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Epigraphs

Curiosity, when it ventures into the realm of the macabre, becomes an insatiable hunger for the forbidden, compelling us to confront the shadows within.

—OSCAR WILDE, The Picture of Dorian Gray 

’Tis strange—but true; for truth is always strange;

Stranger than fiction; if it could be told,

How much would novels gain by the exchange!

How differently the world would men behold!

—LORD BYRON, from Don Juan, canto XIV, stanza 101
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Foreword

WHEN YOU HAVE a passion for life’s mysteries, you often end up aligning with others who feel the same calling for a deeper understanding. In short, that’s how Mike and I found one another, and we met over one very specific story, known as the Amherst Mystery in Canada’s Maritimes. The Amherst Mystery—the tale of Esther Cox and the exploitation of her alleged psychic gifts—stands as a warning to all those who step into the role of paranormal storyteller. After working in the parapsychology field for many years, I have learned that intention, care, representation, facts and personal truth all play a role as we attempt, in our human way, to get to the bottom of this paranormal journey. The more we dig, the deeper the journey becomes and the more we as humans come to realize . . . there is no bottom. We explore paranormal phenomena through science, stories and art in the best way we can and use our physical abilities to explore the evidence we have, expressing it through many tried and true avenues. Our podcast, Supernatural Circumstances, has become an avenue for Mike and me to ride this winding train for ourselves; it has allowed us to explore these stories from the perspective of our guests, but also from the perspective of one another. Through this exploration, I have come to realize that in this human adventure, we must travel down this road of spirituality and high strangeness using whatever mode of expression we feel most akin to, and if you’ve picked up this book, then congratulations: You’ve just bought your train ticket. 

The paranormal and psi have always had a strong influence on popular culture: Ghostbusters, Supernatural, Doctor Who, The X Files, Stranger Things and, even earlier, comics such as Doctor Strange, Scooby-Doo, Casper the Friendly Ghost and more. These paved the way for reality hits like Ghost Adventures, Most Haunted and other staged reality shows designed for thrills and entertainment. Movies inspired by games such as Silent Hill have touched on some very prominent ideas in current parapsychological research, such as the idea of frequencies and planes of existence. The film Silent Hill and the series Stranger Things explore the idea that there are intelligences beyond what we are capable of seeing within the human spectrum of vision. Only when conditions change and that frequency of vision is expanded will we gain access to these other realms of existence. The storytellers, it seems, are slowly catching up to the science, but not in any way that appears to make much difference. 

As a veteran parapsychology researcher for over 20 years, I believe the television shows and books that feature ghost hunters running around with shaky cameras and exaggerated claims have unfortunately cheapened the reality of serious investigators and scientists who genuinely seek to study new phenomena and assist people who are in trouble. Many don’t realize that when someone like me gets a call, the stories are deep and multi-layered: People are often on the verge of divorce, losing their homes or having severe emotional crises. While many books and other mediums further the idea that some quick ritual will “cure” the home or business of its problems, they often make parapsychology stories extremely one-dimensional in the process. Much of this subject is therefore buried in cheap thrills and frightening fantasies, obscuring the truth of the story itself and many times blurring the best part of the real deal. Reducing these incredible encounters to simple campfire stories is something we desperately want to change as podcasters and researchers ourselves.

Scientifically, we have moved far past the argument of whether or not a phenomenon exists: The focus has become “Why is it happening, and how do we understand it?” These two important questions have fuelled the paranormal passion that Mike and I share.

It is a rather new thing for humanity to begin extending this art of storytelling to real-life stories of the paranormal, and this can either run us into trouble or become a mode of truthful expression: We have the ability to enhance, elaborate, examine and even lie about stories depending on the outcome the writer wishes to achieve. It takes a unique individual to be able to hear human stories and then retell them in a way that allows the audience to examine the content. Mike Browne is one of those rare people. In many cases, even folkloric stories can be examined to discover a truthful reality, and without the storyteller, these stories are forgotten and lost to our busy and sometimes controversial history. This is, perhaps, the very importance of storytellers themselves—they are the preservers of time past and the keepers of the stories of ages. However, they can also serve as a platform to stand on and a ladder to climb for those who are traversing forward in this field of parapsychology.

How we tell a story can say much about a person and less about the subject, and nowhere do we see that more than in the case of paranormal reporting. How someone decides to tell a story has the ability to allow the audience to draw their own conclusions and encourage critical thinking, or to shut down discussion with rhetoric and criticism. It can spark wonder and imagination, or it can frighten us to never inquire into a subject ever again. Whether we are creating a podcast, writing a book or presenting a show, this is always in the forefront of a researcher’s mind. 

While much of parapsychology is up for debate, one thing that isn’t is that we tend to align with other people for reasons we don’t always initially understand. After keeping in touch after my Dark Poutine interview, Mike and I soon began to realize a piece of that purpose, and our podcast, Supernatural Circumstances, was born. As two self-proclaimed (and very proud) nerds, we both felt that the science and research of the parapsychological field were being horribly overlooked and overshadowed by flashy television shows and ghost hunters who based few or none of their methods and theories on research or fact. In the same turn, the parapsychology world was stuck in the academia rut of white papers and complicated words, and most people either had no interest in reading them or simply couldn’t understand their relevance. We decided to change that, and I knew Mike was the perfect partner with whom I could journey forward. 

Mike’s down-to-earth approach, without a doubt, is the perfect match for my passionate knowledge and reaches people beyond the true crime genre, offering them a key to a door that many have longed to open for years but weren’t sure how. Everyone, we have learned, has a story, even if they don’t know it. Through Supernatural Circumstances, we have been able to talk to the greatest minds and the most interesting people, as well as hear both the research of the most advanced organizations and the fantastic experiences of the common individual. Greatness, we have discovered, is often revealed in the anomalous encounters we don’t expect, and these aren’t always experienced by famous channellers or studious scientists in white coats but by the everyday person who is aware enough to recognize when something is magical. 

Mike is someone who sees the magic in the small things: daily meditation, finding joy in the subtle everyday things, and recognizing that the little we know as a species is actually not a fault but the beginning of the adventure. This point of view is something we both share and have become passionate about sharing with others. I have been so fortunate to experience this journey with Mike and all of the incredible people we have interviewed, many of whom we now call good friends. These fabulous stories and rich information are passed down to others through Mike’s specialty: storytelling. His relatable and humble way of allowing a story to compassionately unfold is the very thing that will make the readers of this book unable to put it down. The story keepers of our time are the folklorists of the modern day and must never be taken for granted. It is the crucial process of retelling, no matter what the format, that allows us as humans to hold on to tales that offer us clues into our future. They aren’t simply a representation of outdated ideas or silly stories, but rather information we may otherwise forget that allows us a fuller understanding of where we are going.

As Supernatural Circumstances continues into its next season and beyond, I can’t help but look forward to continuing this journey with Mike Browne, and I hope everyone who picks up this book will feel the same way. Once a person delves into these stories in a meaningful way, one can’t help but be touched by them. However, a word of warning: Seeing the world differently is an inevitable consequence of indulging in the following pages. But if you’re ready and open, and you know in your heart there is more to this world than meets the eye, this book will only add more questions, answers and passion to your inevitable and unending journey. So settle in for a look at some of the world’s most terrifying, inspiring and utterly fascinating supernatural tales. 

—MORGAN KNUDSEN, co-host of Supernatural Circumstances





Introduction

A Lifetime of Obsession with the Weird


THROUGHOUT MY LIFE, I’ve been drawn to the outer edges of human experience—bizarre creatures, hauntings, extreme human feats, medical anomalies and unexplained phenomena. For as long as I can remember, I have been obsessed with death and the possibility of an afterlife. I’m unsure when it started or the catalyst, but it is likely a confluence of things. 

Very early in life, the thought of death—and things related to it—terrified me. It still does. So, of course, there will be a chapter in this book about that. I devoured stories about ancient Egypt during the day, and then at night, I was terrorized by slow-moving mummies lumbering toward me, powerless to escape their relentless pursuit. My fear of death has informed my interest in the afterlife, the occult, horror and true crime.

I grew up in Nova Scotia, Canada, and my curiosity was nourished through the local lore, oddities and curiosities that richly colour the province’s folklore. A stone’s throw away from my hometown of Bridgewater, Oak Island’s famous Money Pit exerted a strong pull on my youthful imagination. This mysterious spot, steeped in tales of hidden treasures and relentless treasure hunters since the 1700s, filled me with awe and wonder. This local enigma was my first encounter with the unexplained, a story I would later explore in depth in my first book, Murder, Madness and Mayhem. It was the first story, but far from the last, in my collection of tales.

Nova Scotia’s inextricable relationship with the sea means many of its mysteries have a nautical theme: the ill-fated Titanic, the infamous ship graveyard of Sable Island. These tales, each a fascinating maritime mystery, found their way into my bedroom—posters and maps adorning my walls, volumes on my bookshelves, their compelling tales filling my dreams.

One of my favourite Nova Scotian nautical-themed stories is that of the Mary Celeste, a famous ghost ship that was found abandoned in 1872. The brigantine was built in Nova Scotia and named Amazon before being sold to an American owner and renamed. On its fateful voyage, it set sail from New York City to Genoa, Italy, on November 7, 1872, with Captain Benjamin Briggs, his wife, his daughter and a crew of seven. The ship encountered harsh weather, but the last log entry suggested nothing unusual.

On December 5, the Dei Gratia found the vessel adrift near the Azores, 400 nautical miles (740 kilometres) away, with no one aboard. The ship was in seaworthy condition, with its cargo intact and personal belongings undisturbed, but the lifeboat was missing. The crew of the Dei Gratia sailed the Mary Celeste to Gibraltar, where an investigation found no evidence of foul play.

Theories about the abandonment have ranged from mutiny and piracy to supernatural occurrences, none of which have been substantiated by evidence. One plausible explanation is that Captain Briggs might have thought the ship was sinking because of a malfunctioning pump and a faulty reading from the sounding rod used to check water levels in the hold. This could have led to a hasty evacuation onto a longboat that later met with disaster.

Despite its mysterious history, the Mary Celeste continued to be used until 1885, when it was intentionally wrecked as part of an insurance fraud. The intrigue around the ship was further fuelled by a fictional story published by Arthur Conan Doyle in 1884, but the true fate of its passengers and crew remains one of the sea’s unsolved mysteries.

Beyond the sea, the province’s lore includes other curiosities, such as the famous Cox family haunting in Amherst, near the New Brunswick border. From the unseen presence beneath Esther Cox’s bed to the unexplained noises, illnesses, flying objects and fires, perhaps caused by a malevolent poltergeist, this tale remains a captivating part of the region’s folklore.

Thanks to my father’s subscription to National Geographic, my appetite for the strange and the supernatural extended beyond my province. Those magazines, filled with captivating stories and eye-opening facts, became my window to a world brimming with curiosities.

In the pre-internet age, my resourceful nature also led me to the local bookstore, Sagor’s, where I dove into books like The Guinness Book of World Records, which fed my fascination for extreme human accomplishments. Yet the stories of peculiarities, like the giant Robert Wadlow, whom you’ll learn more about later, truly gripped me.

Among my treasured finds from the Scholastic catalogue was a book about Eric Weiss, better known as Harry Houdini. His death-defying stunts as a magician and his quest for a connection with the afterlife resonated with me, nurturing my healthy skepticism of and fascination with the mysterious.

I also watched 1980s-era television shows like Real People, That’s Incredible!, Creepy Canada, In Search of . . . , Ripley’s Believe It or Not! and Unsolved Mysteries, which further fed my obsession with the strange and wonderful. I can still recall the days spent in front of the “idiot box,” as my parents called it, eyes wide with wonder, my heart racing, as I pondered the amazing stories on the screen.

One story I’ve always remembered is that of Roy Sullivan, a park ranger at Shenandoah National Park in Virginia, who holds the Guinness World Record for most lightning strikes survived. Sullivan was struck by lightning seven times throughout his life, earning him the nickname “Spark Ranger.” 

Sullivan’s first encounter with lightning occurred in 1942, in a fire tower without lightning rods, where a strike burned a strip down his right leg and removed his big toe. The second incident occurred in 1969 when lightning hit some trees near his truck, rendering him unconscious and burning off his eyebrows and eyelashes. The third strike occurred in his home garden, where lightning from a transformer hit his shoulder. The fourth and fifth encounters, in which Sullivan was set on fire and had a shoe knocked off by the force, happened while he was at work. The sixth strike occurred while he was walking in the park, prompting his retirement five months later. The seventh and final strike happened when he was fishing, causing burns and partial hearing loss. Despite the astronomical odds against such frequent strikes, no one ever witnessed these incidents, leading to doubts about their veracity. Sullivan later died from a self-inflicted gunshot wound in 1983.

I was adopted, so genetics and heredity have always fascinated me. Another story that drew me in was that of identical twin brothers Jim Lewis and Jim Springer, who were separated at birth. They were adopted by different families in Ohio in 1940. Unaware of each other’s existence, they led strikingly similar lives. Remarkably, both became firefighters.

Here are some more astonishing similarities:


	Both were named James by their adoptive parents.

	Both were married twice—their first wives were both named Linda, and their second wives were both named Betty.

	Both had children—one had a son named James Alan, while the other had a son named James Allan.

	Both owned dogs named Toy.

	Both drove Chevys.

	Both enjoyed vacations on the beach in Florida.

	Both had similar habits, like leaving love notes to their wives, smoking Salem cigarettes and drinking Miller Lite.



Their uncanny similarities were discovered when they were reunited at age 39. They were part of a study conducted by psychologist Dr. Thomas Bouchard of the University of Minnesota, who was researching the nature versus nurture debate. The twins’ parallel lives provided significant evidence supporting the argument for nature’s role in shaping individuals. Their lives serve as a fascinating case study of identical twins separated at birth who, against all odds, lived eerily similar lives.

I also learned early on of the phenomenon known as spontaneous human combustion (SHC), a term that describes cases where a human body is burned without an apparent external source of ignition. It is a subject of much debate and speculation, often regarded with skepticism by the scientific community because of the lack of comprehensive evidence.

The case of Mary Hardy Reeser in 1951 is one of the most cited instances related to SHC. Reeser, a 67-year-old woman living in St. Petersburg, Florida, was reduced to ashes in her apartment, with only part of her left foot remaining unburned. The chair she was sitting in was also destroyed, but the room in which she was found showed little fire damage.

The investigation considered various theories as to the cause of the fire, including a dropped cigarette, but no conclusive evidence was ever found to explain the intense heat required to cremate the body without extensively damaging the apartment. This case has often been pointed to as an example of SHC, but alternative explanations, such as the wick effect, where clothing or another fabric can act as a wick and body fat as a combustible substance, have also been suggested. Despite many theories, the cause of the fire has never been confirmed, and the case remains a classic in SHC discussions.

SHC remains a topic of fascination, with several books and articles exploring cases like Reeser’s. However, scientific validation of SHC as a real phenomenon is lacking, and many proposed cases of SHC can be explained by overlooked conventional fire sources or other natural circumstances.

Another topic that has drawn me in is the phenomenon known as the Bermuda Triangle. The Bermuda Triangle, also known as the Devil’s Triangle, is a loosely defined region in the western part of the North Atlantic Ocean where numerous ships and airplanes are said to have disappeared under mysterious circumstances. Miami, Bermuda and Puerto Rico roughly bound the area. Despite its notoriety, the Bermuda Triangle is not recognized by the US government as a real geographic area, and the US Board on Geographic Names does not have it listed as an official region.

Disappearances in the Bermuda Triangle have fuelled speculation ranging from paranormal explanations, such as alien abductions and other dimensional portals, to natural phenomena like methane hydrates that could theoretically sink ships by reducing water density. However, most scientists dismiss these theories, attributing the disappearances to human error, piracy and natural disasters, among other explainable causes. They argue that the area does not have a significantly higher number of incidents compared with other heavily travelled regions of the world.

Similar places with reputations for mysterious disappearances include the Dragon’s Triangle (or Devil’s Sea) near Japan, characterized by similar lore of unexplained vanishings of ships and aircraft. The Dragon’s Triangle is located in a region of the Pacific around Miyake Island, about 160 kilometres (100 miles) south of Tokyo. As with the Bermuda Triangle, explanations for the purported occurrences in the Dragon’s Triangle range from environmental factors to paranormal activity, though evidence supporting such claims is sparse.

I always presumed my weird obsessions would lead to something, but I was unsure what. The universe has seen fit to help me parlay my odd hobby of collecting weird facts and strange stories into a fascinating and successful career, after years of joe jobs.

I’ve become known as the voice behind the acclaimed podcast Dark Poutine and as the co-host of Supernatural Circumstances, with Morgan Knudsen. In these roles, I’ve explored the mysterious and the unexplained, ventured into the great ocean of the unknown and surfaced with tales that blur the lines between plausible and perplexing.

Taking a page from the life and philosophy of Charles Fort, who made it his life’s mission to catalogue and investigate phenomena that challenge our understanding, I’ve developed a profound respect for Fortean tales—those bizarre happenings and occurrences that resist categorization. The existence of the unexplained, unyielding even in the face of skepticism, offers a tantalizing hint of the wondrous complexity of our world.

As a connoisseur of the strange, the peculiar and the incredible, I’m thrilled to present you with my newest anthology, Strange, Spooky and Supernatural: Curious Tales of Fascinating People, Places and Things. This book is a tribute to the extraordinary, a voyage into the mysterious realms that border the everyday, and an acknowledgement of the numerous enigmas that make our world so mesmerizing.

While researching, it intrigued me to find several familiar names, such as H.P. Blavatsky and Sir Arthur Conan Doyle, repeatedly linked to some of these stories. So keep your eyes open for their recurring appearances.

In this brief expedition, we’ll traverse the enigmatic and the uncanny, aiming to quench our innate human curiosity. These stories help us gain insights about ourselves, our surrounding world and the subtle border that differentiates the mundane from the spectacular. Immerse yourself in the strange, the spooky and the supernatural as we examine some of the most intriguing, puzzling and unaccounted-for people, locations and phenomena.

A wise person once told me I should write the stories I want to read. I have done that here.





Part 1

People

THIS FIRST SECTION posed a challenging task because of the myriad fascinating individuals whose lives intersect with the strange and supernatural. Distilling this extensive pool to only six selections was complex, with each fascinating and compelling story clamouring for inclusion. The subjects I’ve chosen to profile are but a few of my many favourites.

The first chapter in this section is about a long-time personal hero of mine. “Harry Houdini: Escape Artist, Illusionist and Debunker” provides an intriguing exploration of Houdini’s multi-faceted career. It traces his rise to global fame as an escape artist, unpacks his mesmerizing illusions and underscores his unexpected role as a debunker of spiritualism. The chapter presents a balanced view of Houdini, highlighting his talent for theatricality and his determined efforts to expose deception and champion scientific understanding.

Throughout history, there have been scores of stories about enigmatic people who arrive unannounced and cannot explain who they are, where they came from or why they’re there.

Kaspar Hauser, a German youth, appeared in Nuremberg in 1828 with a letter, claiming he had been isolated in a dark cell since birth. Despite efforts to educate him and uncover his origins, his background remained unclear. He was taken in by a Nuremberg scholar but was fatally stabbed in 1833 at age 21, leaving his life and death shrouded in mystery. His case highlighted debates on nature versus nurture and the effects of extreme childhood isolation.

“Jerome, the Legless Man of Sandy Cove,” also known as “the Mystery Man of Sandy Cove,” was found on a Nova Scotia beach in 1863 with both legs amputated and unable to communicate clearly. His true identity and how he came to be in such a condition remain unsolved, leading to widespread speculation about his origins—ranging from an Italian nobleman to an injured lumberjack. Cared for by local families until he died in 1912, Jerome lived in near silence, becoming a local curiosity and a symbol of intrigue. Despite numerous theories, his life story blends fact and folklore, leaving a legacy of mystery in Canadian history.

“The Mysterious Brother XII and His Missing Treasure” unveils the peculiar saga of Edward Arthur Wilson, also known as “Brother XII.” The chapter delves into his creation of a spiritual commune in the 1920s, detailing his cult’s fascinating and often disturbing practices. Central to the narrative is Brother XII’s purported hoard of gold, accumulated through donations, which vanished under mysterious circumstances. The chapter presents a thrilling investigation into Brother XII’s life, the eerie allure of his teachings and the enduring enigma of his lost fortune.

“Giants, a.k.a. the Exceptionally Tall: Myths and Reality” explores the captivating realm of giants. It combines tales of fantastical beings from folklore and literature with accounts of actual giants, such as Robert Wadlow and Angus MacAskill, examining our enduring fascination with size and its influence on stories, history and our perception of the world.

Finally, “Wannabe Spaceman: The Disappearance of Granger Taylor” presents the tragic tale of a UFO-obsessed Canadian who built a life-sized UFO replica, complete with a 1970s-styled interior, using reclaimed materials. Granger’s obsessions escalated as he increasingly experimented with LSD, asserting that it enabled alien communication. His escalating drug use, coinciding with his absorption in the extraterrestrial, raised questions about his mental health. His life story interweaves creativity, engineering genius and a potentially perilous engagement with UFOs and hallucinogens that ends tragically—or does it?





Chapter 1

Harry Houdini: Escape Artist, Illusionist and Debunker

Since my childhood, Harry Houdini has been a hero of mine. His daring escapes, illusionist tricks and relentless pursuit of truth captivated me, filling me with a deep curiosity about magic and human potential. His unique combination of showmanship and dedication has left a lasting impression, making him a timeless figure of mystery and enchantment that deeply influenced my formative years. Harry Houdini is a big reason why this book exists.

Houdini’s early life began in Budapest, Hungary. Erik Weisz was born to Rabbi Mayer Samuel Weisz and Cecilia (Steiner) Weisz on March 24, 1874. The family lived modestly in a single-room dwelling. Houdini was one of seven children. His older siblings included Herman M. (born in 1863), his half-brother from Rabbi Weisz’s first marriage, Nathan J. (born in 1870) and Gottfried William (born in 1872). His brother Theodore was born in 1876. 

After Theodore’s birth and a series of antisemitic pogroms in Hungary, Erik’s father, a newly minted lawyer, sought the promise of a better life in America for his family. Harry’s dad moved to the United States first to get established. In 1878, the rest of the family joined him in America. Houdini’s younger siblings were born in the United States—Leopold D. in 1879 and Carrie Gladys, who was almost blinded after a childhood accident, in 1882.

Upon arriving in New York, Erik’s mother didn’t speak English and could interact with the immigration officials only in German. This led to changes in their surname, and Weisz became Weiss.

The Weiss family eventually settled in Appleton, Wisconsin, where Rabbi Weiss established the city’s first temple, thanks to a benevolent Jewish businessman. This relocation was crucial for the family, especially for young Houdini (now Eric), who quickly took to sports. He enjoyed running races and cycling with his friends.

When Eric first visited a circus, it was a life-changing experience for him. Amid clowns, animal trainers and acrobats, tightrope walker Jean Weitzman’s dangerous balancing act enchanted Eric. Inspired, he taught himself to walk a tightrope he rigged between two trees. Eric’s fascination with Weitzman’s performance, and other bold feats he had seen performed by famous stunt performers, would ultimately guide him toward a career in illusion and magic. When he attempted to replicate a stunt that involved hanging by the teeth, he lost a couple of his baby teeth because he didn’t realize that a mouthpiece was required for the feat. 

When Eric was eight, his father, Rabbi Weiss, lost his job because his conservative ways clashed with his more progressive congregation. The family then moved to New York after a brief stay in Milwaukee. To help make ends meet, Eric sold newspapers and shined shoes on the street. At the age of nine, he performed professionally for the first time as a trapeze artist, contortionist and acrobat in a local circus. He gradually mastered complex stunts, such as dislocating joints, which later aided in his escape performances.

Eric developed an interest in locksmithing during an apprenticeship in Appleton and earned local fame by unlocking all the doors to every shop on one street. He used his skill for good, even assisting a sheriff to free a prisoner when a handcuff key broke in the lock.

Though fascinated by locks, Eric’s real passion was performing. He loved magic shows and often attended them with his father. Soon he became obsessed with magic and taught himself as much as possible about the art of magic and illusion.

Harry Houdini was largely self-taught. He developed his interest in magic at a young age and began his career performing card tricks before moving on to escape acts. Houdini’s early exposure to magic came through his fascination with the performances of magicians he saw as a child and through books on magic. He devoted himself to learning the craft by practising, experimenting and studying available literature on magic and escapology. While he did have some mentors and influences in his career, much of Houdini’s knowledge and skill resulted from his efforts to master the art of illusion and escape.

When his brother Herman passed away (his cause of death is unclear), Eric used the money he earned from odd jobs and shows to pay for the funeral. Despite the hardship, he continued performing and incorporated gymnastics, amateur boxing and magic tricks into his show. Soon he began billing himself as “Eric the Great.”

At 17, Eric Weiss was inspired by a book called Memoirs of Robert-Houdin, Ambassador, Author, and Conjurer. He connected with Robert-Houdin, who was a man deeply interested in feats of magic. Eric decided to honour his hero by changing his name to Harry Houdini and embarked on his own career in magic. He spent some time with the Welsh Brothers circus and even tried managing a burlesque show, but performing was Harry’s real passion.

As a youth, Houdini performed as many as 20 magic shows daily at a dime museum. Harry’s father passed away at 63 of complications from surgery for tongue cancer. Attending his father’s deathbed, he made a promise to take care of his family in any way he could. After a brief collaboration with his friend Jacob Hyman, Houdini started performing with his brother Theo, whose stage name became Dash Hardeen. The brothers made a name for themselves at the Columbian Exposition in Chicago in 1893 with their magic performances on the street.

One of Harry’s go-to stunts was the metamorphosis act. The metamorphosis, or substitution trunk, Houdini’s first major illusion, debuted with his early partners Jacob Hyman and brother Theo. The act involved Houdini being tied, sacked and locked in a trunk, after which his performance partner would exchange places with Harry, who then emerged free while the partner would be found locked inside.

During one of these performances, an older showman named Rysie challenged Houdini, claiming he could perform the same trick. However, Rysie was unsuccessful and had to be rescued from the trunk. Houdini had found his true calling: escapology.

During this time, Houdini met and fell in love with an 18-year-old singer and dancer named Wilhelmina Beatrice Rahner, later known by her stage name, Beatrice (Bess) Raymond. Bess came into the world on January 23, 1876, in the bustling city of Brooklyn, New York. She was a member of a large family of German-speaking immigrants and was drawn to the entertainment industry in her early teens. Bess was showcasing her talents at Coney Island as part of a song and dance group known as the Floral Sisters when she first caught the eye of Houdini’s brother Dash. However, Harry Houdini, the elder of the two brothers, won her heart and became her husband on June 22, 1894.

Bess and Harry collaborated, performing as the Houdinis for several years. Despite his new-found fame, they occasionally revisited their metamorphosis act. Bess was also responsible for their pets, was an avid doll collector and crafted costumes for Houdini’s grand evening performances. She made sure her frequently forgetful spouse was always well groomed and presentable. Bess was known for her tenacity and vibrant personality, but unlike her clean-living husband, she liked to drink and smoke.

Besides his ability to escape from a locked trunk, Houdini could also free himself from any pair of handcuffs. This talent caught the public’s eye, and he began performing this trick regularly at his travelling show, where he would challenge local police to present him with their strongest set of handcuffs. Harry Houdini was not tall or heavy. He was just 166 centimetres (5 feet, 5 inches) tall and weighed around 52 kilograms (115 pounds). Despite his small physical stature, he had an outsized personality and used his diminutive size and agility to his advantage throughout his career.

Harry’s reputation soared after he escaped from a combination of handcuffs and leg irons presented by the police department in Saint John, New Brunswick, which led to him being called “the Handcuff King.” Houdini next taught himself to escape from a straitjacket, another crowd-pleasing stunt.

In 1897, Houdini and Bess introduced clairvoyance to their shows, but they later stopped once Harry realized the seriousness of spiritualism. Houdini continued performing his escape shows around the United States and Canada, challenging anyone to present a pair of handcuffs he couldn’t escape from for a $100 reward.

Houdini became a household name when a picture of him in shackles appeared on the front page of the Chicago Journal. His feats were lauded as miraculous, leading to the creation of a full show of escape stunts, which usually ended with a death-defying act.

By 1900, Houdini was famous in North America and made a significant weekly income from his show. He and Bess then took the show to Europe, where they performed for five years. There is some speculation that Houdini was a spy for the US government during this time, although this remains unconfirmed.

Upon returning to the United States in 1906, Houdini published The Right Way to Do Wrong: An Exposé of Successful Criminals, based on his interviews with criminals and police. The book drew from Houdini’s expertise as a magician and escapologist and offered an insightful examination of various criminal behaviours and scams popular during the era. Intended to educate the public and guard against deceit, the book was a fascinating look into the tactics and operations of con artists and thieves. Sometimes his audience was made up exclusively of law enforcement officers and officials, who watched in fascination as Houdini proved that no jail, or set of handcuffs, was invincible given the right escapee.

As his popularity continued to surge, Houdini sought to elevate the risk and spectacle of his performances. He began jumping off bridges while hog-tied and manacled, only to resurface moments later, free of his restraints. And he continued to ratchet up the drama of his act: He escaped from straitjackets while suspended upside down from cranes and bridges. In another act, he was manacled, put into a wooden crate and lowered into the water; 57 seconds later, he emerged, leaving the crate intact with his restraints still inside. In 1908, Houdini introduced the milk can escape to his act. In this trick, he was shackled and sealed into an industrial-sized milk can filled with water. He would ask the audience to hold their breath as long as his escape took, increasing the suspense and involvement of the spectators. The audience members would have long had to take a breath when, just over two minutes after the stunt began, Harry emerged from the cabinet, soaking wet and gasping for air.

In 1909, Harry ventured into aviation: He learned to fly and purchased a French Voisin biplane. He was only the 25th person in the world to ever fly a plane. He even taught soldiers to fly in Germany. Later, in Australia, he made the country’s first controlled flight, on March 18, 1910. Despite his planning a transatlantic flight, in 1920, the feat never happened. Houdini hoped his aviation accomplishments would outlive his fame in magic, but sadly, aviation is just a fascinating footnote in the famous man’s life.

Though known primarily as an illusionist—which is essentially an occupation as a professional liar—Houdini was always interested in seeking the truth. As well as being an escape artist, he had a long and storied career as a debunker. This branch of his life’s work began in earnest in 1908, when Harry wrote and published The Unmasking of Robert-Houdin. In the book, Houdini turned his ever-critical eye toward the man from whom he had taken his famous stage name. Houdini had begun questioning Robert-Houdin’s acclaimed contributions to the field of magic, prompting him to pen this contentious exposé.

Houdini meticulously scrutinized and demystified Robert-Houdin’s magic tricks and illusions. He asserted that much of Robert-Houdin’s repertoire consisted of adaptations or slight improvements of traditional magic tricks or tricks invented by his contemporaries rather than original creations, suggesting that Robert-Houdin deliberately usurped credit for the inventions of others. This depiction sharply contradicts the widely held view of Robert-Houdin as a respected gentleman of magic and stirred considerable controversy within the magic fraternity. Harry Houdini’s book effectively laid bare his hero’s character flaws for all to see. 

The allegations against Robert-Houdin have been challenged by several magic historians, who believe that Houdini’s feelings of resentment skewed his perspectives. Controversy aside, the book has had a considerable impact on discussions of the history of magic and is worth a read for magic buffs.

Many believe that Harry’s skepticism of spiritualism and mediums was born from his deep love for his mother, Cecilia Weiss. The story goes that after her death from a catastrophic stroke in July 1913, Houdini was desperate to communicate with her and, along with Bess, turned to spiritualism, hoping it could provide a clear bridge to the afterlife. However, his experiences with mediums left him disillusioned and angry, as he realized that many were frauds exploiting people’s grief. A later interview given to the Dayton Daily News indicated that Harry’s doubt about mediums had started even earlier than that. 

He’d gone to his first seance at 11 after the death of his brother, but it was after Rabbi Weiss passed that Houdini had what would be a transformative experience. Harry said that after his father died when he was 17, he and his mother sought the help of several mediums to communicate with his father’s spirit. Harry had to sell his watch to afford the sittings. All the mediums claimed contact, but the alleged messages conveyed to Cecilia and young Harry struck him as odd as the language and tone were nowhere close to his father’s. Harry had also briefly been a fraud medium himself, but the ease with which he could take people in disturbed him, so he abandoned the practice out of conscience, determined to reveal fraudulent mediums but, at the same time, always seeking the real thing. But it would be a decade before Harry truly set about debunking fakes. Until then, he had more spectacular illusions to perform.

Houdini introduced the Chinese water torture cell into his act, in which he was lowered headfirst into a glass case filled with water, suspended by his ankles, and would escape behind a curtain. Finally, in 1915, he performed a “buried alive” stunt where he was placed in a hole 1.8 metres (6 feet) deep and covered with dirt. Houdini nearly died during the act, dramatically losing consciousness after clawing his way out.

Many of Harry’s stunts were tremendously dangerous, especially the buried alive stunt, and escape artists who have attempted to replicate it have proven so, with at least one dying in an attempt to recreate the feat.

At a festival in West Yorkshire, escape artist Antony Britton nearly died while attempting a buried alive stunt, aiming to outdo Harry Houdini by escaping unaided from a six-foot-deep grave with his hands shackled. After nine minutes without signs of activity, his team rescued the unconscious Britton. The event left onlookers at Slaithwaite Spa horrified as medical professionals had to administer oxygen to Britton, who later reported a near-death experience. Britton, who had attempted this classic escape trick without a casket and had his lungs collapse under the weight of compacted soil, was ultimately unearthed by his crew using a mechanical digger and frantic human diggers using shovels to uncover the performer.

British escape artist Alan Alan similarly required a rescue during his attempt in 1940. The stunt took a deadly turn in 1992 when American magician Joe Burrus succumbed to fatal injuries as the weight of soil and concrete caused his Plexiglas casket to cave in.

By 1918, Houdini owned his own movie studio and starred in a film called The Master of Mystery. He played a Justice Department agent and did many of his own stunts in the film. In his second movie, The Grim Game, he was filmed transitioning from one biplane to another mid-flight. His movies, however, were not as successful as his live shows, and his last film, released in 1923, received mixed reviews. As Harry’s popularity began to flag, his revenue streams began to diminish.

In a purely financial move in early 1924, Houdini collaborated with author H.P. Lovecraft on a short story, “Imprisoned with the Pharaohs,” published in Weird Tales magazine. The story, which sold a lot of magazines, told a fictional tale of Houdini being kidnapped and then escaping, only to encounter bizarre creatures.

Throughout the 1920s, Houdini continued his efforts to debunk fraudulent













































OEBPS/images/9781443470506_Cover.jpg
~ CURIOUS TALES OF FASCINATING
- PEOPLE, PLACES AND THINGS -—

HOST OF THE DARK POUTINE AND SUPERNATURAL CIRCUMSTANCES PODCASTS





OEBPS/images/Titlepage.jpg
CURIOUS TALES OF FASCINATING
PEOPLE, PLACES AND THINGS

STRANGE,

SPOOKY
AND

SUPER-
NATURAL

MIKE BROWNE

Collins





