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MIRACLES, SCAMS, PSYCHICS & CON ARTISTS


Have you ever been to a psychic?  Or made one or more calls to one of those psychic “hot-lines”?  Do you read your horoscope in the paper every day?  Have you had your palm read … or tarot cards read for you … or had a personal horoscope drawn up … or … ?


Human beings have always had a need for insight into any decisions or problems they have.  While people may visit a psychic on, say, an annual basis for a “check-up,” how many people do you know (yourself included) visit psychics without some kind of need for advice, for validation, or for relief of some emotional, psychological, economic, or physical problem.  We want someone to help “fix” us or our problems.  


And so we visit “those who know” looking for miracles (or something close to it).

“…I need a miracle…”


Before you assume I’m trashing psychics, I’m not.  I’m merely pointing out that when any of us seek out psychic input, we’re often in a place where we’re asking for help, and may be quite vulnerable.  While there are very genuine psychics out there, there are undoubtedly even more people presenting themselves as mystics, psychics, fortunetellers, channelers and the like who aren’t any of that.  Unfortunately, people have rarely had any sort of education when it comes to being good psychic consumers, and there are very few good sources of information.


I’m happy to say that a new book addresses just these concerns.


SHOPPING FOR MIRACLES:  A GUIDE TO PSYCHICS & PSYCHIC POWERS (Los Angeles:  Lowell House / A Roxbury Park Book, 1997; $25 hardcover) is written by Joanne D.S. McMahon, Ph.D. and Anna M. Lascurain, Esq., and is an excellent introduction to understanding psychic practitioners for the layperson.


Joanne McMahon is the Director of the Eileen J. Garrett Library of the Parapsychology Foundation in New York and was a classmate of mine in the now-defunct Graduate Parapsychology Program at John F. Kennedy University.  Call her at the Foundation when in New York.


Anna Lascurain is a lawyer who McMahon met on a case involving a psychic-related scam (actually several) being run through the mail.  She’s also an attorney with a long-standing interest in mysticicm and the occult.  

The case, against one Harold P. Weingold, involved solicitation of monies through the mail (for everything from lucky pendants to a “secret formula” to win the lottery from a “Paranormal Studies” organization).  If you’re anything like me, you’ve undoubtedly received dozens of solicitations like this through the mail over the years (“send us $20 for a psychic reading that will change your life!!!”).


SHOPPING FOR MIRACLES is their attempt to provide people with good advice about psychics and psychic frauds, in the hopes that people heeding their advice will not be taken advantage of, monetarily or otherwise.


The book is a very even-handed approach (though I doubt the “skeptics” will agree) in that it profiles both the psychic (people such as Leonora Piper, Noreen Renier, and Eileen Garrett) and the phonies (including M. Lamar Keene, who’s expose on fraudulent spiritualists, including himself, has just been re-released (THE PSYCHIC MAFIA, written with Allen Spraggett)).  There’s also a nice historical coverage of a few other notables, such as Nostradamus and Edgar Cayce.


The book covers the authors’ viewpoint on psi abilities, the kinds of activities a psychic practitioner might engage in (such as psychometry, aura reading, and mediumship), and even some applications of psi for the real world (in archeology, for instance).  There is a history and discussion of divination techniques such as augury and necromancy, and a very nice introduction to the window-dressing so many practitioners and fortunetellers use.  The latter provides discussion of the history and value of the Tarot, Astrology, Numerology, Crystals and more, and their relationship to psychic readings (and psi abilities).


The authors point out that there are psychic abilities, that “true psychics” are few and far between (even though we all have some psi abilities of our own), and that there are a much larger number of sincere individuals out there who may believe they are psychic, but no more so than the rest of us (they call them “true believers”).  Finally, there are the “Frauds,” those who don’t deceive themselves about their abilities at all; they’re phonies and they know it. In my experience, I would tend to agree, though not all frauds are harmful, and not all “true psychics” or “true believers” are helpful.


Remember that no psychic, no matter how good, is even close to 100% accurate (in fact, what human is 100% accurate in any walk of life?).  Unfortunately, some psychics actually believe in themselves too much, often due to an ego that grows with the fawning attention of many of their clients.  The best psychics are those who understand their own limitations and biases, and can talk about them to their clients.


“True believers,” no matter how well intentioned, can often cause problems for people.  If they are not really psychic (no real control of the innate, though often minimal, psi talents we all possess), but their belief in themselves (and often ego) is high, they may dole out bad advice and not see it for what it really is (inappropriate).  In addition, many of this group end up placing too much emphasis on rituals, mystical and divinatory practices, and occult items (such as tarot cards).  “If the stars say so, it must be true” or “the cards never lie.”  


Not all fraudulent psychics are “bad” or even con artists.  There are a number of people out there conducting “psychic,” card or palm readings that do so either as entertainment, or in recognition that they fill a role that shamans and “wise ones” may fill in many cultures:  they listen, observe and counsel based on observations.  Of course, such people rarely charge a lot of money for such readings, and they genuinely enjoy “helping” people.  But keep in mind that any advice from such people is hardly psychic, and should be judged (as all advice from anyone labeling themselves psychic) on whether it sounds to you like good or bad advice.


Unfortunately, there are all too many nasty psychic frauds out there, who are in it strictly for bigger game.  Typically, such people, are out for large sums of money, either by hitting up many people hundreds or even thousands of people for small amounts of money, as with Harold P. Weingold and his mail fraud scheme, or they are going after lots of money from individuals.


McMahon and Lascurain provide details of psychic fraud throughout their book, but hone in on the “how” in a chapter entitled “Tricks of the Trade.” With discussion of observational techniques, information gathering, and generalizing, there’s some good information here that can enable most people to have some awareness of the origins at least some of the information coming from the psychic reader’s mouth.


To illustrate this, let me mention a TV ad for one of the many psychic phone lines I’ve recently seen.  A “host” introduces and talks about the psychics in their service, and a reader speaks to a man on a speaker phone.  She deals a card and says “What happened to you when you were seven?”  There’s a pause and his voice, a bit anguished, says something like “that’s when my father sent me away to live with my mother.”  The psychic, ever perceptive, replies “and you didn’t like that, did you!” 


I don’t know about you, but I can think of three or four bad memories from when I was seven … and eight … and nine… well, you get the idea.


The most important chapter in SHOPPING FOR MIRACLES follows their “tricks” chapter.  In “I’ve made a mistake … Now what do I do?” the authors make a number of recommendations as to how to get both emotional and legal help, and how to follow your own intuition as you get involved in a situation.   People who are conned tend to be embarrassed, and may never go to a family member, let alone the police.  Read this book for some very good advice, including some resources for consumers, including parapsychological organizations and consumer groups that can help either advise or directly help you should you feel you are being “taken.”


I should also mention the book provides a good section on one good alternative to giving your money to any psychics:  “Be your own psychic.”  While the coverage of psi friendly practices is short, it is very much to the point and ought to get you started towards recognizing your own inner voice.  Just remember that doesn’t make you a PSYCHIC (don’t want to end up as a “true believer,” do you?).


All in all, this book provides excellent advice and background for anyone who has been to a psychic or is ever planning to go to one (or to call one of those phone lines).


Let me add a couple of things.  First of all, many of those phone services hire people who have never professed any psychic abilities.  They hire actors, and they hire ordinary folks, some of whom have good skills at interviewing and reflecting back information, some who are merely good at reading a script.  Yes, they hire psychics, too, but it’s more likely they’re of the “true believer” or even “fraud” category.


Secondly, beware of psychics bearing curses!


The best way for the frauds to scam people is through instilling fear.  If a psychic EVER tells you there’s a curse or spell on you or your family (no matter how bad things seem in your life) or if they tell you your aura is “dark” or “black” or “spotty” (indicating evil or a curse again), or if they ever ask for additional money (generally larger sums than the fee for the reading) necessary to “take care” of a problem / curse / spell / evil power / demon / evil spirit / etc., put up that FRAUD radar.


Case in point:  during the few days I was reading SHOPPING FOR MIRACLES on and off, I caught a TV commercial that caused me to watch AMERICA’S MOST WANTED  for the first time (November 15).  On it was a segment a widow named Mary Porter, who sought out a psychic in her grief.  She visited the Florida town of Cassadaga, assuming she’d end up with someone reputable.


Apparently, though, there’s a split in the town.  On one side of town is the spiritualist community.  On the other, the commercial psychics.  The spiritualists have very particular beliefs and practices and are a community.  The others are all over the map.


Mary Porter visited Kitty Wilson.  She, and her husband Ron Wilson are members of the “Wilson Gypsy clan” and are, at the time of this writing, on the run from police.  Kitty Wilson told the distraught Porter a tale about a shipwreck that killed 24 people, a ship owned by one of her ancestors.  The wreck and the deaths resulted in a curse placed on her family.  Wilson said the curse could be lifted, but it would cost $12,000 per person (who died).  


Porter started writing checks to Wilson.  It didn’t hit her that the amount was so high, or that it was eating away at her savings so much until weeks later, when she got her bank statement and a stack of cancelled checks.  By this time, the Wilsons were not to be found.


Police Detective Ralph Brown, after checking for himself, brought in an expert on this type of scam.  Palm Beach Sheriff’s Deputy John Nicholas, himself a Gypsy, tracked down Kitty’s son, who told the detectives he hadn’t heard from his parents, but that there was an attorney (theirs) already on the case.


The amount of money Porter was asked for and put out may sound outrageous --- it is – and even unbelievable --- it isn’t.  This is not a rare incident, though the total amount may be higher than other such psychic scams.


Best advice:  Be an informed psychic consumer.  Learn about the limitations of psychics and their abilities.  


And when curses and/or large sums of money are mentioned, run, don’t walk, to the nearest exit.

