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	In 1848, something extraordinary unfolded at a small dwelling in Hydesville, New York. Sisters Kate and Margaret Fox claimed to have made contact with the spirit of a deceased peddler, catapulting themselves to overnight fame and igniting a nationwide obsession that would ripple across the United States and into Europe. Modern Spiritualism had been born.

	The world, it seemed, was hungry for communication with those who had passed on. Spiritualist churches multiplied rapidly, and individuals believed to possess a special gift — a direct "line" to the "other side" — found themselves in extraordinary demand. These gifted individuals, called "mediums" because they served as intermediaries between the living and the dead, devised a remarkable variety of methods for reaching the spirit world. One such method was table turning, also known as tilting or tipping. A medium and the assembled participants would rest their fingertips lightly on a table and wait for spiritual contact. In time, the table would begin to tilt, shift, and knock against the floor, spelling out letters as they were called aloud from the alphabet. Complete messages from departed spirits were communicated in this way.

	A quieter technique involved a form of spirit writing that used a small wicker basket fitted with a pencil at one end. The medium had only to touch the basket, establish contact, and the spirit would allegedly take over, guiding the pencil to compose messages from the Great Beyond. This pencil-equipped basket eventually evolved into the heart-shaped planchette — a more refined instrument featuring two rotating casters on its underside and a pencil at its tip, forming the third point of contact. Spiritualists soon discovered that in addition to writing, the planchette could function as a pointer, laying the groundwork for the talking boards that were to follow. Kate Field recorded: "Significant W. wished to be told his wife's name, and gave me a list of thirteen names. After three attempts, Planchette pointed out the correct one." — Planchette's Diary, 1868. Some writers have attributed the invention of the planchette to a well-known French medium named M. Planchette. This seems unlikely, given that no documentation of such a person exists and that the French word "planchette" simply translates to "little board" in English.

	Many of your readers may wish to communicate with their spirit companions yet lack even the modest mediumistic ability generally regarded as the first step toward mediumistic development — namely, the capacity to receive messages through table tipping. However, my wife has discovered a method that will allow many people to receive communications who were previously unable to achieve table tipping; and for those who do rely on table tipping to identify letters as the alphabet is called out, this approach will greatly simplify the process. My wife and I, having found that we could communicate with our spirit companions through tipping when working together rather than separately, grew weary of how laborious the process was. But as soon as we tried this new method, our spirit child cried out: "Oh dear daddy and mommy, you have made our work so easy now." The method is as follows: I have painted the letters of the alphabet on the table in a specific arrangement. On this table we place a smooth small rod, rounded on its underside and pointed at both ends. The upper surface is wide enough for fingers to rest upon, and is slightly rough so they do not slide off. The table itself must be very smooth — I find that a small amount of powdered soapstone aids the operation. The fingers of two persons seated on opposite sides are placed on this rod, and it is allowed to glide from letter to letter. Using this method, we have received messages more quickly than by writing. If you find this information of value, your readers are welcome to it. Fraternally yours, LK — American Spiritualist Magazine, December 18, 1876.

	Both American and European toy companies sold the planchette enthusiastically, making it enormously popular. Dial plate devices, though more sophisticated in design, were largely passed over by the public — almost certainly because planchettes were easier to manufacture and could be marketed cheaply as novelties. Both types were overshadowed in 1886 when news of an exciting new "talking board" sensation began appearing on newsstands. First mentioned in the Sunday supplement of the New York Tribune on March 28, 1886, the story spread rapidly across the country. Below is a reprint of the Tribune article as it appeared in a Spiritualist publication based in Oakland, California, The Carrier Dove:

	THE NEW PLANCHETTE.

	A Mysterious Talking Board and Table.

	Planchette is simply nowhere," said a Western man at the Fifth Avenue Hotel, "compared with the new scheme for mysterious communication that is being used out in Ohio. I know of whole communities that are wild over the 'talking board,' as some of them call it. I have never heard any name for it. But I have seen and heard some of the most remarkable things about its operations — things that seem to pass all human comprehension or explanation."

	What is the board like?" "Give me a pencil and I will show you. The first requisite is the operating board. It may be rectangular, about 18 x 20 inches. It is inscribed like this: The 'yes' and the 'no' are to start and stop the conversation. The 'good-evening' and 'good-night' are for courtesy. Now a little table three or four inches high is prepared with four legs. Anyone can make the whole apparatus in fifteen minutes with a pair of scissors and a marking brush. You take the board in your lap, another person sitting down with you. You each grasp the little table with the thumb and forefinger at each corner next to you. Then the question is asked, 'Are there any communications?' Pretty soon you think the other person is pushing the table. He thinks you are doing the same. But the table moves around to 'yes' or 'no.' Then you go on asking questions and the answers are spelled out by the legs of the table resting on the letters one after the other. Sometimes the table will cover two letters with its feet, and then you hang on and ask that the table will be moved from the wrong letter, which is done. Some remarkable conversations have been carried on until men have become in a measure superstitious about it. I know of a gentleman whose family became so interested in playing with the witching thing that he burned it up. The same night he started out of town on a business trip. The members of his family looked for the board and could not find it. They got a servant to make them a new one. Then two of them sat down and asked what had become of the other table. The answer was spelled out, giving a name, 'Jack burned it.' There are, of course, any number of nonsensical and irrelevant answers spelled out, but the workers pay little heed to them. If the answers are relevant they talk them over with a superstitious awe. One gentleman of my acquaintance told me that he got a communication about a title to some property from his dead brother, which was of great value to him. It is curious, according to those who have worked most with the new mystery, that while two persons are holding the table a third person, sitting in the same room some distance away, may ask the questions without even speaking them aloud, and the answers will show they are intended for him. Again, answers will be returned to the inquiries of one of the persons operating when the other can get no answers at all. In Youngstown, Canton, Warren, Tiffin, Mansfield, Akron, Elyria, and a number of other places in Ohio I heard that there was a perfect craze over the new planchette. Its use and operation have taken the place of card parties. Attempts are made to verify statements that are made about living persons, and in some instances they have succeeded so well as to make the inquirers still more awe-stricken." — New York Tribune.

	Carrier Dove (Oakland) July, 1886: 171. Reprinted from the New York Daily Tribune, March 28, 1886: page 9, column 6. "The New 'Planchette.' A Mysterious Talking Board and Table Over Which Northern Ohio Is Agitated."

	What made this so remarkable was that this "new" message board required no prior knowledge, skill, or mediumistic training to operate — or so people were led to believe. When the message indicator appeared to move on its own from letter to letter, forming words, it seemed genuinely magical and baffling. Perhaps this was a new invention altogether. But if so, whose was it? Around the same time, one of the nation's largest toy manufacturers, W. S. Reed Toy Company of Leominster
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