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“On CAMERA GHOSTS?….NOT!”


I get many calls from TV shows every year.  Some calls are from shows or specials in or about to start production (such as A&E’s ANCIENT MYSERIES or the Discovery Channel’s THE NEXT STEP), but many others are from TV producers working on a proposal or script for a special or series that has not yet been sold to anyone.  One question that always comes up is “if we go with you to a haunted house, what will we get on camera?”


My response is to educate them as to what happens in an investigation, and as to how often paranormal phenomena actually occurs during an investigation.  Then, no matter how often something might be happening in a haunted place, there’s the issue of where the camera and crew are when it happens.


The first issue, how often things happen, is easy to address. The answer is “rarely.”  In the situation of a family setting, that something might happen at all when an investigator is there is quite rare.  The act of coming into a household where there might be psi phenomena causes some disruption of the family dynamics.   Even when dealing with an “outside entity” (such as an apparition), there is some interplay between the family members and between the family members and the phenomena.  Any outside changes those relationships, if only for the time he or she is there, and that might be disruptive enough to put a halt to phenomena (sometimes even a permanent halt).


So for the TV crew coming in as well, this disruption may mean that the focus of the piece becomes a retelling of what has happened and a look at the techniques of the investigator (and sometimes recreations of the reported happenings).


In the more public or long term haunts, such as historical sites or restaurants that are “active,” that there are generally many people around when phenomena is reportedly happening acts in favor of witnessing some spontaneous psi occurrences.  For me, the majority of phenomena I’ve witnessed has happened in such places, even when TV crews were around.


But here’s the real problem:  A TV crew brings along one camera (two in very rare instances) and needs to cover a lot of ground (shooting all over the location, which could have many rooms where phenomena is reported).  The big question becomes will we have the camera pointed in the right direction (let alone in the right room) when the phenomena happens?  


The answer is generally:  Not!

SOME MISSED OPPORTUNITIES:


The first such instance I experienced happened with HARD COPY at the Banta Inn, just outside of Tracy, CA, several years ago (see Oct. 1992 FATE for more on the Banta Inn).  Many physical object movements were reported both in the room with the bar and in the dining room.  I was facing the bar while being interviewed by the director and the crew.  The camera faced me (away from the bar).  I watched as an ashtray popped straight up off the bar, flipped over, and came smack down on the bar (without breaking).  They heard the noise (as I smiled and a couple of patrons who saw this started laughing).  But because the event happened behind the camera, nothing was caught on tape.


In a later instance with a local cable TV crew, I and my team were being interviewed in the dining room when our team psychic, Kathy Reardon, came running in from the bar to alert us to events happening around the jukebox (CDs flipping of their own accord, music playing even though the machine was not plugged in).  I and others witnessed this, but by the time the camera got out there, everything had settled down.


While a Japanese TV crew was able to videotape something (a chandelier swinging of its own accord), more things happened that I witnessed at the Banta Inn while with a TV crew than any other time I’ve been there.  But each time, things happened out of range of the camera.



The other restaurant I regularly visit, the Moss Beach Distillery (just south of San Francisco on the coast; also see Oct. 1992 FATE), has provided similar frustrations for TV crews.  On my original visit with a Japanese TV crew, a door repeatedly opened and shut, but apparently only if the cameras were someplace else.

In a recent shoot (June ’97) for an episode of THE NEW EDGE (Sci Fi Channel and syndicated), while the crew was ensconced in one of the dining rooms interviewing a witness to events caused by the Blue Lady (the ghost), the manager noticed a lamp over the hostess desk begin to swing… and swing … and swing.  She called me over, and I brought my other team members (including psychic Annette Martin) and we watched as it continued to swing for quite a while (with Annette sensing a presence and my magnetometer reading higher in that spot that it did before, or later).

The producer, when she came out of the dining room, was naturally not happy about that turn of events.  

Unfortunately, in this business, getting the “ghost” to work on demand is unlikely, to say the least (after all, they’re usually non-union).  So, I’ve often suggested that TV crews bring more than one camera (even if they simply bring along a bunch of smaller VHS or Hi8 cameras) to cover all the angles and as many rooms as possible in the event that something does happen.

But there’s one other real problem with that idea, although it’s not too frequent:  sometimes the phenomena affects electronic devices, and that would include TV cameras and their power supplies or batteries.

I’ve been on cases where my tape recorder malfunctioned (either didn’t work inside the building, even with new batteries, or didn’t record any sounds), but that can happen with small, hand-held devices (even though it never seems to happen at other times).  

On the other hand, when reported phenomena at a location includes malfunctioning electrical appliances and devices, one must be prepared for high strangeness with video equipment.  Such was the case with the investigation of Ashley’s Restaurant in Rockledge, Florida, for the TV pilot HAUNTED AMERICA (for more, see FATE, July 1994).

In that case, we actually had a lot happening:  our magnetometers and microwave detectors were going off frequently.  The infrared thermal-vision camera we were using picked up an anomalous (and otherwise invisible) shape floating in the air in the ladies room.  But we were plagued by two problems:  the batteries and the video-recorder (VTR).

We were using fully charged batteries for the Sony Betacam.  However, the batteries were only lasting 4-6 minutes before the “alarm” that power was almost gone would go off.  We thought something was wrong with the batteries, but when the camera setup was taken outside the restaurant, the batteries showed as fully charged and worked fine.  Back in the restaurant, the beeping power indicator sounded again and the camera would stop.

In addition, while we thought we were able to capture the footage of the anomalous shape on the VTR, there ended up being some very strange goings-on with the videotapes and the VTR (which stopped on its own constantly, even though it worked fine for other segments shot before and after the phenomenon showed on the infrared).

Was the ghost toying with us?  Hard to say, but something physical and extremely unusual was happening at that time.

So, my advice to TV crews is to focus on the people, the witnesses and their testimony, and only hold out the smallest of hopes that something will happen on cue and on camera.  

Fortunately, with many locations that are haunted there’s more than enough increasing witness testimony to deal with, as phenomena may be ongoing, as with the Moss Beach Distillery.

THE LATEST AT MOSS BEACH


I keep close tabs on this excellent restaurant on the California coast, since the food is excellent and the ghost, that of a woman knifed on the beach below over 60 year before, stays pretty active, even after a recent renovation.


John Barbour, the owner, has provided me with open access to the place and witnesses, which allows me to look at any patterns that may develop.


Recent ghost-related events include:


**
“a rapid, random ringing of each of the 7 phone lines, including the pay phone, one line at a time” (this was a frequent occurrence before the remodeling, and the phones have been checked again and again, without an explanation found)


**
a wine glass, hanging upside down on a glasses rack above the waiters’ station, flew off the rack next to a waiter’s head, bounced off some shelving, and landed on the carpeted floor, without breaking.  This was also witnessed by a second waiter.


**
2 of the beer cooler cabinets, which require a key to lock, were locked on their own while the day bartender, who had the only set of keys, stepped away from the bar for a few minutes (keys in hand).

**
the light in the foyer was turned out by the manager closing up for the night.  She went around the side to come in from there to “clock out on the computer just inside the door.”  She left, locking up, and went back around front to her car.  The foyer light was on.  “She, obviously shaken, did not return inside to turn it off.”  This was, by the way, the same tiffany lamp I mentioned above in connection with the NEW EDGE TV shoot (that incident happened four days earlier).

The Moss Beach Distillery has become my “living laboratory” for spontaneous psi events.  I have begun making a real effort to stay on top of happenings there, and psychic Annette Martin (see FATE August & December 1996) has begun to join me in keeping tabs on the place.

In fact, Annette tells me the Blue Lady has been so taken with her (that’s a friendly, good thing), that she’s been visiting Annette at her home.  But that’s more for another column.

Happy Halloween and Good Haunting to You!

