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"Despite all the recent bad publicity about his
'copycatt speechest destiny still seems to favor Delawarets
Joe Biden among the announced list of Democratic
presidential hopefulst but a late-entering dark horse could
upset his chances.tt

(These two predictions were wrong even before that
issue of The Star hit the supermarkets.)

Evaluations of psychic predictions all have had this
same result: the psychics do no better than intelligent
guessing-in many cases they do worse. One study of
earthquake predictions by psychics showed that they were
no more accurate than predictions generated randomly by a
computer. Psychicst despite their claims of high success
rates t may be seen on closer inspection to be rather
unimpressive.

Despite the lack of evidence for claim (a)t there are
still many cases which proponents of psychic detectives
offer in support of claim (b). I will now tum to the
specific claims of the psychic detectives.

Psychic detectives use a procedure quite similar to that
used in giving character readings (see my article "Cold
Readingtt in the July/August 1987 Phoenix Skeptics News
and its bibliography). They offer their consultants the
verbal equivalent of a Rorschach test-a vaguet ramblingt
verbose statement filled with unconnected details. Often
information is elicited from the police (by "fishingt') and
fed back in slightly altered form. Other times information
is simply obtained from the news media A detective from
the Phoenix Police Department told me that psychics often
call in with details about highly-publicized cases the day
the resolution is published in the newspaper. When told
the information has already been in the media, they
respond, ironically enough, by claiming to be unaware of
such publication.

The accuracy of the (usually unsolicited) psychic
statements is evaluated after the fact in such a way that
ambiguous and often contradictory statements fit the true
facts. As in the case of psychic predictionst details which
are wide of the mark are conveniently forgotten.

A brief example of a psychic detective's statement is
the following: "I get a mant black. I hear screaming,
screaming. I'm running up stairs and down. My head...
someone bounces my head on the wall or floor. I see
trees-a park? In the cityt but green. Did this person live
there? What does the number '2t mean? I get a bad,
bloody taste in my mouth. The names 'Johnt or 'Joseph'
or something like that. I am running on the street like a
crazy. This is a very serious crime.tt (Reisert et al., p. 19)

Psychic detectives and their promoters often point to
the fact that they work for free as demonstration of their
genuineness. But there is a much more plausible
explanation of why psychic detectives offer their services:
publicity. Media coverage in such cases is cheap publicity
which attracts more clients and allows charging of higher
fees.

Several critical evaluations of psychic detectives have
been conducted. In 1975t Richard Guarino sent
questionnaires to the 100 largest police departments in the
United States. Of the 68 departments that responded, seven
had consulted psychics. However, none reported that the

psychics had provided any substantial help. On the other
han~ many failures were noted.

In 1978t Martin Reisert director of the behavioral
science section of the Los Angeles Police Department,
conducted a controlled test of 12 psychics who were asked
to look at evidence from four crimes. The report showed
little evidence of psychic ability. A followup study
showed that psychics are no better at making good guesses
than are detectives and students.

In 1980t the Michigan-based Center for Scientific
Anomalies Research began a long-term research project to
evaluate claims of psychic detectives. As of a 1984 report
(Hoebens with Truzzi)t the CSAR findings supported the
case for skepticism.

In January of 1987, the UK publication Police Review
published the result of a survey of police investigators on
the subject of the usefulness of psychics. The survey,
which accounted for 40% of police forces of England and
Walest showed that: "It was commonly accepted that none
of the information supplied assisted in any significant way
in solving the crime and there were no instances reported of
successes which could be investigated. The consensus was
that mediums supplied a great deal of irrelevant and
inaccurate information. It was accepted that some of the
data could contain certain things which coincided with the
reality of the case but that the overall result revealed no
significant correlations between known fact and the
mediumts speculations.tt (Riley and Thompson, p. 121) In
fact, use of psychic detectives was calculated as a waste of
money: "A typical costing for the use of mediums on a
murder has been applied to the Sarah Jayne Harper case. If
a police decision had been implemented to 'follow upt the
600 unsolicited responses from mediums it would take an
average of six man hours per medium for officers to visit
or contact them and assess their information. A further
two hours is required for the administrative and evaluative
effort of the control room team. Thus 3,600 detective man
hours and 1,200 control room man hours, a total of 4t800
man hours would have been expended. Taking an average
fixed cost of £7 ($12.41) per man hour this exercise would
have cost £34,000 ($60,299) from the inquiry budget.tt

Despite this very strong case for doubt, there are still
reports of "prize cases" in the pro-psychic detective
literature. .An examination of these cases turns out to be
the most damning argument of all against psychic
detectives, as the popular accounts of these cases inevitably
turn out to be either grossly misrepresented or totally
fraudulent

One of the earliest (perhaps the first) psychic
detectives was the Dutchman Gerard Croiset, who died in
1980. He was promoted by Wilhelm Tenhaefft a
parapsychologist at the University of Utrecht. It has since
come to light that Tenhaeff regularly fabricated and altered
data in order to present Croiset as an accurate psychic.

One of Croiset's cases occurred on May 21 t 1960,
when he was telephones by a neighbor of a family in the
city of Eindhoven whose four-year-old son had been
missing for 24 hours. According to the published account,
the police "had no clues." Croiset was quoted as saying,
"The outlook isn't good. Search the area immediately. But
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I'm afraid in about three days the child's body will be
found in the canal close to the bridge."

The actual facts of the case, according to police
reports, are rather different. Piet Hein Hoebens notes: "The
victim, three-year-old Anthonius Thonen, while playing
with a friend, fell into the Dommel River on May 20. The
accident was witnessed by the other boy, who told
Anthonius's mother about it when she came looking for
him. Mrs. Thonen saw something floating on the water.
Presumably, this was the body. It had disappeared when
the police arrived. On May 23 (two days after the
telephone conversation w/Croiset), Anthonius's remains
were found in the river, near the Ges§ell playground."
(Hoebens (a), p. 22) The police report makes no mention
of Croiset or a bridge. The police knew from the very
beginning that the boy had drowned in the river.

In 1951, Dutch clairvoyant Peter Hurkos identified a
17-year-old son of a respected local family as responsible
for a series of arsons near the city of Nijmegen. According
to his account, the police had believed the boy beyond
suspicion, but he confessed when confronted by Hurkos.
In fact, the boy, a mentally impaired son of a local farmer,
had been the prime suspect from the beginning. He was
arrested after candy wrappers found at one of the fIres was
identified as a brand the boy had recently purchased in
quantity at a local candy shop. Hurkos' attempts to solve
the case began the day after the suspect had been arrested.

The biggest claim-to-fame of Nutley, New Jersey
psychic Dorothy Allison is that she!Tallegedly gave the
name "Williams" to Atlanta police,ylong before Wayne
Williams was arrested and convicted for~a series of murders
of black children. But accordingr,~to Atlanta's Sgt.
Grundlach, Allison supplied the Atlanta police with 42
names, none of which was "Williams."'Marcello Truzzi of
the CSAR spoke to two police officers Allison had
mentioned to him as witnesses. One T could not confirm
having heard the name ''Williams.'' The other recalled that,
at one time, Allison had mentioned a number of names,
one of which was "Williams."

When Allison made her visit to Atlanta in 1981, TV
viewers were told that she had identified the murderer, that
there was more than one killer (one perhaps black), and so
on. But according to Portenia Jefferson, a spokesman for
the Atlanta Police Department, Allison was of no help in
the investigation.

Greta Alexander of Delavan, Illinois, has made many
claims of psychic sleuthing. In 1976, she was consulted
by Bremer County authorities regarding two murders in
Waverly, Iowa. As of late 1981, neither case had been
solved.

In 1977, a woman named Kathleen Holliday of
Grimes, Iowa disappeared while delivering mail. Violence
was suspected because $25,000 worth of bearer bonds were
missing. Alexander said that Holliday was dead, that she
would be found by three people within five miles of her
home, that one of the three would be wearing black boots,
and that there would be "some water involved." Her
prediction could have applied to thousands of acres around
Grimes and was of no help to the sheriff's department­
Holliday's body was found by accident in the Saylorville

reservoir by three boaters. Alexander was correct about the
water, location, and number of people who found the body.
She was wrong, however, about the black boots.

In 1978, Mary Beth Grismore and her car disappeared
from Marshall Indiana. Alexander said that Grismore had
been shot to death and her body would be found in Turkey
Run State Park in Indiana. Grismore's body was found
near Columbus, Ohio, in the trunk of her car. She had
been strangled.

In 1979, Alexander told the mother of a missing Des
Moines teenager that her daughter, who had then been
missing for almost a month, was alive and well. In fact,
the girl at thar time had been bound, stabbed, and thrown
into the Saylorville reservoir, where her body was
discovered three months later.

In 1981, Alexander was called to help find a young
boy who had disappeared. She frrst told the family that he
would be found safe, then that he wouldn't. She said she
could see that he was stuck somewhere. She also told
searchers to look for windmills, sheep and horses, and
something with green paint on it. All of these
suggestions were of no help. The boy was found several
days later, unharmed.

Scottsdale psychic/astrologer Jonathan Chris (known
for making earthquake predictions and his invention of
"piology") claims in his literature to have aided the Tempe
Police Department in the investigation of the May 9, 1984
of Christy Fornoff, who disappeared while delivering
newspapers to an apartment complex. Her body was found
in a dumpster two days later and the man later convicted of
her murder, Donald Beaty, was a suspect from the very
beginning. So how did Jonathan Chris help the
investigation? According to Lieutenant Steve Graheling,
head of investigations for the Tempe Police Department,
"we used no psychics in the Christy Fornoff case."
Wondering if perhaps the family had contacted a psychic, I
contacted Christy's mother, Carol Fornoff. Mrs. Fornoff
said she received some materials from Jonathan Chris on
February 10, 1985-after Donald Beaty's fIrst trial (which
ended in a mistrial). She said she was not aware that Chris
provided any help in the investigation.

After getting information from Mrs. Fornoff, I
contacted Sergeant Mike Palmer, who headed the Fornoff
investigation. Contrary to Lt. Graheling, Palmer said he
had spoken with Chris and even visited his office on one
occasion. Palmer said that Chris fIrst provided unsolicited
information in the form of "star chart things that showed
[Beaty and Fornoff's] paths would cross." He said while
they may have received letters from Chris before Beaty was
arrested, they definitely did not receive anything before he
was a suspect. According to Palmer, "We didn't use
[Chris] in any way to identify who the suspect was....
There was nothing he gave us that we didn't already
know."

As these cases have shown, psychic detectives are not
all they're cracked up to be. It is also clear from their
methods that it is relatively easy for them to take on the
appearance of being quite accurate by selective editing of
facts and ignoring failures. The psychic detective can issue
a press release on the accurate 3% of a statement given to
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police, but no one bothers to issue a press release on the
inaccurate 97%. What this all shows is the need for
skepticism when confronted with the claims of a psychic
detective.

But despite these facts, police departments still use
psychics. The Pomona, California Police Department has
gone so far as to adopt a written policy on the use of
psychics. The policy allows for police to call on psychics
as early as the outset of a case, rather than being a last
resort. In a book Practical Homicide Investigation, Vernon
J. Geberth of the New York City Police Department
describes the proper use of psychics as a tool, though
neither "encourage[s] or discourage[s] the use of psychics
in homicide investigations." Articles in the February 1979
Criminal Information Bulletin, the May 1979 Police
Chief, and the January 27, 1986 National Law Journal
uncritically describe the use of psychics in criminal
investigations. The latter's most critical comments don't
question the existence of psychic powers, but whether or
not use of them in witness interrogation violates the
Fourth Amendment

Recently, psychics have been branching out into other
areas of the legal system. In 1986, a Denver woman
excused herself from jury duty because she psychically
"knew" the defendant was guilty (the jury later agreed). In
1981, a psychic was hired by lawyers defending Jean Harris
in the shooting death of Scarsdale Diet author Dr. Herman
Tarnower to aid in selecting sympathetic jurors. Hugh
Silverstein of Rochester, New York, is a lawyer who
advertises himself as a parapsychologist. Psychics Philip
Jordan, Keith Harary, and Kathlyn Rhea have been used in
jury selection. Attorney Melvin Belli has consulted
psychics for jury selection (Galante, p. 32).

As Mark Plummer of CSICOP was recently quoted,
"The law is, by nature, a very precise science. It is based
on a very long history of rules to protect the innocent and
convict the guilty. Psychics are trying to shortcut that
system."
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Editor's Ramblings
This newsletter is being received by Associates of the
Tucson Skeptical Society, as well as many Skeptical
Inquirer subscribers in Arizona. We welcome the new
readers and hope that SI subscribers who do not belong to
either local group will give us a try. For the next issue of
this newsletter, we expect joint publication and
approximately equal contributions from Phoenix and
Tucson groups. As a result, we need a name change for
the newsletter that reflects either the statewide or the
Phoenix-Tucson scope. Please send all ideas to me.

You may not have noticed, but over the last year this
newsletter has grown each month. From six to eight
pages, then with smaller and smaller margins, and this
month to smaller type. This is to keep mailing costs
down, as five pieces of paper comes close to an ounce and
would preclude any inserts without additional postage.

Westercon, an annual science fiction convention, will
be in Phoenix this year. There will be panel discussions
on astrology and channeling featuring Phoenix Skeptics
members, as well as a demonstration of channeling. Dates
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are July 1-4; call Mike Stackpole at 231-8624 for more
information.

Dr. Janet Lee Mitchell, parapsychologist, would like
some help in locating a light-tight room and a photo­
multiplier that is sensitive to ultraviolet frequencies for a
psycho-kinesis experiment. Contact Jim Lippard at 943­
2723 with any information.

Prometheus Books, publishers of many skeptical
books, have offered us a deal where we can offer a 25%
discount to members on books in their catalog. James
Randi's latest book The Faith Healers is just one of the
many titles available.

Mike Stackpole is looking for volunteers for an
astrology test Please contact him for more information.

We've publishedra newsletter for a year now. Those
of you who joined at the beginning will be getting just
one more newsletter unless you renew. We hope you join
us for a bigger and better year!

TUSKS Tips
by Ken Morse, Chairman, Tucson Skeptical Society
Sorry for the hiatus in publication of "Trunkline"-guess
you should have been a little more skeptical, eh?
Seriously, we have been working behind the scenes to
bring you a joint newsletter with the Phoenix Skeptics.
Meantime, all of you will receive this newsletter until
current subscriptions have expired, after which you will be
asked to cover further costs for postage and publication. A
TUSKS board meeting was held on June 16 to confirm
this action, and set some plans for next season's public
meeting. We hope to publish the fall schedule in
September.

TUSKURRENCES: Several members, including
Jack Kirwan, Ken Morse, and Dr. Gary Mechler, were
asked by the media to respond to "Nancy Nonsense" on the
local television stations. Morse also gave a one-hour
television presentation on "Lifestyles in the Eighties"
which provided a final critique on a series of "psi"
presenters. TUSKS Associates are encouraged to become
involved with pseudoscience in a critical sense. Media
people have shown some willingness to allow public
comment. A reminder, though: Public statements should
be made as individuals rather than as TUSKS positions
unless the Board endorses them officially. Thanks for your
support, send all future newsletter correspondence and
contributions to Ron Harvey, c/o Phoenix Skeptics.

Upcoming Meetings
Phoenix Skeptics meetings are normally held on a
Saturday near the end of the month. Meetings start at
12:30 p.m. and are held at the Jerry's restaurant at 1750 N.
Scottsdale Rd. in Tempe (south of McKellips).

June 25. Normal meeting time and place. Meet the
New Age head on. We will be given a demonstration of
psychic powers.

July 23. Normal meeting time and place. Speaker
will be Anita 0 'Riordan of the state Attorney General's
office. Her topic will be scams against the elderly.

If you have a suggestion for a meeting topic or a guest
er contact Ted Karren at our address or 993-2600.

The Phoenix Ske.ptics News is published bimonthly by the
Phoenix Skeptics, Jim Lippard, Executive Director. Editor
is Ron Harve .
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