners of the art have sought to

export their knowledge to the West. Maharishi Mahesh Yo-

gi, perhaps the modern world's most celebrated guru, or

spiritual guide, began teaching courses in levitation at his

very expensive Swiss academy in 1976, as an extension of

his teachings in Transcendental Meditation-familiarly

Daniel Dunglas Home,
thefamous Scots-born medium

of the nineteenth century,

floats to the ceiling during one
of the many levitations he

is said to have performed be
fore groups of witnesses.



known as TM. On May 16, 1977, the London Evening News

reported that twelve students had graduated from the ma-

harishi's first six-month course. One newly minted adept,

Albertine Haupt, was quoted as saying: "I suddenly found

myself six feet above the floor and thought, 'Heavens, I've

done it!' " Apparently, the descent was more difficult than

the flight; she and the other students reportedly landed un-

ceremoniously and, despite plentiful foam-rubber padding,

sustained a number of minor bruises.

Albertine Haupt did not reveal her technique. But an-

other TM graduate explained, a bit hazily: "People would

rock gently, then more and more, and then start lifting off

into the air. . . . Then you learn to control it better, and it

becomes totally exhilarating." For such students, it seemed

no great trial to achieve a state of semiweightlessness

through meditation and thus be capable of levitation.

^^ ne devotee of yoga and meditation, Steve Rich-

&J^ ards, described the method more fully in a book

I titled Levitation, like Olivier Leroy's. Noting that

V m breath control for occult purposes underlies a sci-

^•^ ence known as pranayama, Richards went on to

explain that "levitation comes from pranayama, and prana-

yama comes from control of an energy in the air called

prana . . . energy in its purest form." The power of mind

over matter is possible, he declared, "because prana not

only controls mind; prana is mind."

To achieve levitation, Richards wrote, students must

sit in the cross-legged position known as full lotus. They

must learn to breathe properly, in the manner described by

yogis as diaphragmatic breathing— which involves building

up the ability to hold one's breath. Systematic deep relax-

ation must be learned and practiced and ultimately com-

bined with the pranayama cycle of inhalation, breath reten-

tion, and exhalation. As one traditional yogic text, the Siva

Samhita, describes the process, "In the first stage of prana-

yama the body of the yogi begins to perspire. In the second

stage, there takes place the trembling of the body; in the

third, the jumping about like a frog; and when the practice

becomes greater, the adept walks in the air."

Transcendental Meditation, as taught by the maha-

rishi, may or may not give physical elevation to its practi-

tioners-leaders of the discipline have been chary of sub-

jecting their methods to scientific observation, and some

critics who have seen photographs of alleged levitations

maintain that the feats appear to be nothing more than a

kind of cross-legged hopping into the air. But TM does ap-

pear capable of producing a pronounced feeling of mental

exhilaration. According to the maharishi, it is a way for the

individual to tap vast inner resources, a reservoir of "unlim-

ited energy, intelligence, power, peace and bliss." When a

person begins to use this potential, the maharishi says, "all

aspects of his life flourish, in the same way that the branch-

es, fruits and leaves of a tree flourish when the roots main-

tain contact with the field of nourishment in the soil."

As simple as it may appear to the uninitiated, practi-

tioners of TM maintain that the techniques of relaxation

and levitation can be learned only from an instructor

trained by the maharishi himself. After a series of introduc-

tory lectures, the students undergo a weeks-long course de-

tailing the goals and principles of meditation, after which

they are able to meditate alone. Each time they practice TM,

students must mentally repeat a specific sound or word,

known as a mantra, chosen by the instructor and supposed-

ly tailored to the individual's special qualities.

As a method of relaxation, this silent repetition of a

word—whether or not it is called a mantra—has been wide-

ly employed outside of the formal realms of Transcendental

Meditation. The nineteenth-century English poet Alfred,

Lord Tennyson, for example, was a regular user of the tech-

nique. In a letter to a friend, he wrote: "A kind of waking

trance— this for lack of a better word— I have frequently

had, quite up from boyhood, when I have been all alone.

This has come upon me through repeating my own name to

myself silently, till all at once . . . individuality itself seemed

to dissolve and fade away into boundless being, and this

not a confused state but the clearest, the surest of the sur-

est, utterly beyond words."

Apparently, states of mental bliss are not the only ef-

His hand resting lightly atop a cloth-covered stick, Indian

yogi Subbayah Pullavar appears tofloat above the ground in this 1 936 photograph taken

by a British traveler. Pullavar's assistants hid himfrom view with

a tent during the alleged levitation and the descent.
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fects that can be achieved in such ways. During the early

1970s, Dr. Herbert Benson, a cardiologist at the Harvard

University Medical School, was researching the relationship

between stress and hypertension. He speculated that if

stress could produce bodily changes such as faster breath-

ing and increases in blood pressure and pulse rate, then

some other factor might be able to do the opposite. He stud-

ied several practitioners of TM and determined that by

chanting a word or sound— for his experiments, he chose

"om," a popular, all-purpose mantra-under quiet, com-

fortable conditions, some subjects in a meditative state

could actually lower their blood pressure, breathing, and

pulse rates at will.

Practitioners of Transcendental Meditation, among

them business executives, artists, and college students,

have reported experiencing less tension, less worry, and

generally better health. "For the first time since I can re-

member," said one, "I can relax, really relax, without drugs

or drink." Some stated that they had found relief from such

ailments as eyestrain, migraines, and asthma. Others, turn-

ing to a somewhat similar technique, have reported even

more dramatic results.

While in Texas on a convention trip with her husband in the

1970s, Mrs. Donald Wildowsky dived into a swimming pool

and ruptured an eardrum. "We were miles from any town,"

she said after returning to her home back east, "and I didn't

want to make [Donald] leave in the middle of the conven-

tion. So I went to an alpha state, put my hand over my ear,

concentrated on the pain area and said, 'Gone, gone, gone!'

The bleeding stopped immediately and the pain left."

Wildowsky was practicing the Silva Mind Control

Method, which teaches that the brain-wave pattern known

as alpha reflects a state of "inner consciousness." Many
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things can allegedly be achieved in this state, including a

measure of self-healing.

In another such reported instance, a Detroit nun, Sis-

ter Barbara Burns, was suffering from nearsighted astigma-

tism and had worn increasingly stronger eyeglasses over

the course of twenty-seven years. As the lenses became

more powerful her ability to see at a distance decreased and

she started wearing bifocals. Then, in July 1974, she decided

to try Silva Mind Control. After achieving a state of deep

meditation, she told herself, "Every time I blink my eyes,

they will focus accurately, like the lens of a camera." She

repeated this to herself during each meditation. In two

weeks, she said, she gave up using her glasses for every-

thing but reading. When her optometrist, himself a practi-

tioner of the Silva system, informed her that her cornea was

slightly misshapen, Sister Barbara simply changed her med-

itation to include the desired cornea correction. When she

returned to the optometrist a year later, she said, she was

found not to need glasses at all.

the
Silva Mind Control Method is one of the most

popular of the many such systems that emerged in

the 1960s and 1970s. Like Transcendental Medita-

tion and other techniques that are said to improve

mental and physical health, it involves a form of re-

laxation and meditation. But while TM considers tranquillity

and inner peace its goals, Silva sees those qualities as ways

to reach specific goals in the external world. A person prop-

erly trained in Silva principles is promised that he or she

will be able to perceive dangers ahead, win lotteries, find

misplaced items, cure addictions, and achieve countless

other desirable aims.

Jose Silva, who formulated the system that bears his

name, was born in Laredo, Texas, in 1914 and rose from

poverty to establish a thriving electronics business. At the

same time, he was indulging a more compelling interest:

the study of hypnosis to improve learning ability. Could the

IQ, Silva wondered, be improved through mental training?

When his children began bringing home a few too many

failing grades on their report cards, he tried to determine

.whether hypnosis could calm their minds and increase their

ability to absorb information. His conclusion seems para-

doxical: When the brain is less active, according to Silva, it

is actually more energetic; it admits and retains more infor-

mation in a placid state. What the less active mind does not

do, however, is keep alert in such areas as insight, under-

standing, and independent thought.

Psychologists, neurologists, and others might raise

their eyebrows at such notions, but Silva was convinced. He

abandoned hypnosis and, melding precepts of Eastern and

Western learning, developed a set of mental training exer-

cises intended to relax the mind while still leaving it alert.

By dint of what he called "relaxed concentration" and

"mental visualization," he found, people can bring them-

selves to just the proper level of awareness.

Silva's rigorous, four- or five-day course offers several

techniques for tapping into that level. And then, he advises,

"from the very first moment you reach your meditative lev-

el, practice visualization. This is central to Mind Control."

According to Silva, those seeking to accomplish visualiza-

tion should start off by mentally projecting a simple image—

an orange or an apple will do—on an imaginary screen

about six feet in front of them. They should then concen-

trate on making the picture more and more real, more and

more vivid. With practice, more complex images— even

events— can be projected.

The next and most crucial step is to transform the

imaginary situation into a real one. To achieve this, Silva

says, a person must desire that the event take place, must

believe that the event can take place, and must expect that

the event will take place. A salesman, for example, might

prepare for a crucial presentation by imagining himself

making a persuasive sales pitch that clinches the deal; a

cabdriver experiencing a slow day with few fares would

think of someone with suitcases who wants to be taken to a

distant airport.

Silva cheerfully concedes that his system is not totally

original, and he acknowledges his debt of gratitude to Dr.

Emile Coue, a French chemist turned psychotherapist who
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The Bow of Self-Mastery

Archer^' is still widely practiced in

Japan, but the main object is not to

develop skill in hitting the target.

Rather, the primary purpose of what is

called kyudo, or "the way of the bow,"

is to achieve self-mastery through a

perfect integration of mind and body,

arrow and bow. The adept, such as the

archer seen at right, is supposed to

acquire not only graceful shooting

form, but also the sort of egoless

serenity that is the goal of the ancient

Buddhist-derived philosophy of Zen.

In kyudo, its practitioners say, "the

target is one's mind. The archer

confronts his inner self."

Handling a bow was originally a

purely military skill; but as early as the

eighth century, Japanese nobility

recognized that archery was a way of

teaching self-discipline. When
Buddhism reached Japan about the

twelfth century, archery was trans-

formed into kyudo, seen as a path to

spiritual knowledge. And long after

firearms had supplanted the bow, it

was still practiced by Zen monks and

members of the ruling class as a

mental, physical, and spiritual

exercise. Even today as many as

70,000 archers are registered in Japan,

most studying under kyudo masters.

Breath control is a prerequisite for

good shooting. So is the proper

handling of the huge, asymmetrical

bow, which may be up to seven and a

half feet long. Most important, the

masters say, is to achieve a state of

mind that is at once relaxed and

intensely aware. The release of the

arrow ideally comes at a time of such

mental peace-of unconscious

readiness- that the archer is not totally

aware he is letting go. "The shot will

only go smoothly," a Zen adage says,

"when it takes the archer himself by

surprise " Such a shot, kyudo adepts

aver, will more often than not strike

the bull's-eye, although such success is

relatively unimportant The bow, as

another adage has it, "is simply a tool

to cleanse one's mind
."
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held forth at a free clinic in Nancy from 1910 until his death

in 1926. By all reports, Coue successfully treated thousands

of patients suffering from a range of afflictions, from rheu-

matism and asthma to paralysis and tumors.

Coue's medicine was a form of self-hypnosis, and he

is remembered today for the singsong formula he urged his

patients to repeat and take to heart: "Day by day, in every

way, I am getting better and better." According to Silva,

Coue never took credit for curing anyone; he taught his pa-

tients to cure themselves. "It is a simple method," Silva has

written. "Everyone can learn it. The heart of it is in Mind

Control. There are two basic principles: (1) We can think of

only one thing at a time, and (2) When we concentrate on a

thought, the thought becomes true because our bodies

transform it into action."

Naturally, such systems as TM and Silva Mind Control

are not without their critics, many of whom are quick to

point out the lack of medical or scientific credentials among

so many of those who have developed the techniques. In-

deed, Jose Silva, for one, boasts that he had no formal edu-

cation at all save for a correspondence course in radio re-

pair. Beyond that, the critics say, there is scant clinical

evidence that the production of certain types of brain waves

is directly responsible for any particularly beneficial state

of consciousness. In most cases, they contend, the al-

A patient and her therapist

watch a biofeedback machine
that monitors brain activ-

ity, blood pressure, and other

processes that she would
not normaliy be aware of. By
making her conscious ofsuch

functions, the machine can
help her mind to regulate them.

leged therapeutic benefits of Transcendental Meditation

and similar mental techniques can be achieved equally well

if a person simply sits with closed eyes and confidently ex-

pects the desired result.

Doubters have raised similar objections to some of the

claims made for hypnosis, the sleeplike state that renders

subjects susceptible to suggestions of various kinds. Indeed,

for many, hypnotism has acquired an air of quackery,

thanks chiefly to the numerous stage magicians who, over

the years, have supposedly "mesmerized" audience mem-
bers and persuaded them to do such bizarre things as cluck

like chickens or bark like dogs. This antic behavior aside,

however, few people will do anything while under hypnosis

that goes against their basic moral principles. Nor is a spe-

cially trained operator always required to put someone into

a hypnotic state. Most people, in fact, can hypnotize them-

selves. As the parapsychologist and accomplished hypnotist

Leslie M. LeCron put it, "Essentially all hypnosis is self-

hypnosis. The operator is merely a guide and the subject

produces a result."

According to LeCron, "The main purpose of self-



hypnosis is to influence the inner mind through suggestion,

which will greatly shorten the time in reaching your goals in

any program of self-therapy." Once a suggestion is planted,

advocates of this practice say, self-hypnosis can work to

stave off fatigue, replenish vigor and vitality, and block the

pain of migraine headaches, arthritis, and many another ail-

ment. Obstetricians who practice hypnosis can teach it to

their patients, who in turn can induce calm when the time

comes for delivery. Indeed, some studies show that self-

hypnosis can trigger surprising physiological changes: low-

ering or raising body temperature, increasing the rate of

healing, slowing or speeding the heartbeat, repairing the er-

rant action of glands and organs. By far the most common

use of self-hypnosis, however, is to relieve insomnia and

alleviate minor pain.

While it is popularly thought of as a sleeping or uncon-

scious state, there is no loss of consciousness in hypnosis.

Rather, subjects are in a mildly altered state of conscious-

ness-comparable, perhaps, to daydreaming. Although they

are able to block out extraneous matters and concentrate

on specific goals, they are completely aware of what they

are saying and doing.

The usual way to learn the technique is to be hypno-

tized first by a therapist and then given posthypnotic sug-

gestions for inducing the hypnotic state in oneself. LeCron,

however, suggested an alternative method. "For practice in

self-induction," he wrote, "it is best at first to use some ob-

ject for eye fixation. When you have become proficient this

will not be necessary. Almost anything will do— a picture on

the wall, a spot on the ceiling, anything you can look at

without discomfort."

LeCron especially recommended the flickering flame

of a candle for its hypnotic effect and advised would-be

self-hypnotists to sit in a comfortable position while they

watched the flame. "Give yourself suggestions by thinking

them," he wrote. "One suggestion might be, 'As I watch this

candle my eyelids will become heavier and heavier. Soon

they will be so heavy that they will close. Soon I will be in

hypnosis.' " LeCron continued, "As your eyes close, you

should have a key word or phrase ready to serve as a signal

to your subconscious to bring you into hypnosis. A good

one is 'relax now.' The now' in this phrase is important

because it means immediately, not sometime later."

Subjects are then advised to relax their muscles, let

their breathing become ever slower, and think, "Now I am
going deeper and deeper." As they enter the stage of deep

relaxation they should suggest to themselves that they will

return to wakefulness spontaneously after a certain period

of time. Then, they should mentally step off into the depths

of whatever they feel is a relaxing, pleasant place.

Self-hypnosis, according to LeCron, is the best cure

available for insomnia. He advised insomniacs to put them-

selves into hypnosis as they go to bed and then suggest to

themselves that within a few minutes they will drift enjoy-

ably into natural slumber for the rest of the night,

j^ m ore unusual and impressive than this soporific

^Lfl
I

application are the therapeutic uses of hypnosis

wW I in cases of extreme illness. Dr. Milton H. Erick-

I pB son, a physician who died in 1980, was known

A ^ for his uncommon therapies and was often

called upon to offer relief in cases of excruciating terminal

illness. In one instance, a woman dying of uterine cancer

was being kept in a near stupor by constant doses of pain-

killing drugs. This treatment greatly distressed the patient

and her family; with her death imminent, they wanted to

spend as much time as possible communicating with each

other. The woman's doctor suggested hypnosis and asked

Erickson to step in.

Asking that no narcotics be administered on the cho-

sen day of treatment, Erickson worked with the patient for

four hours at a stretch, as he reported afterward, "system-

atically teaching her, despite her attacks of pain, to go into a

trance, to develop a numbness of her body, to absorb her-

self in a state of profound fatigue so that she could have

physiological sleep despite the pain."

Erickson continued, "1 also trained her to respond

hypnotically to her husband, her oldest daughter and her

family physician so that hypnosis could be reinforced in the
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Daredevil motorcyclist Evel Knievel approaches his landing ramp
after soaring over a lineup ofseventeen parked cars in a 1 971 stunt. Knievel, who retired in 1 974,

always envisioned a perfect jump before roaring up the takeofframp.

event of any new development when I was not there. Only

this one long hypnotic session was required. She could dis-

continue her medication except for one heavy hypodermic

administered late on a Thursday evening, which gave her

additional relief and allowed her to be in full contact with

her family in a rested state on the weekends. She also

shared in the family evening activities during the week.

"Six weeks after her first trance, while talking to her

daughter, she suddenly lapsed into a coma. She died two

days later without recovering consciousness."

Even though it is being put to new and significant us-

es, hypnotism itself remains virtually the same practice it

was centuries ago (pages 90-101). But there is still another

avenue to the mental and physical fulfillment promised by

hypnosis, one that could only have come into being in the

technological age.

Since the 1960s, a number of researchers have been using a

system called biofeedback to train people to control physio-

logical functions long assumed to be involuntary— except in

the cases of Muslim or Hindu fakirs and a few mystifying

individuals like Jack Schwarz, who could open a wound

without bleeding. At the heart of this technique is an array

of devices designed to detect and monitor various physical

states and activity, including temperature, blood pressure,

heartbeat, and muscular contraction. Together, the equip-

ment provides a huge volume of fairly simple information

about the functioning of complicated body systems.

Barbara Brown, a pioneer in biofeedback applica-

tions, has pointed out that physicians usually in-

terpret such data in order to gauge wellness or ill-

ness. "If, however," she says, "you are permitted

to read that same information about yourself, you

interpret the information in a frame of reference about how

you feel inside. That is biofeedback: you are being fed back

biological information about your biological self."

The biofeedback subject, sitting or lying in a comfort-

able position, is linked by delicate sensory equipment to a

screen that displays a continuous commentary on a partic-

ular inner function, such as blood pressure or muscle con-

traction. The trainee is instructed to tell his body what to

do -decrease blood pressure, for example— and then relax.

A light or a sound from the monitor indicates the measure

of success. In time, the subject learns to associate the way

he feels with the response he is getting.

As Brown describes the process, a subject can "iden-

tify the feelings he has when the body is signaling the mon-

itor device to say 'blood pressure up,' or 'blood pressure

down,' or 'heart rate up,' or 'temperature down,' or 'more

alpha.' It is very simple as a part-psychologic, part-medical

compass on the road to satisfyingly better physical and

mental health."

Biofeedback training sessions take place over several

weeks, even months. Many patients also practice at home,

using a portable biofeedback device. Eventually, when the

trainee has mastered the process, the apparatus can be dis-

pensed with altogether. In one notable case in 1975, a

woman came to the world-renowned Menninger Clinic in

Topeka, Kansas, to consult Elmer Green, a biofeedback spe-

cialist who headed the psychophysiology laboratory there.

She was suffering from tachycardia, or rapid heartbeat, and

great anxiety— not only about the possibility of death, but

also about the stresses of daily life. In any given six weeks,

she would have to be rushed to a hospital emergency room

two or three times.

Within several weeks, Green related later, his new pa-

tient had learned relaxation and breathing techniques that

permitted her to find deep calm whenever her heart reacted

abnormally to any form of stress. "Her reports indicated

that she was able to use her training in many ways," Green

said. "A brief use of the breathing and relaxation tech-

niques helped her control her pulse rate and handle pres-

sures of hurrying and of parties and other social engage-

ments. By nature an emotional person, she told of handling

various reactions in calmer ways, having 'a better temper.'

"She reported waking up one morning with a very se-

vere headache. She sat up to reach for some medication on

her nightstand, then thought, 'No, I'll use my exercises.' In
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20 minutes her headache was gone; she slept soundly and

awakened refreshed."

A month later the woman saw her cardiologist, who

was pleased to find that the condition of her heart had im-

proved and even more pleased to learn that she had not

visited the emergency room since starting biofeedback

training. "She told him that she could intentionally slow her

heart," Green reported, "but when he said 'All right, show

me,' and placed his fingers on her pulse, she thought, 'What

have I done? Now I am frightened, how can I slow my
heart?' She closed her eyes and thought, 'Body, don't go

back on me now,' took several deep, even breaths, and

then began repeating silently, 'My heartbeat is slow and

calm, my heartbeat is slow and calm.' Soon he stopped her,

saying, 'Yes, you are slowing your heart rate.' In spite of the

challenging situation, she had succeeded."

By the end of her training she had lowered her heart

rate still further and had reduced her medication consider-

ably. There were no more late-night trips to the hospital In

addition, she had gained an impressive degree of social

poise; was no longer afraid of flying; was no longer even

afraid of death.

"I explained again," said Green, "what I had often ex-

plained before: that whatever had been accomplished in her

had been accomplished by her, that biofeedback instru-

ments are just sophisticated mirrors that show us how we

are doing when we try to make certain changes, and that

when we've learned how to make the changes we don't

need the mirrors any more."

It may seem humdrum to use such mental techniques, in

the comfort of home or clinic, to achieve lower blood pres-

sure or to overcome common fears and phobias. But there

are other, more spectacular applications as well. In his glory

days, for example, the daredevil stunt man Evel Knievel pi-

loted his powerful motorcycles into countless situations of

heart-stopping danger. It was all in a day's work for Knievel

to come roaring out of the wings of Madison Square Garden
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at seventy miles per hour, zoom up a ramp, fly seventy-five

feet through the air, and then land and come to a halt, just

before he would have smashed into the other side of the

arena. "Life to me is a bore, really," he once quipped, "and

jumping has replaced card games, skijumping, stealing."

Millions who watched Knievel in action, either in per-

son or on television, wondered how it was possible for a

man to accomplish such astounding stunts. Once, in an in-

terview, Knievel revealed his secret for hurling himself over

a lineup of seventeen parked trucks. "I get that motorcycle

up there," he said, "and I just see it flying over all those

trucks, and landing on the other side."

Knievel was describing a technique called visualiza-

tion, or imaging. It is used by many athletes and performers,

sometimes with the guidance of a psychologist, to visual-

ize—and thus, it is hoped, to manipulate— an upcoming

event to obtain the desired outcome. In Soviet Olympic

training programs, for example, athletes must develop two

skills: the ability to relax the body and put the mind into a

calm, receptive state, and the ability to create images of

their athletic performances at peak levels and beyond.

This kind of mental rehearsal is called "creative visu-

alization" by some of its devotees. One of them, Shakti Ga-

wain, an avid student of yoga and meditation, has ex-

plained how practitioners hope to change the mental image

into reality. "The idea is like a blueprint," she says. "It cre-

ates an image of the form, which then magnetizes and

guides the physical energy to flow into that form and even-

tually manifests it on the physical plane."

Seeking to formalize such attempts, an American psy-

chologist, Richard M. Suinn, has devised a type of training

called controlled dreaming, in which athletes relax into a

state that combines the concentration and imagination of a

dream with the control of the waking state. Suinn says the

athlete using his method can produce the brain waves

needed for the performance by creating, in a sense, the hu-

man equivalent of a computer program to guide the event.

Some sports stars, however, seem to favor an oppo-

site variation of this technique, an approach that might be

called pessimistic visualization. One of them, the tennis

player Billie Jean King, has recalled the time in 1963 when,

as a young contender, she played so brilliantly at the pres-

tigious annual tournament at Wimbledon, England, that she

reached the finals to meet the top-ranked Margaret Court

Smith-only to be defeated. "Margaret deserved to win,"

King conceded later. "But for some reason, that particular

loss to Margaret stayed with me for a long time."

King was able to turn her loss into future victory. "Lit-

erally for years afterward," she recalled, "whenever I need-

ed something to psych me up before going out to play, I

tried to remember the feelings I had during that match, and

the sense of utter desolation and failure I felt when we
walked off the court. It wasn't a very good feeling and I

didn't want to have to repeat it— ever. It was something to

avoid, and the best way to avoid it was to win. Just remem-

bering that day got me through a lot of tough matches in the

next few years."

For proponents of creative visualization, all that regret

and fear would no doubt be disquieting. Their notion is that

people— not just athletes, but everyone— can and should

bring about good fortune by focusing on it clearly and mak-

ing it happen. As Shakti Gawain has put it: "We always at-

tract into our lives whatever we think about the most, be-

lieve in most strongly, expect on the deepest levels, and/or

imagine most vividly."

Even so, experts say that would-be visualizers should

not just skip ahead to the happy conclusion of an upcoming

challenge. Confront the obstacles, they caution, and pay at-

tention to how you vanquish them; creative visualization is

not a whimsical, wishful reverie but a detailed plan for ac-

tion and success. "One advantage of visualization," says

Frances Meritt Stern, director of the Institute for Behavioral

Awareness in Plainfield, New Jersey, "is that you can build

into it whatever you need, such as the self-instruction that

it's okay to feel anxious, you still can go ahead and give

your speech or ask for a raise. You can't visualize every

contingency; but when you're generally secure, the unex-

pected doesn't throw you."
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Turning Visions into Reality

ys

eeing is believing— or so the

age-old saying goes. But what of things seen only in the imagina-

tion, in the mind's eye? Can belief turn such visions into reality?

In hopes that it can, numerous people turn to a method known
as visualization, or imaging, to harness the powers of the mind to

control or assist the body. Athletes draw mental pictures of them-

selves performing at their best, continually rehearsing their visions

until they play them out in real life. On a more metaphorical level,

cancer patients imagine chemotherapy as a magic elixir flooding

their systems and washing away the malignant cells. Still others

use visualization to reduce stress or alleviate pain.

Precisely how visualization works remains a subject of con-

jecture and ongoing clinical research. But the fact that it can be

effective in certain situations has been understood intuitively for

years. To be sure, imaging is no substitute for reality. The cancer

patient can no more give up medical treatment than the athlete

can forgo physical training. But many sports psychologists and

physicians believe that just as depression or despair can impair

performance or recovery, a strong positive visualization can en-

hance it. Several metaphorical visualizations-some of them ex-

amples of typical imaging, others the creation of specific individu-

als—are depicted on the following pages.
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_,iegs widespread, his open

hands held gracefully at the

ready, a devotee of kung

fu strikes a pose reminiscent of

a rampant tiger.

Developed in China in AD
300, this martial art calls for

practitioners to pattern them-

selves on a variety of animals

-

among them the tiger, monkey,

deer, bird, and bear.

Students of kung fu are

taught to observe the creatures

in zoos or in the wild, then

visualize themselves becoming

each animal— thinking like it

and fighting in its distinctive

style. The tiger inspires strong,

precise movements and a

stealthy stalking close to the

ground. In the monkey stance,

on the other hand, kung fu

practitioners do considerable

jumping, while as birds they

indulge in high kicks.



_ y visualizing a little girl

on a playground swing,

rhythmically swinging back

and forth, a woman is able to

bring her irregular heartbeat

under control.

In this actual case, visual-

ization may work because the

woman's problem is primarily

related to anxiety. Increased

stress triggers a panic reaction

that speeds up her heartbeat.

Although not life threatening in

itself, the condition is potential-

ly dangerous; she could faint,

for example, and strike her

head while falling. Instead,

whenever she feels stress, she

conjures up the little girl on the

swing and concentrates on the

rhythmic movement.
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_n need of a burst of energy

before she heads onto the ice,

a professional skater visualizes

herself swallowing a star. It

explodes inside her, infusing

her with power from the tips of

her fingers to her toes.

Athletes have used vis-

ualization for years, although

their imaging most frequently

involves a detailed mental

rehearsal of the event -lifting a

weight, serving a tennis ball,

swinging a golf club— that

helps them hold an imaginary

practice before the actual

competition. In the example

shown here, the skater uses the

bursting-star image to get the

rush of adrenaline she needs to

perform at her peak.



._, cab driver—a Vietnam

veteran who lost a leg in

combat—uses visualization

to alleviate phantom limb pain.

He imagines himself on a

beach, watching a sea gull

land. As he concentrates on the

bird he feels himself becoming

the gull and then flying away,

leaving his body behind.

Often believed mistakenly

to be purely psychosomatic,

phantom limb pain is a physical

sensation that occurs when
nerves once connected to a

missing limb continue to

transmit signals to the brain.

For the disabled veteran,

visualization did not eliminate

the pain but did help him

dissociate himself from it. In

addition to focusing on the sea-

gull image, he sometimes

visualized his painful leg intact

and imagined himself treating

it with cool cloths and lotions.
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i little boy with a malignant

brain tumor visualizes video-

game rocket ships flying

around inside his head and

zapping his cancer cells.

Such imagery is often used

by young cancer patients;

others, preferring less warlike

metaphors, visualize their

cancer cells being devoured or

just carried away. There is no

incontrovertible evidence that

such imaging can improve a

patient's odds for survival. But

research in psychoneuroimmu-

nology, a relatively new area of

medical inquiry that explores

the link between states of mind

and the immune system, sug-

gests that visualizing health-

promoting images may actually

increase the number of white

blood cells and other disease-

battling body substances.
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ges's photographs of, 42-43, 44; and

Herrmann family, 44-46, 45; history of,

53-54; and hoaxes, 54; Andrew Mac-

kenzie's research on, 49; and Marquis

de Mirville, 37-38; Alan Owen's re-

search on, 41, 42, 54; and Plach family,

42-44, Frank Podmore's research on,

38; J. Gaither Pratt's research on, 46, 50;

Harry Price's research on, 18, 39, 40;

and puberty, 41, 44, 48, 49; James Ran-

di's research on, 54; and Resch family,

54-55, William Roll's research on, 38,

46, 50, 54; and Annemarie Schneider,

51, 52-53; and Schrey family, 40-42, 41;

and Stringer family, 46, 47; and Felix

Thorel, 37, 38; and Thornton Road resi-

dents, 52-53, 54; and Father Tinel, 37-

38; and Julio Vasquez, 49-51 ; and Eleo-

nora Zugun, 39-41 . See also Macro-PK

Porter, George, 8

Portman, Dora, 8

Position effect, defined, 61-62

Posthypnotic amnesia, defined, 94. See

also Hypnosis

Power of Positive Thinking, The (Peale),

103

Pranayama, and levitation, 1 18

Pratt, J. Gaither: poltergeist research of,

46, 50; quoted, 46, 51

Precognition, 57; and psychokinesis, 81

Price, Harry, 18, 20, as inventor, 18,

19-20, poltergeist research of, 39, 40;

psychokinesis research of, 19-20, 21-22;

quoted, 20, 40; seance research of, 20,

21

Price, Margaret, 61

Probability theory, defined, 65

Probability value, defined, 58

Progressive relaxation, defined, 100. See

also Hypnosis

Psi-missing, defined, 60. See also

Psychokinesis

Psi phenomena: defined, 8, 63; of Nina

Kulagina, 23, 26-27; Michael Persinger's

research on, 79; Zdenek Rejdak's re-

search on, 26; Leonid Vasiliev's

research on, 23. See also Extrasensory

perception; Psychokinesis

Psychic healing, defined, 8

Psychokinesis (PK): and alcohol, 61;

Kenneth Batcheldor's research on, 25;

John Beloffs theory about, 8; Sigurd

Binski's research on, 62-63, 64; and

caffeine, 61; causes of, 82-89; William

Cox's research on, 64, 66; William

Crookes's research on, 12; defined, 7,

56, 83; dice experiments and, 58-66, 58,

59, 60, 63, 67; and emotions, 60-61, 72;

and extrasensory perception, 8; faking,

78; Haakon Forwald's research on,

66-70, 67, 71; by group, 24-25; Arthur

Hebard's research on, 75; of D. D.

Home, 1 1-12; kinetic hypothesis of, 64;

Ippolite Kogan's research on, 79;

loading hypothesis of, 64; Cesare

Lombroso's research on, 12-13; and

narcotics, 61, Julien Ochorowicz's

research on, 13, 17-18; Eugene Osty's

research on, 21; of Eusapia Palladino,

12-17; of Felicia Parise, 27; and

precognition, 81 ; Harry Price's research

on, 19-20, 21-22; Harold Puthoffs

research on, 75; and quantum mechan-

ics, 70, 71; J. B. Rhine's research on, 57,

58-61, 59, 62, 73; Louisa Rhine's

research on, 57, 62; Charles Richet's

research on, 13-15; Gertrude Schmeid-

ler's research on, 76-77; Helmut

Schmidt's research on, 72-73; of Rudi

Schneider, 21-22; of Willi Schneider,

20-21; of Kastor Seibel, 63, 64; in Soviet

Union, 75-81; and spying, 75-81; and

Ingo Swann, 73-75, 76-77; Robert

Thouless's research on, 63-64; uses of,

81 ; of Alia Vinogradova, 27. See also

Extrasensory perception; Psi phenome-
na; Psychotronics; specific types of

psychokinesis

Psychoneuroimmunology, defined, 136

Psychotherapy, and hypnosis, 98

Psychotronics: Victor Adamenko's

research on, 76, 79; Thomas Bearden's

research on, 80; defined, 76, 80, 81 . See

also Psychokinesis

Puberty, and poltergeists, 41, 44, 48, 49

Puharich, Andrija: criticism of, 35;

metal-bending research of, 28

Pullavar, Subbayah, levitation of, 1 19

Puthoff, Harold: clairvoyance research of,

29-30; criticism of, 35; psychokinesis

research of, 75; telepathy research of,

29-30

P-value, defined, 58

Quantum mechanics: characteristics of,

71-72; defined, 71; and psychokinesis,

70, 71

Race, Victor, hypnosis of, 95
Randi, James (The Magic of Uri Geller, The

Truth about Uri Geller), 78; and criticism

of Uri Geller, 32, 34-35; and criticism of

psychokinesis, 78; and criticism of

thoughtography, 68; poltergeist

research of, 54; quoted, 34, 35, 54, 78

Random event generator (REG), 70. See

also Micro-PK

Rao, Hatayogi Sandra, fire walking of, 106

Ratnoff, Oscar: quoted, 1 15; stigmata

research of, 113-1 15

Recurrent spontaneous psychokinesis

(RSPK). See Poltergeists

REG, 70. See also Micro-PK

Rejdak, Zdenek, psi research of, 26

Resch, Tina, 54; quoted, 54

Resch family, and poltergeists, 54-55

Retro-psychokinesis: defined, 72; Helmut

Schmidt's research on, 72-73

Rhine, Joseph Banks: criticism of, 62;

extrasensory perception research of, 56,

57-58, 61-62; psychokinesis research of,

57,58-61,59, 62, 72

Rhine, Louisa: psychokinesis research of,

57, 62; quoted, 62

Richards, Steve (Levitation): levitation

research of, 1 18; quoted, 1 18

Richet, Charles: psychokinesis research

of, 13-15; quoted, 13, 15

Robbins, Tony: fire walking of, 102-103,

/05, 106; quoted, 102

Robertson, Cloretta, stigmata of, 113

Roll, William G
,
poltergeist research of,

38, 46, 50, 54

RSPK See Poltergeists

s
Sagan, Carl, 34

Scheid, Barbara, 8

Schmeidler, Gertrude R , 74; psychoki-

nesis research of, 76-77, quoted, 74

Schmidt, Helmut, 73, criticism of, 70, 73;

micro-PK research of, 70, 71, 11-13, 85;

retro-psychokinesis research of, 72-73

Schneider, Annemarie, and poltergeists,

51, 52-53

Schneider, Rudi, 20, accused of hoaxes,
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2 ! . 22. psychokinesis of, 2 1 -22

Schneider. Willi, psychokinesis of, 20-21

Schrenck-Notzing, Baron Albert von, 20

Schrey. Edith, 42, quoted, 42

Schrey family, and poltergeists, 40-42, 41

Schrodinger, Erwin. 72; quoted, 72

Schwarz, Jack: quoted, 1 12; self-

mutilation of, 112, 124

Scorer. Richard, cloud-busting research

of. 17

Seances, //, Agenor de Gaspann's

research on, 11, 13, 24, 25; of Eusapia

Palladino, 13. 15; Harry Price's research

on, 19-20, 21; and research by Society

for Research on Rapport and Telekine-

sis, 25

Second International Congress of

Psychotronic Research, 76

Second sight, defined, 63

Seibel, Kastor, psychokinesis of, 63, 64

Self-hypnosis, 101 See also Hypnosis

Self-mutilation and alpha waves, 1 12;

and beta waves, 1 12; of fakir, 108-1 12;

Alyce Green's research on, 1 12; Elmer

Green s research on, 109, 112;

Wolfgang Larbig's research on,

108-1 12; of Jack Schwarz, 1 12, 124; in

Sn Lanka, 107-108; and theta waves,

109; of yogis, 108, 109

Senos, Ted criticism of, 68; thoughtog-

raphy of, 68-69

Shaw, Steven, 78, quoted, 78

Shepherd, Sarah, 49; quoted, 49

Shtrang, Hanna, 36

Shtrang, Shipi, 28, 35

Siddhis, defined, 1

1

7. See also Levitation

Silva. Jose, 120, 122; quoted, 120, 122

Silva Mind Control and alpha waves, 1 19;

and Barbara Burns, 120, characteristics

of, 1 19-120; and Emile Coue, 120-122;

criticism of, 122. history of, 120-122;

and Transcendental Meditation, 120;

and Mrs Donald Wildowsky, 1 19

Siva Samhita, 1 18. See also Levitation

Slick, Tom, 70

Smith, Margaret Court, 126

Society for Psychical Research (SPR):

founding of, 15, 57; purpose of, 15

Society for Research on Rapport and

Telekinesis (SORRAT), seance research

of, 25

Soviet Union, psychokinesis in, 23-26, 27,

75-81

Sparrow, Margaret (Conjuring Up Philip),

25; quoted, 25

Spiritualism characteristics of, 10, decline

of, 22; defined, 57

SPR See Society for Psychical Research

Spying, and psychokinesis, 75-81

Sri Lanka, self-mutilation in, 107-108

Stem, Frances Meritt, 126; quoted, 126

Stigmata: defined, 1 12; Loretta Early's

research on, 1 13; of Father Pio

Forgione, 115, history of, 1 12-1 13;

Magnus Huss's research on, 1 13; of

Louise Lateau, 1 13; Joseph Lifschutz's

research on, 1 13; of Maria K., 1 13;

Oscar Ratnoffs research on, 113-115;

of Cloretta Robertson, 113; of Saint

Francis of Assisi, 114

Stress, and visualization, 130-131

Stringer family, and poltergeists, 46, 47

Subatomic particles, 82, 85

Suinn, Richard M , and controlled

dreaming, 126

Surfaces of action, defined, 86. See also

Metal bending

Svengali, 96

Swann, Ingo: criticism of, 75; magnetic

field altering of, 27; psychokinesis of,

73-75, 76-77, temperature altering of,

27, 75, 76-77

Sylva Sylvamm: Or a Natural History

(Bacon), 10

Tables, levitation of, 13, 15, 20, 25, 88-89

See also Levitation

Tachycardia, defined, 124

Targ, Russell, 28, clairvoyance research

of, 29-30; criticism of, 35; telepathy

research of, 29-30

Taylor, John, 29

Telekinetoscope, 18-19, 20

Telepathy: defined, 57; of Uri Geller, 29;

Harold Puthoff's research on, 29-30;

Russell Targ's research on, 29-30

Teleportation, 84-85; defined, 85

Temperature altering, of Swann, 27, 75,

76-77

Tennyson, Alfred, Lord, 1 18; quoted, 1 18

Teresa of Avila, Saint: and levitation,

1 16-1 17; quoted, 116-117

Thermistors, 76-77

Theta waves: characteristics of, 82-83,

108, 109; and fire walking, 105; and

self-mutilation, 109

Thorel, Felix, and poltergeists, 37, 38

Thornton Road residents, and polter-

geists, 52-53, 54

Thoughtography criticism of, 68; defined,

68; of Masuaki Kiyota, 68; of Ted Senos,

68-69. See also Micro-PK

Thouless, Robert H
,
psychokinesis

research of, 63-64

Thresher (nuclear submarine), 80

Thury, Marc, telekinesis research of, 1

1

Time (magazine), 34

Tinel, Father, and poltergeists, 37-38

TM. See Transcendental Meditation

Tomczyk, Stanislawa, 14, hypnosis of,

17-18; levitation of, 14, 17, 18; marriage

of, 18-19

"Tonight Show'' (television program), and

Uri Geller, 34

Toronto Society for Psychical Research,

and levitation of table, 25

Tozzi, Joseph, 44-46

Transcendental Meditation (TM) Herbert

Benson's research on, 1 19; characteris-

tics of, 120, criticism of, 122, and

levitation, 117-118; and Silva Mind

Control, 120, uses of. 119

Tnlby (Du Mauner), 96

Truth about Un Geller, The (Randi). 34

u
United States Psychotronics Association

(USPA). 80

Vasiliev, Leonid L death of, 26. psi

research of, 23

Vasquez, Julio and poltergeists, 49-51.

quoted, 50

VERITAC, 70

Vinogradova, Alia, psychokinesis of, 27

Visualization by athletes, 126, 132-133,

and cancer, 136-137, creative visualiza-

tion, 126, by Billie Jean King, 126. by

Evel Knievel, 124, 126. in kung fu,

128-129, and pain treatment, /34-/35,

and stress, 130-131, uses of, 126,

127-/37

w
Walker, Jearl, fire walking research of,

105-106

Wassilko-Serecki. Zo, 40-41. quoted, 40

Weiss, Ehnch See Houdmi, Harry

Wells, Charles, 65

West, D J ,62

Wiesner, B P , 63

Wildowsky, Mrs Donald quoted, 1 19, and

Silva Mind Control, 119

Woodruff, Joseph L . 61

Wynne, Charles Bradstreet. 1 15

Yogi, Mahanshi Mahesh levitation of.

117-118. quoted. 118

Yogis, self-mutilation of. 108. 109

Young, Jimmy, 6, quoted, 6

Zugun. Eleonora. and poltergeists. 39-41
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