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To the sisterhood-Darcy, Dawn, and Dana




PRELUDE
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NO ONE SAW the girl die. It was just a little too early, a morning still too dark, first light barely warming the edge of the sky. The night frost yet shimmered on the ground, a faint ghostly silver. It was barely 6:00 a.m. on a late October morning when sixteen-year-old Bertha Huse stepped out into the quiet. Her parents and her sister were still asleep in the small house they shared in Enfield, New Hampshire.

Later, a few of the town folk, those like the blacksmith’s wife who were up doing morning chores, recalled seeing the girl go by, tying her bonnet as she went. She was a familiar sight, catching a quick walk before she started her mill job. The blacksmith’s wife watched Bertha turn toward the lake. She left a trail of footprints on the frosty dirt road, but they vanished as the sun climbed higher and warmer.

When their child didn’t come home, her parents were at first puzzled. Then a little worried. And slowly, as the sky lightened and the morning quickened, they became frantic. They were out calling for her, hunting down the empty road to the shores of the silent lake. As it became obvious that something was really wrong, their friends and neighbors joined in. By day’s end, the searchers numbered more than a hundred and fifty people, calling ever  louder, rattling through empty thickets and fields, more and more of them glancing toward the polished blank of the water.

The dirt road led to an old Shaker bridge, a structure of wooden boards, without railings, offering a simple passage across Mascoma Lake. The lake was longer than wide, clear gold at its edges, darker at its center where the water deepened, shining like an agate set into the burnished hills. Around the bridge though, the water turned opaque, clotted with weeds growing around the wood, dropping to a black depth of eighteen feet. The searchers found no trace of the girl, not in the woods, in the clear shallows, or around the bridge where the water gleamed as a dark mirror, reflecting only the worried faces.

Finally, the mill owner himself sent for a diver from Boston to explore around the Shaker bridge. The diver, suited against the cold of the lake, slid down, disappearing himself like a stone beneath the surface. Again and again he tried, until his leather suit was sodden and his glass bubble helmet filmed with lake water. But he didn’t find the girl either. It was as if Bertha had vanished into the dawn itself. There was nothing—except the nightmare that caused a woman in a nearby town to start screaming in her sleep.

 

 

GEORGE AND NELLIE TITUS lived almost five miles away, down lake, in the mill town of Lebanon. Like Bertha, George worked in one of the clothing mills. The workers spread the tale of the lost girl. Everyone knew—and worried—about a missing child. The Tituses talked it over, wondered if they could help.

After supper, Nellie Titus went upstairs and curled into a rocking chair for a nap, pulling a blanket over herself She was asleep when her husband came up the stairs, but she was sitting almost bolt upright, her hands wringing in her lap and her breath coming in gasps. She screamed. Alarmed, he reached over and shook her awake. Her eyes stayed unfocused. But her voice came sharp and unhappy “Oh, George,” she said. “Why did you wake me?” A little deeper into the dream, she insisted, she could have told him where that girl was. He shook his head. It was a nightmare, he said, you were screaming. “Don’t wake me again,” she answered, almost pleading. “No matter what I do in my sleep.”

The dreams haunted them both for another day. Bertha Huse had disappeared on a Monday morning. That Thursday, George Titus gave up on sleep at 1:00 a.m. He lit a lamp and turned toward his wife. She was shivering now, teeth chattering. “Are you cold, Nellie?” he asked as he pulled the quilt up. “Oh, oh, I am awfully cold,” she answered, and then she slid silently down into the bed. When she woke, the dawn was once again breaking against the blackness of the night. We have to go to the Shaker bridge, she told her husband.

He was almost too exhausted to argue. And anyway, she was scaring him. Titus went to the stable where he kept a horse and told the stable master, almost casually, that his wife had dreamed the answer to the missing girl. The man laughed, but George Titus shook his head and recounted what she had told him. That Bertha Huse had first appeared on the bridge, hesitating about which way to go. She balanced on a frost-slick board, looking back toward the village. Her foot slipped, and she went backward into the lake. It was about at this point in the dream, he thought, that his wife had begun shaking with cold.

The Tituses drove their buggy onto the bridge. They were more than halfway before she asked to stop. Nellie Titus walked to the edge. “George,” she said, pointing down the bridge supports. “She is right there.” He could see nothing but the polished surface of the water, black and glossy as obsidian. He stared at his watery reflection. There was one other thing that he knew, which he hadn’t told his friend at the stable. Nellie was the grand-daughter of a known psychic. She didn’t claim to be one herself. But she’d had these haunted dreams before. They always left her physically ill. She hated them. They came anyway, slipping past her defenses as she slept.

The couple tracked down George Whitney, the mill manager, who was heading up the search team, and he—frustrated and desperate—called in the diver. The diver was a slim, wiry Irishman named Brian Sullivan. He thought they were all crazy. Sullivan worked for the Boston Tow-Boat Company, and he’d been diving for bodies for years. Bodies were sometimes hard to find, that’s all. That was reality. Dreams weren’t. Whitney told him that he didn’t believe in such dreams either. They were both rational men, he assured Sullivan; they both agreed that ghosts did not really creep into dreams.

But Whitney knew people in the village who were less “rational.” There were those who did believe in visiting spirits. And he told Sullivan, “As long as we have started to do all we could to recover the body, we ought to at least give this woman a chance.”

Sullivan continued arguing. He wanted to send to Boston for blasting powder and set off an explosion that would shake the girl’s body loose from the lake bottom, if it was there. He told Whitney that he was willing to take orders—but he did not want make a fool of himself, splashing in and out of the lake while Mrs. Titus spouted mystical nonsense and pointed at assorted dream spots. Whitney conceded the point. He had no intention of looking ridiculous either. They would give her one chance only.

Nellie Titus walked on the bridge again and stood where the horse had first stopped. She shook her head. No, she said, not quite right. She walked a few more feet and leaned forward a little, staring down into the lake. “Here,” she said. And she told the diver that the girl was wedged upside down in the wooden structure of the bridge, but that one foot was sticking up, still in its rubber overshoe.

Sullivan put on his dive suit and dropped a guideline, tied to a sinker, down into the water. The lake was so dark that once underwater, he could see nothing. He slid down ten feet into the black of the water, feeling his way down the bridge structure. Something bumped his face. He fumbled to feel it. It was a foot. His hand slid over the rubber boot and down a leg, and he began to pull. He tied the guideline round the body and scrambled up to give the news.

“She’s here,” he shouted as his head, monsterlike in its glass bubble, broke the surface.

Whitney shouted back, “I know.”

Even before Sullivan freed the body, the girl’s bonnet had tugged loose, floating upward until it hung just below the surface, like a sodden flower.

Later, at the inn tavern in Lebanon, Sullivan told his story to a fascinated crowd. Wasn’t he afraid, someone asked, when he was down there in the pitch-black with the girl’s body bumping his face? No, he answered. “It is my business to recover bodies in the water, and I am not afraid of them.” But he feared something else—or rather, someone else. He was unnerved by how precisely Nellie Titus had described the location of the body. They wouldn’t have found it without her, he said; he couldn’t even see the body  when he was floating next to it. What power did she have that a dead girl walked in her dreams? “In this instance, I was afraid of the woman on the bridge.”

The woman on the bridge drew another audience, one that saw much more than a fearful oddity. Her story was investigated and then published by a surprisingly elite group of scientists and philosophers. They viewed it as evidence, a data point in an ambitious—and professionally risky—scientific endeavor to prove the existence of life after death.

One philosopher, a supporter of the endeavor, recalled being given a very direct warning against the effort, having a colleague direct his attention to a “once eminent chemist” with the comment that the man “had been a brilliant scientist but that recently he had unfortunately gone off his head” and begun investigating the supernatural. And yet investigating the supernatural—using the techniques of science to explore the occult—was exactly what William James and his friends wanted to do, in fact, considered a necessary part of science and its mission to understand the world. It was James who wrote up the story of the drowned girl for publication, neatly sifting the evidence for answers. His report cited interviews with everyone from the Boston diver to George Titus, from the mill owner to the blacksmith’s wife. In his conclusion, James ruled out fraud, any chance that Mrs. Titus had been lurking around the lake in the frosty dawn. He ruled out any relationship at all between the dead girl and the woman who helped find her. His report included the diver’s first reaction—“I was  stunned”—and the Huse family’s baffled gratitude for help from a stranger with a “God-given power.”

Like the once-acclaimed chemist, William James had a reputation to lose. He was a heralded professor at Harvard University, the author of the most respected text on psychology yet published, a founder of the American Psychological Association. He’d developed an innovative approach to philosophy, rattling elitist traditions by linking everyday, real-life experience to intellectual exploration. He’d become famous even beyond academic circles, almost as well known as his novelist brother, Henry James Jr. The timing, in terms of personal credibility, was absolutely terrible. He said what he thought anyway: “My own view of the Titus case consequently is that it is a decidedly solid document in favor of the admission of a supernormal faculty of seership.”

James and his companions in this scientific ghost hunt were famed for their intellectual brilliance—their intellectual courage gained them less admiration. Yet they possessed both qualities in abundance. James’s fellow ghost hunters included the codiscoverer of the theory of evolution, a physiologist from France who would win the Nobel Prize in Medicine, an Australian who became a founding member of the American Anthropological Society, a female mathematician who became principal of Cambridge University’s first college for women, a pioneer in British utilitarian philosophy, and a trio of respected physicists.,

All of them had reputations that would suffer as a consequence, and all of them, like William James, would refuse to abandon the search. For all the risks, the work had its rewards as well—participating in what would become the best ghost hunt in the history of science, conducting studies that would frequently startle and sometimes convert skeptics into believers. All of them believed that they were working toward an understanding of life that could help bridge the chasms between science and faith, between what people see and what they imagine.

“Hardly, as yet, has the surface of the facts called ‘psychic’ begun to be scratched for scientific purposes. It is through following these facts, I am persuaded, that the greatest scientific conquests of the coming generation will be achieved,” James would write. The requirements for achieving that goal were both simple and almost impossibly complex. They included patience, a belief in infinite possibilities—and a willingness to accept that a dead girl could rise, as ephemeral and as real as mist, above the black lake of a dream.




1

THE NIGHT SIDE

 

 

 

WILLIAM JAMES sensed his own life growing short that year of Nellie Titus’s haunted dreams, having celebrated his fifty-sixth birthday the previous January. His cropped dark hair and short beard were rimmed with gray. Smile lines radiated like sunbursts around his eyes. But his eyes remained sharply blue, his body wiry and compact, and his movements still hummed with the intensity of his youth.

James had never been a physically imposing man. He stood just five feet eight inches tall, fine-boned, and high-strung. As a young medical student, with a barely suppressed preference for art, he’d sketched himself as a dreamer—sharp cheekbones, sensitive mouth, flowing hair, drooping mustache, shadowed eyes. Over the years, he’d shed the soft look but not the inner, idiosyncratic dreamer. He found upright Victorian tailoring uncomfortable, preferring to dress in tweed jackets with checked trousers, soft shirts, and thick, cushioned shoes. To the end, he found predictability dull, once complaining that spending time with one of his more methodical Harvard colleagues was “like being in the dentist’s chair.”

Arguing with a fellow researcher about the importance of the paranormal, James coolly reminded his colleague that science—the nineteenth-century powerhouse behind the electric light and the dynamo, the telegraph and the telephone—could be both arrogant and wrong. James wrote to Science magazine, a journal devoted to upholding the research ethic, that he loathed the reverential use of the word “scientist ... it suggests to me the priggish, sectarian view of science, as something against religion, against sentiment,” even against real-life experience.

His approach kept him often at odds with the views of his academic colleagues, whom he sometimes referred to as the “orthodoxers.” But unorthodoxy came to him naturally. He’d grown up in an almost dazzlingly unstable household, and he recognized, intuitively, the cultural instability of his times. The era was one of intense moral imbalance—religion apparently under siege from science, technology seemingly rewriting the laws of reality. Finding some balance, a way to make sense of existence in the changing world, seemed to him an imperative.

So James refused to accept the easy explanations and absolutes dictated by either side. He went further than that, even, deliberately challenging the traditions of both science and religion by choosing to explore the supernatural, to investigate and even support tales like that of the woman on the bridge.

His work on all fronts—psychology, philosophy, psychic—confirmed his own inclination, that the most important lessons might be learned in the most unexpected places.

 

 

FROM CHILDHOOD, William James breathed the air of pure, undiluted unpredictability. It was the atmosphere of life with his sometimes brilliant, always erratic father, Henry James Sr. Born into a wealthy New York family, married to a wealthy woman, the elder James had enough income to indulge his intellectual quests—and the will to do so. Henry’s determination had been honed by his own moralistic father and disciplined mother. But he’d been shaped even more by a horrific accident when he was teenager—and by his sense of the dark supernatural forces behind it.

At the time of the accident, in 1824, Henry was thirteen years old, a student at the privileged Albany Academy in New York. In science classes, the boys were studying principles of flight. In one series of experiments, they ignited paper balloons, dipped in turpentine, and watched the fire’s  heat drive the balls upward. When burning remnants fell to the ground, the boys stamped them out. One day, however, an errant wind blew a balloon into a nearby stable. Sparks sizzled in the hay. Ever impetuous, young Henry James dashed into the building to beat out the fire. Instead, the rising flames set his trousers ablaze, charring his right leg almost to the bone. Surgeons amputated it below the knee, a torturous operation that involved sawing through skin and muscle and then snapping the bone in two. Even so, the damaged leg continued to fester. A year later, the doctors sawed off another section of leg, now spotted black with gangrene. This time the cut was above the knee.

 

As a result of the accident and surgeries, Henry was bedridden for more than three years. He became increasingly dependent on the alcohol he drank to ease the pain. His father worried over him. But his mother, Catherine, refused to allow pity, or self-pity, into the sickroom. If Henry’s father showed too much sympathy, she kept him away from his son. She was a woman gentle in manner but powerful in faith. It was God’s will, according to her beliefs, and she wanted her son to find strength in the Lord’s sure judgments.

Trapped and miserable, the boy turned to anger instead. And fear. In the years to come, Henry would divide his life into the magical, sunlit childhood before God had ruined his leg with “his dread hand” and the bitter years that followed. The once happy child would grow estranged from his parents. He became a drinker, a gambler, a wealthy drifter—and a man in search of protective cover. Out there, he knew, was a deity on the prowl, in search of bloody retribution for sins. And who knew what they might be? Undue sympathy, lack of prudence, a thoughtless scramble into a burning stable? “I am sure,” he wrote once, “no childish sinews were ever more strained than mine were in wrestling with the subtle terror of His name.”

Henry James Sr. wrestled also with the demons of depression, a tendency that his children would inherit. Even after he was an established man, with a wife and family, he would describe his life as “not by any means a victory, but simply a battle.” He slowly overcame his alcoholism, and in his mid-twenties entered the Princeton Theological Seminary. He wanted to know better the mind of that vengeful God: “When the fire burns my incautious finger, I do not blame the fire, and why? Because I feel  that fire acts in strict obedience.” With the Lord’s dreaded hand hovering over his, James lasted at the seminary only a year. He walked away in 1838. But during that year, he befriended the sisters of one of his classmates, and in 1840 he married the elder, Mary Walsh, after convincing her to abandon her allegiance to the Presbyterian Church.

Foreshadowing their life to come, the newlywed Jameses did not purchase a house of their own. Instead Henry and Mary moved into a hotel, the newly built Astor House. Gleaming with polished granite, with more than three hundred rooms, an interior garden, and brilliant flower beds, the five-story Astor House was among the newest and glossiest structures on South Broadway. Guests entered through a Grecian portico and stayed in rooms boasting innovations such as individual locks in doors and running water in bathrooms. The hotel, near the intersection of Broadway and Ann Street, sat across from Mathew Brady’s photo studio and P.T. Barnum’s newly opened, flag-festooned American Museum. Carriages clattered past, down a promenade designed to echo the elegant thoroughfares of Paris and London. Gas-jet lights glittered along Broadway at night, from its southern tip at the Battery Gardens to its northern boundary, where it merged into the country roads.

The Jameses lived at Astor House for more than two years. Their oldest son, William, was born in the hotel on January 11, 1842. Within the year, they moved into a house in Washington Square, and their second son, Henry Jr., was born in 1843.

To his diary, James Sr. confessed that he wished God would take Willy and Harry before they were old enough to become sinners. No one stayed untarnished for long, and the Lord’s vengeance could only be an angry breath away. As his depression and his fears rose to choke him, he sold the house and fled to England, towing his wife, sons, and sister-in-law with him.

It was there, while he attempted a water cure, a popular remedy for soaking one’s ills away, that a fellow sufferer offered comfort by describing his crisis as a rite of passage. She explained that, according to the eighteenth-century Swedish mystic Emmanuel Swedenborg, James’s breakdown was merely a “vastation,” a turning point that would lead him to new health and harmony with life.

The elder James hesitated to pursue the idea; his doctors had warned him not to overtax his brain. But finally “I resolved that in spite of the doctors, that instead of standing any longer shivering on the brink, I would boldly plunge into the stream”—out of the dark biblical landscape and into the comforting current of a spiritual vision.

 

 

TO SCIENTISTS, from the very first, the 1840s sang of achievement—the spreading success of the telegraph, the development of surgical anesthesia, the publication of Charles Darwin’s The Voyage of the HMS Beagle. From that perspective, Emmanuel Swedenborg was an anachronism, dead since 1772, and a failure, since he was in fact a scientist turned seer.

Born in Stockholm in 1688, the son of a Lutheran bishop, Swedenborg had trained as an engineer with a specialty in metals. As a student, he’d traveled to England in his early twenties to learn from such renowned scientists as Isaac Newton and astronomer Edmund Halley. By 1744 he was comfortably set as an administrator of mining ventures for the Swedish government.

That year, though, while traveling on business, Swedenborg experienced a life-altering vision. He was relaxing at the tavern of his London hotel when, he said, a mist formed before his eyes and then separated into a silvery mass of snakes. As the reptiles coiled around the floor, he caught the outline of a man cloaked by shadows in the corner of the room. The following night, when he returned to the tavern, the mist and the snakes again swathed the room. The figure stepped out of the corner, Swedenborg said, and identified himself as the Lord God. The Swedish scientist left London with a new mission—to explain the real meaning of the Scriptures to the world. God would tell him what to write and give him the gift of far sight.

Swedenborg abandoned his scientific career. He became a wraith of a man with a thin, sharply lined face and sunken eyes. He lived on sugared coffee and cakes, which he believed aided a newly fragile digestion. He spent hours in a trancelike state, dream-writing his books on heaven and hell, the spirit world that inhabited our planet and others. For the rest of his life, he spread his version of the gospel, invoking the spirits, which were hidden to all else, by demonstrating his newfound powers.

In his most famous demonstration—investigated by German philosopher Immanuel Kant—Swedenborg disrupted a garden party by suddenly announcing a firestorm in Stockholm, some three hundred miles away. Staring at a clear evening sky, Swedenborg described the fire’s progress, street by street and building by building, to the disbelieving company. Two days later, a messenger from Stockholm confirmed every detail. Kant concluded that the case showed “beyond all possibility of doubt” that Swedenborg did indeed possess an extraordinary visionary gift.

There were other tales, rumors of mysterious insights into lost letters, revelations about dead relatives. But Swedenborg didn’t specialize in showy clairvoyance. His major teaching, the one that would so catch the imagination of Henry James Sr., was called a “theory of correspondence.” It proposed a tangible connection between the material life of this world and the spirit world, unseen cords that bound inhabitants on both planes together.

Life here, Swedenborg said, is paralleled there, so that our decisions can influence spirits, their desires influence ours. Everything we touch resonates in that alternate world. Every action is an interaction with those on the other side. To be aware of that connection with all God’s other realms, people needed only to let go their earthbound egos. Self-love, self-hate, self-reneciion—all of that creates a kind of blindness, an opaque wall of self through which we cannot see. And evil spirits can encourage that, Swedenborg said. They can prod us into looking obsessively inward instead of out into the Lord God’s miraculous world. There is no real sin in this universe, except for perhaps a willful refusal to see the wonders spread before us.

To his followers, science offered nothing to equal Swedenborg’s visionary powers—or his ability to offer comfort in difficult times. Not long after his death from a stroke, English adherents established the New Church, dedicated to Swedenborgian theology. American followers convened the General Convention of the New Jerusalem in 1817, also dedicated to his teachings.

In accepting Swedenborg, Henry James Sr. believed that he had found a new foundation for his life. His fears and sorrows could be blamed on “ghostly busybodies” seeking to control him. They had infested his life, these spiritual “vermin revealing themselves in the tumbledown walls of our old theological hostelry.” With that knowledge, he could fight them off and accept himself as a goodly creation of God. He could follow Swedenborg’s lessons and see failings and personal crises as tests only; accept strengths  and blessings as gifts from the Lord God, without self-congratulation. Therein lay the making of a steady man, a life that much closer to heaven.

Determined to be that man, Henry James Sr. returned with his family to New York. By 1848, he and Mary had two more sons, Wilkie and Bob, and a daughter, Alice. The family moved into a newly built brownstone in Manhattan, just north of Washington Square, along with all the servants that Mary felt necessary to buffer her from domestic duties. The house was also inhabited—as Bob would say resentfully years later—by their father’s “idols, the virgin adoration, the faith in miraculous agencies, all ... the mysteries of the dead.”

Swedenborg’s unearthly specters encircled the James children’s life. When Alice suffered anxiety attacks, her father blamed an intrusive spirit. When William refused to obey his father, the rebellion was undoubtedly made worse by spirit influences. Bob, often the most openly angry of the children, complained that he had never been able to discover a way to achieve simple faith. He had never learned to accept organized religion. The ability to believe “the bed bug priests” demanded comfort and ignorance, and he possessed neither quality.

If there was an afterlife, Bob wrote to his brother William many years later, he did not expect to see their father there. Actually, he hoped not to. There was an ominous possibility that Henry James Sr. would appear trailing Swedenborgian spirits like translucent fish hooked onto a spectral line. Bob James found himself longing for the days of the Crusades, when faith, he thought, must have been as simple as slaughtering a few heathens in the name of God.

 

 

BOB’S CRAVING for a simple Christian faith, uncluttered by interfering spirits, defied not just his home life but the times themselves. To the dismay of both scientists and clergymen—united in their distaste for all things superstitious—popular fascination with the spirit world began to spread like a grass fire, driven by that rising sense of moral uncertainty and sparked by events on both sides of the Atlantic. In the year 1848, as the James family settled into New York, a book published in England became an unexpected best seller and—scholars would later say—persuaded generations of readers that believing in ghosts was an acceptable thing: The footsteps were coming down the hall. They belonged to the son of the house, poor young man. He’d been sickly so long, caught in one of those odd fevers that just kept burning its way back.

He liked to get up, sit with the family in the parlor. It was hard for him, though. His wobbling walks to the sitting room came less, and less often. His leather shoes, so little used, began to dry out, despite attempts to polish them soft.

That was the sound. Not that faint groan of a floorboard. The squeak of dry leather. Step, squeak, step, squeak.

The housekeeper was sitting with his sister when they heard him. They hadn’t expected him; his parents had sent him from their English country home to Portugal, hoping that the gentler climate would ease the illness. He must have returned just now, in the night. The servant caught up her candle, ran to help. The house was dark, the stairs unlit. Surely he would need light on the way to his room.

Step, creak, step. She couldn’t quite catch up with him. There was only the sound of his footsteps moving up the stairs. She hurried after him, heading for his bedroom.

The door was closed. The hall was empty. She opened the door of his room. The candlelight danced across the neatly made bed, the suddenly silent space.

They were almost expecting the telegram when it arrived. The strip of paper, the terse words, telling them that he had died in Lisbon that night, about the time they’d heard those creaking footsteps making their patient way back to his room.





The supernatural account, written out by both servant and mistress, was one of hundreds collected in The Night Side of Nature, which turned its author from a little-known writer of children’s stories to a celebrity advocate for the occult.

Ghost stories spilled from every page of The Night Side: Widowers saw their dead wives walking in the street. Murderers stepped back screaming from the bony brush of their victims’ fingers. A father dreamed three times that his son died in a wagon accident, dismissed it as superstition, and changed his mind only on the day that the child fell from a friend’s wagon and was crushed by the wheels. A family rented a house so haunted by  mysterious voices that their servants left them; their child woke in the night, demanding to know who kept crying.

The author, Catherine Crowe, gathered her tales from friends, from newspaper accounts, other books, letters, and diary excerpts. Crowe had lived in Germany for several years before returning to her native Scotland. She took her book’s title from a German term for night at its darkest—on the side of Earth farthest from the sun. Nature’s night side in the hours after midnight, when tree branches curve like claws and shadows warp on the wind. But the German term that readers best remembered from her book was poltergeist.  She was credited for introducing the word into the English language.

The Night Side stayed in print for more than fifty years, convincing thousands of readers that life remained, at its borders, a place of mystery, inexplicable and often terrifying. But Crowe didn’t intend her book as merely an anthology of ghost stories. She intended it as a manifesto. “I avow, that in writing this book, I have a higher aim than merely to afford amusement,” Crowe insisted in her introduction. “I wish to engage the attention of my readers, because I am satisfied that the opinions I am about to advocate, seriously entertained, would produce very beneficial results.”

She wanted to prod scientists into conducting serious investigations of the apparitions she described. She didn’t deny that ghost stories were often built on rumor and exaggeration and outright falsehood, but she urged the research community to look beyond, to see the rare flicker of something genuinely supernatural. “If I could only induce a few capable persons, instead of laughing at these things, to look at them, my object would be attained, and I should consider my time well spent.”

Crowe flung that hope, that challenge, against a solid wall of scientific hostility. In general, nineteenth-century scientists felt a personal responsibility not to investigate claims of the supernatural but to debunk them out of hand. One British physician had published a book, An Essay towards a Theory of Apparitions, which held that ghost sightings floated out of mentally defective brains and that the best cure was “the care of an intelligent physician.” Another proposed that ghosts resulted when the brain was excited by an overactive circulatory system and a wild influx of blood into the nervous system. Others simply discussed the human tendency to tumble into hallucinations. None allowed the idea that the ghost seers in question had actually seen something.

No wonder, then, that Crowe felt compelled to say that the stories she collected came not from asylums but from respectable citizens relating a moment of shock in otherwise ordinary lives. No wonder her tone was so defensive as she asked for scientific contempt to be replaced with humility. No wonder her demands were so modest: “I assert that whether these manifestations are from heaven or hell, or whether they exist at all, is a question we have a right to ask.”

 

 

IN THE VERY YEAR that Crowe’s book was published, a pair of spirit mediums appeared in the unlikely setting of a New York farm town. In the same sense that The Night Side of Nature was considered the most influential publication of its kind, these mediums would come to be hailed as the most revolutionary ghost talkers of their time. In the beginning, though, they were no more than a couple of farm girls, living in Hydesville, New York, which was no more than a scatter of wooden houses, dirt roads, and small farms, about twenty miles from Rochester.

John Fox, his wife, Margaret, and his three daughters had moved to Hydesville the previous year. They had a neat serviceable house, with wood-framed walls and a dirt-floored cellar. They’d heard rumors that it was haunted, nicknamed “the spook house,” but the place seemed ordinary enough to them, country quiet and country dark, until the night that Mr. Splitfoot came calling.

The racket began on a spring night in 1848, and it shook the household awake. Something, it seemed, was trying to beat its way out from the timbers. The knocks rattled the rooms, made the floor shiver underfoot. The girls—Leah, sixteen, Margaretta, fourteen, and Kate, eleven—ran screaming into their parents’ bedroom.

Night after night, the beat sounded in the walls. Exhausted, tired beyond fear after several weeks, the younger daughter, Kate, stood up in bed and issued a challenge to the rapper in the wood.

“Mr. Splitfoot,” she said, giving him a name.

Her voice was high and light, a child’s voice.

“Do as I do.”

She clapped her hands once.

Came one knock.

Kate clapped twice. Two knocks.

Her sister, Margaretta, snapped her fingers. Again the raps echoed her actions.

Snap. Rap. Snap. Snap. Rap. Rap.



In his book A History of Spiritualism, Sir Arthur Conan Doyle, creator of the Sherlock Holmes stories and a devoted believer in the spirit world, tried to re-create the moment: “the earnest, expectant, half-clad occupants with eager, upturned faces,” the small pool of candlelight around them, the heavy shadows coiled in the corners of the room, the dead knocking at the walls of the living. “Search all the palaces and chancelleries of 1848, and where will you find a chamber which has made its place in history as secure as this little bedroom of a shack?”

According to the legend of the Fox family, Kate and Maggie next devised a simple code to communicate with the spirits: Two knocks for yes. Silence for no.

“Were you murdered?”

Two knocks.

“Can your murderer be brought to justice?”

No sound.

“Can he be punished by law?”

Silence.



The girls developed a gruesome portrait of the spirit in the house. He was a peddler, killed for his money by previous occupants. His throat had been cut with a kitchen knife, and his body had been dragged, smearing blood, through the buttery, down the stairs, down to where he now lay buried in the earth-floored cellar.

That summer, John Fox and his neighbors started digging in the “spook house” cellar. Five feet down, they found a plank, and beneath the wood a layer of charcoal and quicklime. In the dirt below, they found fragments of bones and hair. They called in a doctor to look over the filthy bits and pieces. He identified them as the pitiful remnants of a human body.
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THE STORY OF the Fox sisters was big news in upstate New York and even the surrounding states. It grew to national, even international quality, thanks largely to that master showman Phineas Taylor Barnum.

P. T. Barnum read and enjoyed news accounts of the Fox sisters’ amazing powers. He also realized that the girls were wasted in the upstate sticks. They belonged in his American Museum, a marble showcase on lower Broadway, emblazoned with brilliant flags, packed with 600,000 live and dead curiosities—stuffed lions to living fortune-tellers, two-headed men to dancing midgets.

The two younger Fox sisters were the attraction: brown-haired girls from the country—chubby Maggie with her big dark eyes and round face and skinny little Katie with her sharp, birdlike features and restless hands. They were shy, barely educated, simply dressed in their neat dark dresses and white collars. But Barnum was sure visitors would pay to sit down with daughters who talked to the dead. Regular admission to the American Museum was twenty-five cents. To converse with ghosts, people might pay a full dollar. They might even pay two dollars.

“Is the person I inquire about a relative?”

Two knocks for yes.

“A near relative?”

Yes.

“A man?”

No answer, meaning no.

“A woman?”

Yes.

“A daughter? A mother? A wife?”

No answer.

“A sister?”

Yes.



The questioner was the novelist James Fenimore Cooper, author of the sprawling American epic The Last of the Mohicans. He had come to visit the Fox sisters at Barnum’s place, along with other luminaries, including  the newspaper man Horace Greeley, editor of the New York Tribune, the poet William Cullen Bryant, and Nathaniel Tallmadge, former governor of Wisconsin.

How long ago had his sister died? Fifty raps sounded, one for each year.

Had she died of illness? No answer.

“An accident?”

Yes.

“Was she killed by lightning? Was she shot? Did she fall from a carriage? Was she lost at sea?”

No answer. No answer. No answer. No answer.

“Was she thrown by a horse?”

Two knocks. Yes.

Definitely.



After he left, Cooper told his companions that every answer had been correct. He had been thinking about his sister, who, fifty years ago that month, had been killed when her horse threw her.

Cooper decided not to return. He was spooked. So was Greeley, but he described the visit anyway in his influential newspaper column. It would be the “basest cowardice,” Greeley said, to deny that sensation of spirits knocking at the door.

Most mainstream church leaders loathed the spiritualist movement and condemned the Fox sisters, almost immediately, as a “nemesis of the pulpit.” There was nothing of a biblical God, none of the teachings of Jesus Christ, in these tales from other side. The movement drew congregation members away from traditional teaching. Swedenborg’s church reported a rush of new members; other “churches of spiritualism” flung their own doors wide.

The term medium—a person who provided a medium through which spirits could connect to the world of the living—became part of the common language. So did sensitive, meaning someone claiming an unusual sensitivity to messages from the summerland, the borderland, the spirit world, the seventh heaven, the misted realms where the dead wandered, waiting their chance to return. Professional mediums and fortune-tellers advertised in the local papers, hung their signs out to attract customers, offered  sittings in their parlors. Newspapers that catered to the growing audience of believers—Zoist, Light, Banner of Light—claimed new subscribers every day.

In the early 1850s America, especially, seemed possessed. The spiritualist publications claimed that at least two million solid citizens.could be counted as believers, perhaps half again that many in Europe. Many believed they had themselves talked to the dead. Not everyone shared the Fox sisters’ talent for calling spirits out of the woodwork. But most people could manage the new craze of table tilting: gather a group around a pedestal table, place hands above the table’s edges, fingers just touching the wood, watch the table bobble back and forth in response to questions asked, speculate about the power of the spirits to move material objects.

It was spiritual power at work, people said. Invitations to “tea and tabletilting” became standard social events. Others labelled their events table talking and invited professional mediums to join their parties. People said that when a gifted psychic joined in, tables did more than tilt and wobble. They hopped, crackled, hummed like a vibrating string. Some rose into the air, as if being tugged by invisible hands.

In 1853, three newly published books made the response of the clergy bitterly clear. The publications unanimously warned that table talking belonged to the devil. One author said he’d proved it through the power of the Bible. Merely placing the Good Book upon a levitating table, he said, would return it to the floor, subduing the evil spirits. Another writer titled his book Table-talking: Disclosures of Satanic Wonders.

 

 

A LETTER IN the Times of London, also published in 1853, signaled that other combatants were prepared to do battle with talking tables. The letter was signed by the physicist Michael Faraday, whose talent for invention had helped power the industrial revolution. His letter served notice that the science community was paying attention to the paranormal, but not in the way that Catherine Crowe had hoped.

Faraday was a prototype of the brilliant nineteenth-century scientist. He’d been revolutionizing science at the Royal Institution in London since 1808. He experimented with chemistry, showing how to liquefy chlorine (demonstrating that an element could transit from gas to liquid, a transition known as a phase change). He isolated the compound benzene, which  became a critical component in motor fuels. Faraday followed these feats by developing an electric generator in 1831, a device he called a dynamo, and a prototype electric motor. He went on to design a simple battery and to experiment with creating a transformer. Many doubted that industrial production could have advanced so rapidly without him.

Faraday’s letter to the Times concerned another experiment he had just completed that had nothing to do with invention at all. It was a laboratory test of a talking table.

For this particular study, Faraday took two flat pieces of wood and placed glass rollers between them. He fastened the device together with India rubber bands. With the rollers tucked in place, if a person pushed on the upper board, it would slide over the lower board. An instrument attached to the upper board was set to record even the smallest motion. Faraday then asked sitters to gather themselves around the table, fingertips resting on the edges of the upper board. It moved, despite the insistence of participants that they were sitting perfectly still. But there was no mystery to it, he declared, no spiritual magic.

As the instrument recorded, again and again, the people touching the board were pushing it sideways, sliding it along the rollers. The experiment showed that table tilters were often unaware of their own actions. As Faraday explained it, the board was responding to unconscious muscular twitches, “mere mechanical pressure exerted inadvertently by the turner.”

In his letter to the Times, and in another to the Athenaeum, Faraday dismissed every theory put forward by the spirit believers. There was no ghostly energy guiding the tilts, no electrical force generated by dead-to-living communication, he said. He didn’t want to hear any more pseudoscience from people who “know nothing of the laws” of electricity and magnetism. He’d been pestered enough by the superstitious, and his aim in writing the public letters was to restore some sanity to the discussion: “If spirit communications, not utterly worthless, should happen to start into activity, I will trust the spirits to find out for themselves how they can move my attention.”

 

 

FARADAY’S SOBER call to sanity did not have much effect—at least not the effect he had hoped for—on a public caught in the thrall of spiritualism.  People seemed instead to be attracted to yet another medium, even more eerie than the Fox sisters—the impossible, unearthly Daniel Dunglas Home.

Born in Scotland in 1833, Home had emigrated from Edinburgh to New York as a child. Raised by an aunt and uncle, he grew up a soft-spoken child with a gentle, affectionate manner. When he was seventeen, his aunt threw him out of the house anyway. He’d become a child of the devil, she said. Tables floated when he entered a room, and he laughed when his frightened cousins shrank from an airborne chair. He wasn’t safe to have around.

By the time he moved to England, Home swirled mystery around himself like a magician’s cape. Tall and slim, so pale from underlying tuberculosis that he appeared near translucent in appearance, silver eyed and copper haired, he seemed a man made for magic. From American spiritualists came extraordinary tales of Home’s feats: Knickknacks moved without being touched. Knocks sounded. Lights glimmered and faded like fireflies at dusk. Muffled voices whispered in empty corners. The wings of invisible birds rustled overhead. Ghostly hands touched people and then melted to mist.

“We were touched by the invisible,” the poet Elizabeth Barrett Browning wrote in the summer of 1855, after a sitting with D. D. Home. She found the spectral hands completely believable and the medium completely wonderful. Her husband and acclaimed fellow poet, Robert Browning, dragged to the affair by his wife, resentfully admitted only to a peculiar evening. One hand had literally crawled, spiderlike, up Home’s arm, Browning said. Another had tapped Browning on the shoulder, “a kind of soft and fleshy pat.”

It was the table that really bothered Robert Browning. The table had risen off the floor at Home’s bidding. The medium then invited Browning to inspect it. Browning felt around and under the legs. He watched Home’s fine-boned hands, kept clear above the table, as the oaken legs shuddered into the air.

“I looked under the table and can aver that it was lifted from the ground, say a foot high more than once, with no wires or rods to be seen. I don’t in the least pretend to explain how the table was uplifted all together.”

Home gave his own explanation. If tables floated, if misted forms  drifted across the room, if bells jangled on their own, each served only as evidence—the kind that science could never produce—of powers from beyond. He was a conduit, he explained, a messenger from the beyond.

“I believe in my heart that this power is being spread more and more every day to draw us nearer to God. You ask if it makes us purer? My only answer is that we are but mortals and as such liable to err; but it does teach that the pure in heart shall see God. It teaches us that He is love and that there is no death.”

He promised, as Swedenborg had before him, that he could help people see God, prove to them that the afterlife could be seen and touched. “Fear not,” wrote a ghostly hand to a young woman who had frozen into a white silence during one of his seances. And as she shrank back, a heavy bookcase—“one that would at least require four men to move”—began to trudge ponderously toward her, thumping across the floor.

In Home’s soft voice, in his words of faith and hope, even a walking bookcase could seem, somehow, shining with the dust of angels. “Fear not, Susan, trust in God. Your father is near. He is the Great Father.”

 

 

IN THE SPRING OF 1857, a tired and cranky team of scientists made its way from Harvard University to upstate New York, determined to try yet again to rub some of the superstition out of modern culture.

They’d been sent to investigate claims that two sons of a Buffalo police officer were able to summon spirits into a theatrical performance. There was no talk of God and holy messengers from Ira and William Davenport. Instead there were rolling hoops, ringing bells, twanging mandolins brought to insane life while the mediums sat tied to their chairs. But following Home’s lead, the Davenport brothers gave full credit to the spirits for enlivening their events.

Such spirit shows now drew audiences in villages and cities across the land. There were so many, and so many were so obviously phony, that the editor of the Boston Courier offered $500 to any medium who could really produce spirit phenomena. His one condition was the results had to be verified by Harvard University. The university administrators preferred to take the higher road of scoffing at such productions. But they also believed  that if some reputable professors took on the job, spiritualism could be easily exposed and, they hoped, eliminated. Over the protests of the designated investigators, Harvard’s president sent his professors to Buffalo.

The Davenport Brothers—as they billed themselves—had pioneered a technique for inviting spirit participation, a large wooden box that they called a cabinet. The enclosed space, they claimed, was necessary to “condense the psychic energy.” Of course, no one could see the Davenports while they were inside, something that other traveling mediums noticed, admired, and imitated.

The Davenports’ cabinet looked like a wide walnut armoire, with three doors in the front. The center door held an oval window, curtained by dark velvet. Behind it were two wooden chairs, placed so that when the brothers sat down, they faced each other. Members of the audience could enter and tie the Davenports’ hands and feet. They could bind Ira and William together if they wanted. They could check the knots, seal the ropes with wax. Once the satisfied audience sat back down, once the doors closed, the cabinet slowly came to exotic life. The bolts on the doors mysteriously slid into place, phantom hands appeared and retreated through the velvet curtain, musical instruments placed inside played familiar tunes. (This was twenty years before Edison introduced recorded music.) When the watchers reopened the cabinet, the brothers still sat tied to their chairs, unbroken wax sealing the knots.

The Harvard investigators required more than a few cords and some dabs of wax. They brought a wagonload of rope. Local newspapers estimated the scientists had five hundred feet of good hemp cord with which to tie the brothers’ hands and feet. The professors also bored holes in the cabinet and ran the ropes out through the openings, back in, out again. They knotted the cords, again and again, into a net around the outside walls. Amused reporters noted that the observers could barely make out the cabinet through Harvard’s skein of rope.

Still, as journalists wrote, the mandolins yet twanged and the spirit hands still fluttered. They also wrote that the university refused to publish a full account of the day with the Davenports. The professors issued a report condemning the performance as a trick, but added that the findings didn’t need to be dignified with details.

The newspapers thought that they did, actually. And the townsfolk  whispered that one academic left the cabinet wound with his own rope like a fly trapped by a vindictive spider. Harvard denied that rumor to the Boston papers, but in Buffalo, folks thought the professor lied.

The Davenports may have been charlatans, but they were charming and capable ones. People liked them—to the point, perhaps, that they even trusted the performers’ explanations of spirit mischief. Aloof and autocratic university scientists with their rational cynicism seemed far less appealing.

 

 

MANY YEARS LATER, William James marveled at the ineffectiveness of such scientific strikes against the supernatural. “How often has ‘Science’ killed off all spook philosophy, laid ghosts and raps and ‘telepathy’ away underground as so much popular delusion?” he would wonder ironically. As James noted, the ghosts kept coming back, the visions yet glimmered, the voices yet sounded. No matter how many times scientists evoked mental illness, dreams, fantasy, and stupidity as explanations for bumps in the night, people kept reporting them as though they were real.

Go back in history, James pointed out, and “you will find there was never a time when these things were not reported just as abundantly as they are today.” Ghosts drifted like smoke through the pyramids of Egypt. Smoldering demons climbed out of fires in ancient Africa. Spirits walked with native hunters in the American forests, guiding the arrows with their invisible hands.

“The phenomena are there,” he wrote, “lying broadcast over the surface of history.” The question for him had never been whether people saw—or thought they saw—ghosts. The question had always been what to do with such odd reports, how to classify such irregular events, where to place them in our orderly descriptions of how the world worked. Or maybe it was better described as a problem, one that didn’t fit in such organized systems.

“The ideal of every science is that of a closed and completed system of truth,” James acknowledged. If supernatural events did not match the categories of the scientific system they “must be held untrue.” James admired the efficiency of the “scientific” approach to the spiritual murkiness. “It is far better tactics, if you wish to get rid of mystery, to brand the narratives themselves as unworthy of trust,” James wrote. But while he agreed that  most so-called supernatural events were suspect, he worried that scientists stayed deliberately blind to the rare credible ones, that researchers might be ignoring “a natural kind of fact of which we do not yet know the full extent.”

And he worried too about the larger effect of such prejudice on the way people viewed science itself. “Thousands of sensitive organizations in the United States today live as steadily in the light of these experiences, and are as indifferent to modern science, as if they lived in Bohemia in the twelfth century. They are indifferent to science, because science is so callously indifferent to their experiences.”

If scientists did not afford some respect to the beliefs of the lay public, James warned, there was little reason for the public to respect the pronouncements of science.

 

 

BY THE TIME William James was thirteen years old, he had attended almost a dozen different New York schools. By 1857, the year Harvard took on the Davenports, the James family had been back in Europe for two years. Their father had decided on the more sophisticated, “sensuous” advantages of a European education. He took the family to Switzerland, but didn’t like the schools there either. Then London. Then France, where they moved five times in the next two years. Then back across the Atlantic to Newport, Rhode Island. They stayed three months before moving back to Switzerland. There William studied painting, and Henry was sent to a polytechnic school. Then Germany for a year. Then back to Newport.

It was gypsy traveling and scattershot education, and every one of the James children considered it destructive. Henry James Jr. deliberately omitted two of the moves from his adult autobiography to make the family appear more normal. Alice grew to be an unstable and bitter woman. “If I had had any education,” she wondered once, “would I be more or less of a fool than I am?”

In 1861 William enrolled at Harvard. The university would serve as his first real anchor, mooring him against the erratic winds of home life and the wilder storm blowing across the country, the bloody howl of the Civil War. He’d intended to become a soldier, signing up at the age of nineteen as a volunteer with the Newport Artillery Company, making himself available for state militia recruitment. Almost until that day, Henry Sr. had refused to consider allowing his eldest son to leave home for university. Now he told William to start immediately. He wanted Henry Jr. there as well. His two younger sons he encouraged off to war the following year, making it obvious, as he would throughout their lives, that he treasured his older sons far more. “I’ve had a firm grip upon the coat tails of my Willy and Harry, who both vituperate me beyond measure because I won’t let them go” to fight, James Sr. wrote to a friend.

The war—and their father’s response to it—would leave a legacy of bitterness in the James family, echoing the lingering damage across the country. The older brothers long harbored guilt, and the younger ones a sense of rejection. It was years later, toward the end of the nineteenth century, before it was clear that William James had made his peace with himself and his kin. In a speech honoring the Civil War dead, he praised the individuals, the soldiers like his brothers, but not the war itself. Nations, James said simply, are not saved by wars. They are saved, he said, by “acts without external picturesqueness; by speaking, writing, voting reasonably; by smiting corruption swiftly; by good temper between parties—by people knowing true men when they see them, preferring them as leaders to rabid partisans and empty quacks.”

He spoke in memory of his brother Wilkie, dead at the age of thirty-eight, largely due to the long-term crippling damage of battle wounds. But he spoke for himself too. Rabid partisans and empty quacks? William James could never abide people who pretended that there could be an honorable stand without honesty behind it.

Now, don’t, sir! Don’t expose me! Just this once!  
This was the first and only time, I’ll swear,—  
Look at me,—see, I kneel,—the only time,  
I swear, I ever cheated ...


The year was 1864, the Civil War yet burned in the United States, and William James was in his third year at Harvard when Robert Browning published that bitter portrait of the archetypal professional medium.

Browning’s wife, Elizabeth, had died three years earlier, after years of illness. He admitted that he would not have published the poem during her  lifetime. She was too ardent a believer, laughingly describing herself once as a follower of every goblin story. “Smile,” she wrote to her sister, “but such things are so indeed.”

Browning indulged her, his lovely, hopeful, delicate wife, with whom he had eloped to Italy in 1848. Theirs was one of society’s more famous romances—the young Robert Browning courting the acclaimed poet Elizabeth Barrett. Gossips whispered of her possessive father’s fury, their flight in the middle of the night, their romantic idyll in Italy. The marriage lasted thirteen years, until her death in 1861. She wrote some of her best poetry when they were together, including Sonnets from the Portuguese, with all its soaring romanticism and famous lines: “How do I love thee? Let me count the ways.”

Browning himself wrote only sporadically during the marriage. After her death, though, he threw himself into a series of intense and emotional story-poems, collected in 1864 into a book called Dramatis Personae. Among them, the poem “Mr. Sludge, the Medium” stood out like a thistle in a cluster of red velvet roses, a spiky blast of rage in the midst of love and longing and loss.

In Browning’s poem, Mr. Sludge first begs to have his mediumistic tricks kept secret and then defiantly confesses anyway: he hired children to listen at the keyhole and pass along information about clients. He made ghost hands appear above the table by fixing padded gloves onto a rod attached to his shoes. He used phosphorus to make spirit lights glow during his seances.

To turn, shove, tilt a table, crack your joints, 
Manage your feet, dispose your hands aright,  
Work wires that twitch the curtains, play the glove  
At end o’your slipper,—then put out the lights.


As the medium trade grew, its flaws and its frauds had become more obvious. The Davenport Brothers, after their popular triumph over Harvard academics, had brought their cabinet show to England, only to be caught in some obvious chicanery with ropes. In Liverpool, an angry audience had smashed their cabinet to pieces, later selling the splinters as souvenirs. Ira Davenport called it “a nauseating example to all foreigners of  ‘ow the average Englishman does things at ’ome”, and the brothers took their act to the Continent.

But later Ira would reveal many of their better rope tricks to the magician Harry Houdini. The fact was, too many actual Mr. Sludges existed, and too many of them shared their secrets. Professional magicians and actors took to the stage, performing to packed houses, showing that they too could conjure like the Davenports, or, as one theater poster declared, could reproduce “All the Tricks of the Spirit Conjurers.”

One female medium was found to have an ingenious wire dummy, covered with a thin skin of rubber, which could be inflated during a dark séance to resemble the “spirit” form of a small child. Deflated, it could be folded and worn as a stylish bustle, neatly concealed in her skirts. Others hid thin packets of clothing—preferably cobweb-fine French muslin—in their undergarments. The cloth was made bright in spots by luminous oil, made of phosphorus and ether. The oil glowed only faintly in the dark, but bits of glass or paste diamond sewn into the cloth added a brighter glitter. Not surprisingly, spiritualist performers preferred to hold their seances in the dark and in their own homes. In one medium’s abode, investigators found a trapdoor under a cabinet, opening into a passage that led into a backroom that contained another trapdoor out of the building itself.

Such exposes delighted the critics of the spiritualist movements. Scientists rejoiced in what they hoped would lead to a new skepticism. And religious leaders, dismayed to find spiritualist churches the fastest-growing houses of worship, renewed their efforts to discredit the movement. In a book called Spiritualism Unveiled, a prominent theologian described spiritualists as wife beaters, sexual deviants, and anti-Christian: “They are as unlike in their moral influence as are Christ and Belial.”

For the moment, it was the latter accusation that most irked the spiritualists, and they were quick to hit back with their own perspective on the morality of the day. “Are those who play tricks and fling about instruments spirits from Heaven?” inquired one spiritualist newspaper in an impassioned editorial. “Yes, God sends them, to teach us this, if nothing more: that He has servants of all grades and tastes ready to do all kinds of work and He has here sent what you call low and harlequin spirits to a low and very sensual age.”
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BUT ROBERT BROWNING wasn’t writing only about the Davenports and their ilk when he penned “Mr. Sludge.” As everyone knew—at least, everyone in literary circles—the talented, amoral, fluently devious Mr. Sludge was a barely disguised caricature of Daniel Dunglas Home.

Home had returned to England after a sweep across Europe so successful that the Roman Catholic Church charged him with witchcraft. While in Russia, he had married a young goddaughter of the tsar with due pomp (the French novelist Alexandre Dumas, author of The Three Musketeers,  stood as best man, Alexei Tolstoy as groomsman). Respectability had done nothing to alter Home’s ethereal, inexplicable nature. He was “Stranger than Fiction,” according to a magazine article about him written in 1860, still widely considered the best description known of the medium—and the best counter to Browning’s long-standing dislike of the man. The magazine writer described a sitting with Home in which the medium “rose from his chair, four or five feet from the ground.... We saw his figure pass from one side of the window to the other, feet foremost, lying horizontally in the air. He spoke to us as he passed, and told us that he would then return the reverse way and re-cross the window, which he did.”

This description appeared in a new British literary magazine, The  Cornhill, edited by the famously sharp-tongued writer William Makepeace Thackeray, whose 1848 novel Vanity Fair had established him as a man more than willing to skewer pretensions. Yet Thackeray not only approved the article, he wrote an editor’s note vouching for the “good faith and honorable character” of its author. Thackeray had friends in scientific circles. He had no doubt they were unhappy; he found himself accused, outright, of being complicit in the spread of spirit fraud. When confronted by one furious scientist, Thackeray simply cited his own experience: “It is all very well for you, who have probably never seen any spiritual manifestations to talk as you do; but had you seen what I have witnessed, you would hold a different opinion.”

To his believers, Home offered something that neither irate scientists nor resentful poets seemed able to counter. He boasted a flamboyant mystic appeal that the staunch mainline Protestant churches of the establishment of America and Britain—Anglicans, Episcopalians, and Methodists—neither  could nor would attempt to match. Perhaps most powerfully of all, he and his counterparts offered a glimpse of possibilities through open doors that their critics—churchmen, skeptics, and scientists alike—would slam without a glance.

This was the reality that William James, scientist and scholar, saw as he made his way from his father’s shuddering haunted walls to the more steadfast halls of academia. It was the reality that he looked out upon and wondered about. Even as he built himself a respected place among the door-slammers of science, James began to think, more and more, that it was unconscionable not to look out through that portal, to see what might possibly be there.

It was past time, he thought, for science to open its mind.
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A SPIRIT OF UNBELIEF

 

 

 

WHEN CHARLES DARWIN published his famous (or infamous) book On the Origin of Species in 1859, the tensions between Victorian science and religion became undeniable, obvious for all to see.

The Darwinian idea of evolution, that species take shape slowly—ruthlessly sculpted by natural selection, random mutations, and environmental pressures—was a difficult proposition for most Victorians to embrace. Even scientists hesitated at first to choose “survival of the fittest,” as it came to be called, over the Genesis creation story. There were geologists who flatly refused to accept what the fossils they found said about the age of Earth; science textbooks of the time routinely acknowledged a Creator. Mid-nineteenth-century British society was, at least on the surface, invested in a scriptural version of how the world came to be. After all, the queen was also official head of the Anglican Church.

The few people who suggested otherwise, before Darwin brought the argument fully into the open, tended to publish their works anonymously. One author who proposed that the universe might have developed according to natural laws, without divine intervention, insisted that his name remain anonymous until his death. Even so, the bishop of Oxford used his  book as the foundation for a sermon condemning mid-nineteenth-century science and what he called its “mocking spirit of unbelief,” adding that the author, whoever he might be, was obviously no gentleman.

Everyone—even those who no longer insisted on a literal reading of biblical accounts of creation—could see an
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