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More than a few people wrote me over the last year commenting on my appearances on FOX Television's show SIGHTINGS.  As I'm sure you know by now, that show was canceled months ago by the network.  I was "in" on the show from the beginning, working to coordinate northern California interviews and segments with Rob Kirk, the producer of the SIGHTINGS: GHOSTS show which led the way for the series in 1992.  The show held great promise from the beginning episode, which got great ratings for any Friday night program, followed by their special one-hour episode on POWERS OF THE MIND.  Since cancellation, I have been asked by many why the show was canceled.


The simple answer is that the ratings were not high enough for FOX to continue with the show.  Personally, I think that's the answer, but not the reason for it.  I thought providing some insights into this series and how it changed from inception might provide some understanding of why we don't see more "unexplained" shows on television.


Originally based on a special on UFOs created by Linda Moulton Howe, SIGHTINGS planned to cover a number of "unexplained" topics, from psychic phenomena to "mystery" animals and back to UFOs.  It certainly accomplished this.  However, it intended to stick to one topic per show throughout the series, and to deal with whatever it looked at with a critical (though not a skeptical or debunking) and rational perspective.  In other words, the producers wanted to deal  with the evidence and the experts, often leaving the audience with the last word on whether to believe it or not.


I and my colleagues in northern California were impressed by Rob Kirk and the original SIGHTINGS staff.  For the GHOSTS and POWERS OF THE MIND shows, they had gone to much trouble to learn about the field of parapsychology and the researchers and investigators themselves, to understand the viewpoints of the people actually looking into the phenomena.  Rob told me he wanted to present a series that the experts themselves would be happy with and excited about.


So, I coordinated several interviews for the initial two shows, which we shot over an intensive three day period in January 1992.  I was also interviewed myself for the show.  Later, other interviews were conducted for the second show.  the interviews included Charles Tart, Arthur Hastings, Jerry Solfvin, Julian Isaacs, and others.  We shot many hours of video and some of the best interviews with parapsychological researchers I have ever had the good fortune to see.  


For the first show, I was flown up to Portland, Oregon, to work with a family with a ghost problem, and several members of my Office of Paranormal Investigations group participated in investigations-on-video of two restaurants I have written about here before, the Moss Beach Distillery and the Banta Inn (see Oct. 1992 FATE).


You may or may not recall the first SIGHTINGS episode in early 1992.  It was very good, perhaps one of the best shows on ghosts to air on network TV, but it wasn't the best it could have been.  In fact, according to Rob Kirk and the SIGHTINGS staff, just a few days before airing, FOX ordered the show re-edited.  My understanding was there was little of the sensational in that first show, and the network wanted a bit more "flash."


I thought the show, though not exactly what Rob Kirk had described, was still better than other TV on the subject.  Unfortunately, Rob left after that first show, and others in the production company, the Berkeley Group, continued on.  The second special dealt more with lab research, and was also well done (though it could have been better).  What I was most sorry about was the lack of appearance on those shows of most of the interview footage we shot in northern California (and such limited sound-bites from others around the country).


Interviews with people, you may have noticed, are generally reduced to short "bites" of information, no matter how interesting the people or subject matter.  Interviews with experts, often called "talking heads," just don't seem to hold the attention of TV viewers, or so the networks tell us.


In fact, judging from the evolution of SIGHTINGS as a series, it would seem FOX didn't hold much hope for the SIGHTINGS audience to stay attentive with one subject matter for a half hour.


The first few half hour episodes of the series took on separate subject areas such as "monsters," "psychic healing," and UFOs.  The half hour, one topic format allows for some development of the information and stories presented on the topic, rather than a quick, brief piece that keeps the audience's knowledge level barely above the introductory level.  While a show can still cover more than one story, grouping two or three pieces on a single subject area together with some wrap-around narration and interviews with experts allows for the transfer of some real information.


Unfortunately, it would appear that someone at FOX TV didn't believe informing the audience about a topic was part of their rationale for having SIGHTINGS on the air at all.  So, the show quickly became a magazine format show, though at least sticking with various aspects of the "unexplained."  Most importantly, the network and the show never stepped into the dramatization arena.


Dramatizing a story can be done well.  However, for every well done and seemingly "real" dramatization of a psychic or paranormal or unexplained happening, there are probably dozens that are overacted, altered, or enhanced for the sake of sensationalizing the experience or to make it flashy enough for the perceived tastes of the viewing audience.


The best examples of dramatized psychic experiences came from the 1960s television show ONE STEP BEYOND.  Directed and hosted by John Newland, the show was purportedly based on cases and experiences on file with parapsychologists.  Given the character of the show and the presentation of the stories, I would have to say that dramatization can work when done with care and interest  (which Newland certainly seemed to have).  Several episodes of ONE STEP BEYOND can be found on videocassette, and the show has run recently on the Sci-Fi Channel.


Dramatization can be done well.  Unfortunately, it's generally not.  However, showing the "reality" of the "unexplained" can work as well, too.  While SIGHTINGS had to work in a more mixed bag format, alternating story topics within each episode, the stories themselves were generally done well (though there are a few clinkers even in the best series).    


Possibly one of the best features of the show was host Tim White.  The news anchor for an east coast FOX affiliate, White brought a sense of believability to the show, communicating the idea that even though these things may have had no ultimate answer, the stories would be presented with honesty and integrity.  I just wish they had also been presented with more information.


Information was lacking in many of the stories.  The audience wanted to know more.  This I say because of my own perception of the pieces on the show, and the consistent comments I have gotten from people who liked watching the show.  In fact, I was consistently asked about the cases I was involved in on the show "So what really happened?"  This says to me there just wasn't enough coverage of the story to do it justice (though certainly more than the piece I did for LATE NIGHT WITH DAVID LETTERMAN in May).


In any event, the show lasted through Spring of 1993, gathering modest and then lower ratings as it went on.  Actually, from looking at the ratings for Friday nights, SIGHTINGS didn't do all that badly.  However, they were apparently bad enough for the show to be canceled.


Does this mean that television programs on the "unexplained" can't work?  I don't think so.  Personally, I believe one can't underestimate the audience, and yet that's what's been done in the past.  Not all people who watch shows like SIGHTINGS are believers of all that the tabloids write.  I generally find them intelligent and, more importantly, thirsty for information on unusual subjects.  Rather than increasing the flash over the information, I believe television should try feeding the audience's hunger.  They might be surprised.


Television is both enriched and hurt by being a visual medium.  I am constantly asked by TV people "what can we show...what kind of phenomena can we show on our program...what kind of equipment can we show?"  The answers often displease TV people, due to their lack of knowledge and understanding of the field and the phenomena.  If we could show things on demand, parapsychology would hardly be an under-funded or unaccepted field of study.


This is the main reason shows like UNSOLVED MYSTERIES tend to dramatize people's experiences.  As I mentioned, what is unfortunate is that dramatization rarely does honest justice to the real story.  While I have seen very well done pieces on the show, I know from personal experience that their segments can be skewed to misrepresent the actual events, as with any other show.


I have been contacted by many producers over the years who want to do shows like UNSOLVED MYSTERIES and SIGHTINGS, yet with rare exception, they have done no reading on psychic phenomena or parapsychology and are exceptionally naive when it comes to their expectations of what can be shown.  The fact that I keep getting asked to take media people to a house or location where they can "definitely experience something" illustrates just how little good information actually gets across the general public.


While SIGHTINGS may have left people wanting in the information department, at least they took the time to really understand what they were dealing with and could show (or not show).  There are very few people in the media I can say that about.  


So, SIGHTINGS will be missed by many, including, I'm sure, a large number of FATE readers.  But producers contact me all the time about new shows, so there is hope for the future.


One such project is called HAUNTED AMERICA.  Created by independent producers David Abbitt and Jude Gerard Prest, this show holds much promise.  The concept is to focus on the quest for the phenomena, on the investigating team, and on the people having the experiences.  Along the way, we hope to show things happening.


As of this day at the end of August, 1993, the pilot for HAUNTED AMERICA, shot in Florida, is in the editing stage and will be completed shortly.  By the time you are reading this, we hope that the show will be sold.  I can't say you'll read about it in FATE first, since magazine deadlines are months ahead of actual publication.  But I promise to keep you up on the show.


We (the producers, myself, and my associate Barbara Gallagher) are especially excited about the show because stuff happened for all three pieces we shot in Florida.  While a few apparently paranormal happenings had gone on over the past several years of my doing TV, the amount of activity (some we got on camera, much we didn't) was both encouraging and enlightening.  You'll read about some of it in this column in a couple of months.


Next month, I'll tell you about the new graduate degree programs in Parapsychology (Master's and Ph.D.) starting in northern California at Rosebridge Graduate School in Concord.    

