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Another year kicks off for FATE and the world of psychic phenomena.  There are some good things hopping out there, especially with the revitalization of the Parapsychology Foundation in New York, and the new location and expansion of the Institute of Noetic Sciences (IONS) in northern California.  


I was fortunate to be invited to speak at the IONS Board retreat in November, and to meet a number of their Board Members and top contributors.  Their new campus in Petaluma, CA, less than an hour north of San Francisco, is beautiful, functional and large enough that they truly can go in the direction they plan to head.  In my next column (April), I will profile the new face of IONS and its plans for building a research laboratory, a learning center, and much more.  In the meantime, for information on the organization, go to their website at www.noetic.org, or write or call them at:


Institute of Noetic Sciences

101 San Antonio Road

Petaluma, CA 94952

General Inquiries (707) 775-3500

Membership (800) 383-1394

CALLING ALL GHOSTS


In the "I See By the Papers" column in the October 2001 issue of FATE, editor Phyllis Galde reported on British ghost researcher Tony Cornell's comments regarding a connection between ghosts and the proliferation of cellular phones.


Tony Cornell has been researching and investigating the paranormal for more than half a century.  His main focus over the years has been apparitions, hauntings, poltergeists and mediums.  He is a major current force (as Vice President) in the Society for Psychical Study in London.  He is well respected and extremely knowledgeable about the phenomena of ghosts.  


According to the British paper, the Sunday Express on October 14, 2001, the incidence of reported ghost sightings coming in to the SPR has declined since the introduction of cell phones in the UK.  The greatest decrease has apparently been in the last 3 years, as the number of cell phones grew in number.  According to the reporter, Cornell's claim is that the SPR is receiving no new ghost cases, and that this "decline mirrors the increasing use of mobile phones in Britain. They could be drowning out our ghosts."  The reporter adds that this pattern is occurring in other countries.


The assumption is that due to at least some component part of paranormal phenomena being electromagnetic in nature, the additional electromagnetic fields and microwaves from cellular and digital phones and pagers could be affecting such phenomena.  Ghosts and similar happenings are being "drowned out" by this new electromagnetic pollution. 


The article goes on to say that "American researchers running short of their own spirits have begun travelling to the UK - only to find ghosts and ghouls in even shorter supply here. Now the SPR is considering sending ghosthunters to more isolated parts of the world. They hope areas with low mobile phone usage may still have significant ghost populations." (Note:  not a quote from Cornell).


This article, in various versions, made it onto several wire services and was repeated in a variety of papers in the United States.  I have begun receiving inquiries about what I think of the situation.


To be honest, I was surprised to see the news item when it appeared in October.  Such an idea had never occurred to me.  I did give some serious thought to comments attributed to Cornell, but the more I thought about a cell phone / ghost connection, the less I thought of it.  


The interesting thing here, and it's certainly a lesson for anyone who speaks to the press, is that according to a contact at the Parapsychology Foundation who has spoken with the British researcher about this, Cornell did not make these claims or statements.  

Shortly thereafter, I received a voicemail from Tony Cornell setting the record straight.  Cornell passed along that the reporter put this all together from an interview regarding the increasing electromagnetic radiation around us.  "I do assure you I did not say that at all," said Cornell.  In fact, he went so far as to call the article a "stupid bloody story."  It was the reporter who made the suggestion that cell phones were affecting ghost sightings, but Cornell stated that he responded to this with a flat out "no." 

I was glad to hear this, as it seemed out of character for someone who's been doing this work for so long.  Here's why this claim doesn't hold up:


First of all, I live and work in the San Francisco Bay Area, which includes Silicon Valley and a variety of other hi tech areas.  People here don't just have cell phones and pagers, they have wireless modems for their laptops and wireless internet connections on their PDAs ("personal digital assistants" like the Palm Pilots and Handspring Visor devices).   We have research in telecommunications going on here like nobody's business, and even with the dotcom failures, more and more communications signals being pushed into our local atmosphere.  


And yet the incidence of ghost reports in the Bay Area hasn't really changed.  While I can't say that there's any regular pattern to the number of calls I get, calls from people locally still continue.  


Let me mention here that I often do get asked "how many calls do you get every week?"  The answer is hard to quantify, because there appear to be months when no calls come in, and then months and even weeks when more than dozen might come in.  But the reason has been pretty clear to me, and it has nothing to do with electromagnetic transmissions dampening the ghosts themselves.


What I have observed over the last 20 years is that people who have ghost encounters will seek out someone to call if:

a) they're afraid (or annoyed) and feel they need immediate help and seek it out or 

b) they're afraid (or annoyed) and though the event(s) happened a while ago, they only recently learned of who to call or

c) they had an experience/encounter and were very interested in hearing what an "expert" has to say about it and so sought out such an expert or

d) they had an experience/encounter and because they saw/read an interview with a ghost expert, thought to report it or
e) they had an experience/encounter and someone else (who reacted in fear, annoyance, or interest) convinced them to seek out an expert for commentary or advice.


To me, what's been very interesting is how people in the Bay Area (or around the country for that matter) found me or my group the Office of Paranormal Investigations (OPI), and whether how easy it was to learn "who ya gonna call" had any impact on the number of calls.  I've also paid attention to whether there was a time of year that calls would come in more frequently.


Guess what?  There was a pattern.  More calls would come in from mid-October to mid-November.  Could Halloween really have anything to do with more ghosts walking the Earth -- could that be why there are more ghost reports every year?


Before answering that, let me go back in time a bit.  During my undergraduate years at Northwestern University (mid '70s), I was lucky enough to be attending when the late J. Allen Hynek was Chairman of the Astronomy Department.  Hynek was, of course, one of the (if not THE) leading experts on UFO sightings in the world.  I had some contact with Hynek through course and his lectures to the general student populace.  I even volunteered at the Center for UFO Studies for a few months.  


One of the very important lessons I learned from Hynek had to do with the rise in apparent incidence of UFO sightings.  


Hynek seemed less than convinced that there were more UFOs being sighted.  What he was convinced of was that there were more UFO sightings being reported.  The climate had changed since the '60s and there was less of a "crazy" label being placed on people if they reported such sightings.  The less bizarre or outcast someone felt about reporting such sightings, the more likely they were to report them.  But for every report, there were likely many unreported sightings.  


Today, while the climate has evolved even more to where people can feel less threatened to report UFO sightings, there are still likely many unreported sightings.  It's safe to say that many people may still feel that their friends or co-workers or relatives (or strangers) may feel they're a little "off" or "crazy" for having seen a UFO.


This does in fact relate to ghost sightings.  For every report I get, there are likely dozens of unreported apparitional and haunting experiences.  People may not report them because they are unafraid, need no help or guidance or because they enjoyed the experience or because they denied the experience (or found a "rational explanation" for it) or because they're afraid of what their friends, co-workers or relatives might say.  In fact, when I speak with people in all sorts of social and business situations, when they learn my involvement with the paranormal, most people inevitably tell me about their own ghost stories.  In that same conversation,  I like to ask them whether they'd ever told anyone else (besides a spouse, close relative or close friend), and they often reply that they don't want people to think they're "crazy."  

Oddly enough, I'll often hear stories from people who know each other at the same party or in the same neighborhood or workplace.  In other words, if people opened up about their experiences, they'd realize these encounters are actually more normal than paranormal.

It's not that people aren't having the experiences, they are simply not reporting them.

So, why does the Halloween season see a rise in reports of ghosts?  Are people not using cell phones as much?  Are the walls between dimensions weakened?

Nope.  It has to do with advertising.  People need to know that there are those out there who will not dismiss what they say, and they need to know who they are.

Every Halloween, there's a Media frenzy around the occult, the bizarre and the paranormal.  Weirdness is what people associate with Halloween, and there's nothing closer to Halloween weirdness than a good ghost story.  Every year, every national and local TV news show does at least one ghost story (and probably several other stories on witchcraft, the occult, etc.).  Radio stations seek out guests to talk about the paranormal.  Newspapers and magazines interview experts and people with ghost experiences.  The cable networks run new and re-run older programming about ghosts, ESP, and other paranormal phenomena.

In effect, the public is inundated with information that tells them who to call.  And the calls (the reports) increase in number for several weeks.

I've also noticed that my calls increase at other times of year whenever I'm interviewed in the newspaper, or on a TV news program or radio talkshow.  In addition, I get calls because of the fairly regular reruns of shows I've appeared in on the Discovery Channel, The Learning Channel, and other cable networks.

People who fall into one of the above categories of those who seek out experts will call the TV or radio station or newspaper, or search online, or call one of the research organizations like the American Society for Psychical Research or the Parapsychology Foundation to learn of the whereabouts of experts like myself.  Or they'll look in the Yellow Pages (OPI is listed in San Francisco under "parapsychologists").

But I've noticed something else about the proliferation of paranormal programming:  people seem more informed and generally less afraid.  People I speak to in formal or informal settings who tell me about their ghost encounters also admit that there was no real need for them to report the experiences because they didn't feel they needed help.  They accepted the experience, even though they didn't talk about it with others.  

So, the incidence of ghost reports may be affected not only by social acceptance (potentially more reports), and by knowing who to call (definitely more reports), but also by the increase of information available that treats the experiences somewhat normally and scientifically (less reports).

A person having an encounter with a ghost might know enough today to consider whether  the event is worthy of investigation and may decide it's not.  They may consider whether they need help, and decide they don't.  They may not be curious enough about what a parapsychologist may have to say about it.

I find it most interesting that the increase in paranormal stories in all media may have led to people accepting the experiences and not seeking out help, to a greater acceptance of the phenomena as somewhat normal.  While I hate to have cases fall out from under me, I believe normalizing the phenomena, especially so that fear is not an immediate reaction, is a very good thing.

The article mentions that there's been a decline in ghost sightings over the last 15 years.  Perhaps that's the case in the UK, but not here in the US.   I also get case calls from all over the States.

But it's not just cellular transmissions that have increased over the last 15 years, with a more dramatic increase the last 3.  The Media has dramatically increased its coverage of the paranormal over last 15 years, and the cable networks have done more and more programming over the last 3-5 years.  I believe this is more of a factor than any transmissions drowning out the ghostly signals.

Perhaps there's not enough coverage of the SPR in British media.  Perhaps without people being constantly reminded that there's a place to get help, they won't call.  Or perhaps British media does a better job of educating people about the paranormal, of normalizing ghost experiences so people don't feel they need to call for help.

Could cell phones be responsible for at least part of this picture?  Maybe, but we've been living in a world of all sorts of transmissions bouncing around and through us for decades.  Cellular technology is just one more new piece, but it sure hasn't knocked out the ghosts in and around the Silicon Valley.

If cell phones have anything to do with this, it could be something as simple as folks in the UK being more focused on their cellular conversations, or talking more on the phones than Americans.  Or maybe the American ghosts simply know how to get people's attention while they're so busy on the phone (you know how polite those British ghosts are).   


I won't dismiss the possibility that the cellular transmissions in Britain, perhaps combined with other more localized fields (such as the local geomagnetic field) might affect people's abilities to perceive ghosts.  But other factors, connected to why and when people report ghosts to begin with must always be looked at, before casting the blame on technology.


To me, it's a matter of first noticing the ghost, then reporting it.  If you don't notice because there's too much going on around you, it doesn't mean the technology interferes with the ghost, just that your attention might be diverted.  That's why there are rare ghost sightings in Las Vegas:  with all the lights, sights, sounds people and Elvis impersonators, who could notice a ghost?


But people need to have a desire or reason to report what they experience, and most of all have to know who they can call.

******

Tony Cornell's new book, Investigating the Paranormal (New York:  Helix Press, 2001.  432 pages, quality paperback), details some of his most interesting case files.  It is available for $36 plus $3 postage, from the Parapsychology Foundation, 228 East 71st Street, New York, NY 10021.

