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	This month, I'll tell you a story related to me that's a bit unusual, and then take a look at what's happening at America's oldest psychical research organization.


"The Dancing Puppets"


	A few months ago, I got a call from FATE reader Shayne Wiggins of Winnett, Montana.  He recalled an unusual situation from his childhood, and referred me to his father, Stan, who also witnessed it, along with others.  What you're about to read may test your "boggle threshold," but there's no reason to disbelieve what they observed.  The explanation, though, is a different matter.


	The situation revolved around a sheep-sheerer by the name of Les Hall (note: witness Floyd Emery thinks the last night was either Hall or Helfert).  Les was a man with a terrible drinking problem, which is why, he told others, he was working with livestock as opposed to doing his unique "act" elsewhere.


	Les Hall was apparently able to cause cardboard puppets to dance to music, on their own, and with no one within a few feet of them.


	Stan Wiggins recalled the incidents of about 50 years ago in Roy, Montana.


	One night while he and others were sitting around the bunk house of the ranch they worked at, two young boys (Floyd and Larry Emery) kept teasing and pestering Hall to "make the doll dance" as apparently he had before.  Les said that he needed music to make them dance, so Stan Wiggins went to get a radio, and the group went into the family dining room.


	Les pulled out a painted cardboard doll as music played in the background.  "It was a girl doll" said Wiggins, "made of thin cardboard and painted on both sides."  The joints were connected with clips (like a brass or copper rivet).  The doll was no bigger than 14 inches tall.  He set it in the middle of the table and "held it standing up until it started dancing to the music. "  Les then moved "at least three to four feet" away from the doll.


	The fragile cardboard construction apparently kept on dancing on the table and "collapsed when the music quit."


 	Floyd Emery recalled the man and his dancing dolls quite clearly.  He was around 13 years old at the time and remembered the situation related to me by Stan Wiggins.  He also stated that he saw Les work with a number of different dolls, at many different locations.  


	"He got the dolls from cigarette ads," said Emery.  He cut them out and "used thread and rivets for joints throughout the dolls so they moved really well."  The pattern was the same as Stan Wiggins remembered, with Les holding them up at first while the music played.  "He would start them dancing by holding them upright and then he would swing them," Emery said.  


	The size of the dolls apparently didn't matter, since Les worked with dolls as tall as four feet, according to both Emery and Wiggins.   The size did affect two things.  "The bigger they were, " Emery recalled, "the farther he could get away from it."  In fact, Emery remembered one incident where the four foot doll kept on dancing while Les was out of the room.  In addition, "the bigger the doll, the more it could do."


	Apparently, he could do this anywhere, although "he did have to have a good hard surface -- never on the ground or on a rug."  And always, music was necessary for the dolls would collapse when the music stopped. 


	Les did make money with his routine.  Emery thought "he made more money at bars after work than he did during the day.  People filled his hat with money."


	What was even more interesting was that Les would sell the secret of the dancing dolls to others for $50.  "More than a few guys" bought it, according to Emery, though apparently not may succeeded in working with the dolls.  "If you didn't have rhythm, you couldn't dance the dolls."  Emery did remember one man who apparently learned the secret well, but he could only do it "if Les had been in the room, too."


	As a researcher in the paranormal, I have many people relating ghost and psychic stories to me.  Often people ask me for a definite explanation..  Unfortunately, that's like a doctor trying to make a diagnosis with sketchy information about the symptoms and without being able to ask the patient questions about the specifics (and not being able to see the patient in person).  All I can do is suggest possible explanations, which often include ones which are not paranormal.


	In this case, no one I spoke to asked for a possible explanation, but I'm sure readers of FATE would like to know what I think of it.


	First of all, I can honestly say I wish I'd been there.  Not because I believe or disbelieve in the reality of the dancing puppets, but because it sounded like a fun experience for Emery and Wiggins and the others who watched them.


	As to possible explanations, let's examine a couple.


	If the circumstances were as stated by Wiggins and Emery, I'm at a loss to explain how, 50 years ago, Les Hall (or Helfert) could have taken flimsy cardboard dolls, stood them up on a hard surface at any location, and let them go (dancing) on their own while he stepped feet or even yards away.  I've asked a few of my magician buddies, and we all agreed to get the dolls to dance with a mechanical means would require:


	1) that the dolls were constructed differently than Emery or Wiggins remembered


	and/or 2) that there was some kind of set-up required by Les -- that he was able to rig some device (possible using very fine threads) in the room where the dolls danced beforehand.


	and/or 3) he had a confederate(s) who may have done the rigging before he walked in to the situation (and would possibly help keep the dolls dancing when Les moved away).


	As a performer, I can recognize the need for showmanship, and the use of the music playing in the background as a necessary element for the dolls to dance would be part of the "show," though not necessary in reality.  That is, if the explanation was trickery (or one might say special effects).


	Other explanations?  Some people might say that Les had some kind of "magic" working, that maybe he had harnessed some spirits or elemental energy to make the dolls dance to music.  


	Then there's the psychic explanation.  


	Perhaps Les caused the dolls to dance via psychokinesis.  The power of his own mind caused the dolls to stand up and dance.  The music might have been part of the show, or Les may have really believed that it was a necessary part of the formula to animate the figures.


	Which explanation is correct?  The psychic one is possible, the magical one less than improbable, and the use of trickery is the most likely.  The problem with trying to assign explanations to a case like this is that we (even Emery and Wiggins) don't have all the pieces.  


	As a researcher, I have to look at all possible explanations for an event, and look for the most likely one.  In this case, while psychokinesis is certainly possible, unless one could 100 percent rule out any sort of helpers and any chance to rig the locations, I have to conclude that the trickery explanation is more likely.


	However, this does not invalidate the experience of Stan Wiggins, Floyd Emery and the others, or even suggest they were gullible.  They had no explanation for this either, after all.


	But they certainly had a lot of fun watching the dancing dolls, and remembering them for years to come.


