


STANSTED DONATION - SPR AUDITOR
DECLINES TO INVESTIGATE

The SPR auditor has been asked by Leslie Price to examine the arrangements under
which rare Spiritualist material donated to the Society was acquired by an SPR council
member. The invitation was sent on 11 December. The auditor has long familiarity with
SPR procedures.

However in his reply of 27 January, the auditor indicated that he did not consider it worth
his detailed investigation.

“"Having discussed this matter with the Society's officers it is the general view that
the transactions you mention were innocently made without intention to defraud the
Society. The items were judged to have a limited market and were priced
accordingly. Given the limited extent of the figures involved it is not felt, nor would
Charity Commission or Companies Act guidelines require, that any adjustment to the
accounting records should be made, as the sum is not a material amount.”

Historians would respond that the Victorian journals have a limited market in the same
way that diamonds have a limited market - they are so expensive that few can aspire to
buy them! The absolute determination of the SPR council member who purchased them,
not to return them, leaves no doubt that some at least recognise their importance.

Meanwhile, on 27 December, a volume of “The Spiritualist” sold on eBay for just over
£100. This low price was possibly due to the holidays, and contrasts with over £200 for
the last volume of “Two Worlds” sold there.

BEWITCHED BY THE DUNCAN MYTH

There is considerable testimony that Mrs Duncan produced ectoplasmic phenomena, as
we were reminded in the recent documentary Unexplained on UK’s Channel 4, when
Denise Iredell spoke. It is also reasonable to suppose that her arrest in 1944 was
orchestrated by MI5. Dr Robert Hartley has deployed much evidence about this in his
recent book', starting with the diary of Guy Liddell which recorded that the MI5 effort
began in December 1941, just after the Barham seance.

Thus some revision of the 1944 trial verdict ought not to be impossible. The progress of
the Shot at Dawn campaign, which is concerned with First World War events, shows how

! See: - Books for sale in this issue’ Helen Duncan - The Mystery Show Trial’.
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28" — 30™ 1958: - “The Problem of Survival”; principal speakers were Brigadier
R.C. Firebrace, Percy Wilson and Professor H.H. Price®.

Taken from Light vol. LXXIX No. 3438 - Spring, 1959.

EVIDENCE FOR SURVIVAL

The Historical Significance of Physical Mediumship
By Percy Wilson, M.A.

The next case I wish to draw your attention to is one within my own experience:
there are many more but I think it is time to reveal some of the things of this particular
experience, relating to Helen Duncan's mediumship, during the last war, and leading up
to her trial. The story so far as I am concerned began with an invitation to me to have
lunch with Maurice Barbanell. During that lunch he asked me if I had heard what had
happened at a Helen Duncan seance at Portsmouth the previous evening. He told me
that he had had a message that morning to say that at this seance a figure had appeared
of a sailor with a capband HM.S. Barham, and the information was given that the
Barham had been sunk in the Mediterranean but that the fact was not to be announced
for three months because of the political and military situation. I went back to my
office. I was then what you might call a senior official of the Ministry of War
Transport. I was in a detached building, Devonshire House, whereas the main office
was in Berkeley Square House; so I deliberately went along to Berkeley Square House
to ask some of my senior colleagues and remember, the Ministry of Shipping was part
of the Ministry of War Transport whether they had heard of the sinking of the Barham
in the Mediterranean. No one had heard, but one of them said he would make an
enquiry; and he told me later that afternoon that it was not known in the Ministry of
War Transport. That was on the day after the message had been given in Portsmouth.

Well you will find, as I found, that in fact the news of the sinking of the Barham
was only released three months later and the explanation was given that it was not in
the public interest to reveal the fact at the time. You can imagine the consternation and
feeling in Portsmouth when this piece of rather colourful information had appeared at a
seance with Helen Duncan. In passing I would have you observe that although this was
a physical seance, it contained evidence at the same time, rather straight evidence, of
the survival of the particular boy who came back to speak to his mother.

Nothing further happened until, I think it was about a year later, Mrs. Duncan paid
another visit to Portsmouth, and gave another seance. In the course of that she was
seized, and a white sheet, so called, was seized but was never heard of afterwards; and
then the prosecution under the Witchcraft Act of 1735 began. The defence under that
Act was really conducted from my house, where Mr. MacIndoe stayed with me.

® Wykeham Professor of Logic, Oxford



At the beginning of the trial I got a message from two of my sons, who were then
undergraduates in Oxford, and had visited the Cowley Spiritualist church. There they
met a man called Spencer who asserted that at the Cowley Works of Morris Motors in
the previous year a young man had made a bet that the next time Mrs. Duncan
appeared at Portsmouth she would be arrested. That bet was taken, the side stakes
were given to a third party, and when Mrs. Duncan was arrested the bet was paid. It
transpired that the principal witness on behalf of the police against Mrs. Duncan was
the uncle of the man who had made the bet.

I immediately saw the value of this testimony and with a lot of last-minute effort we
managed to get Mr. Spencer up to the Old Bailey during the trial; but for some reason he
was not called as a witness. I would ask you, however, if you ever read the record of the
trial, to look at the concluding remarks, after the conviction, of the Chief Constable of
Portsmouth, which seem to me to shed a lurid light on the circumstances of that trial. The
only conclusion I can come to is that the police and the naval authorities did not want
Mrs. Duncan about in Portsmouth before D-Day or during D-Day.

Séance During Trial

During the trial one of my sons, Geoffrey, acted in the court as a messenger for the
defence, and when it was half-way through, after prosecution evidence had been
given, we arranged (it was a Friday afternoon) that he should collect Mrs. Duncan
straight from the court at four o'clock, take her to Holborn Viaduct station, bring her
through to Wimbledon and then by taxi on to my house. This he duly did. She had had
no opportunity of going anywhere else from the court on the way. And I had my usual
home circle gathered there. So, we gave Mrs. Duncan a good tea, I don't advocate
this before a physical circle, but there was a reason for it on this occasion because we
included some really good red jam in it, thanks to the regurgitation theory of Harry
Price. Shortly afterwards, we went upstairs to my own seance room and held a seance.
I was seated next to the curtains of the cabinet, and there was a red light behind me on
the ceiling. (I could not see it but it was shining behind me, so that my eyes were not
inhibited by it.) In the course of the seance Mrs. Duncan stood up and ectoplasm
poured in streams, in ribbons, from her nose and her mouth, on to her massive bosom,
curled up in a ribbon on her bosom, and dropped to the ground; and then, as she was
standing with her arms akimbo, I suddenly saw it leap up two ways to her hands. 1
was within a yard of her with a light above my head and I saw everything that
happened. Shortly afterwards the whole mass of ectoplasm disappeared in an instant. I
could not tell you when: it was there and then it was not. It just disappeared.

Now that evidence was sufficient for us to conclude that it was safe, even in the hard
circumstances of the court at the Old Bailey, for Mr. Loseby to offer the judge and jury a
personal demonstration when he opened his evidence for the defence. That offer, as you
will remember, was refused.

Those are the circumstances which I want to put on record now, relating to the Helen
Duncaﬁ prosecution. I think they tell a story of their own, and I need not dot the i’s or
cross the t's.



Now these testimonies, all that I have quoted, are so positive that I suggest that
only three conclusions are possible. (a) The facts are substantially as I have related
them, or were related by the witnesses, or (b) the people testifying were unworthy of
credence, which is precisely the criterion, I may remark, which Professor Sidgwick
himself, in his first presidential lecture to the S.P.R. on its foundation, had postulated
as being one of the desirable positions to get into. Here are his words: "We must drive
the objector into the position of being forced either to admit the phenomena as
inexplicable, at least to him, or to accuse the investigators either of lying or creating,
or of a blindness or forgetfulness incompatible with any intellectual condition except
absolute idiocy".

Or (c) that the people who deny the testimonies are like the Irishman who was brought
before a judge on a charge of stealing a kettle. Three witnesses gave full personal testimony
that they had seen him steal the kettle; whereupon he said to the judge, "Surely, Your
Honour, you are not going to convict me on the evidence of three witnesses? I can produce
fifty who did not see me steal that kettle!"

DISCUSSION

Following the Lecture by Mr. Percy Wilson

Mr. Lucian Landau: Now I would like to turn to Mrs. Duncan as I had a certain
experience with that lady. To start with I think that Mr. Wilson made a mistake in
giving her red jam for tea and then having a red light in his seance room. It would
have been better to have given her some bright green jam! However, I have sat with
Mrs. Duncan in groups on a number of occasions and witnessed numerous phenomena
which I regarded as extremely uninteresting. Generally speaking, all T could see was
Mrs. Duncan covered with something or other that was very difficult to identify, and 1
thought little of it. On one occasion, however, when I was beginning to get bored, the
control, whoever that might have been, called on me and asked me to step forward,
which I did. The curtain was drawn by something and a figure stepped out. The figure
was much smaller than Mrs. Duncan and much thinner and it had the face of my
mother. For the first time since I was two years old I found myself speechless.

As far as I was concerned there was absolutely no doubt about it; my mother had
been dead then for only about six months and she looked exactly as she did before her
last illness. She looked at me; I suppose she expected me to say something, but as I
said, I couldn’t do it: she didn't say anything but nodded in a very characteristic way.
The experience is really quite uncommunicable but yet, to me, it was highly
significant. A moment later she disappeared. She sank into the floor, as it were. The
light was quite good and there could have been no doubt about it. I discussed this
occurrence with Dr. Dingwall fairly recently and he said "Ah! that was your mind's
eye that saw it". Now I am fairly well acquainted with my mind's eye and I don't
believe it was that.



Brigadier Firebrace: Just a little addition to Mrs. Duncan's story of sunken ships.
During the war I was head of Intelligence in Scotland and I had the opportunity of
attending a seance with Mrs. Duncan in Edinburgh. There appeared during the seance
the form of a control, Albert, and he suddenly said "a great British battleship has just
been sunk". Well, I had no knowledge of this. After the seance I returned to my
headquarters and as soon as I got back, about two hours after the sitting, I heard on
the private line from the Admiralty in Scotland the news that the Hood had been sunk.
And T was then able to check up that at the time of the seance the Admiralty had no
knowledge whatever of the sinking of the ship. That was an instance of a materialised
form, whatever you like to call it, which did give, I think at the correct time, the fact
about the sinking of the battleship. So you understand from the point of view of the
authorities, Mrs. Duncan was a somewhat dangerous person. It is a fact that the police
from Scotland Yard did come to the International Institute while these stories were
current, and consulted Mrs. Duncan there, and myself, as to how Mrs. Duncan could
be prevented from giving this information out, because the authorities admitted that
the information was authentic.

Mrs. K. M. Goldney: I don't want to make this remark appear facetious, but if the
control, Albert, was able, by means of clairvoyance, to find out about the sinking of
the ship he might also have known that it was extremely dangerous to read the minds,
presumably of British Intelligence and it would really have been a very big
disadvantage to the British side. They had that knowledge made perfect and I don't
know whether one would presume he was on the side of the Germans when he gave
out it had been sunk.

Brigadier Firebrace: Well, I don't know why you should assume that anybody on
the other side should favour British Intelligence or German Intelligence. All I am
trying to establish is that there is very little difference.

I should like to refer very shortly to this question of Albert. Now I can't think that
the mere fact of dying confers wisdom on a person who had none before and I would
suggest that Albert in life, if he ever was in life, was probably a loose-talker, and
when he returned through Mrs. Duncan he still remained a loose-talker. You know the
tendency, in all of us, if you have some information that other people have not, it's a
very great temptation to pass it on. I do not think the mere fact of dying actually had
changed Albert.

Mrs. K. M. Goldney: Anyone who has read Harry Price's book on the
investigation of Mrs. Duncan, will know that at that time I was on the staff of Queen
Charlotte's and he asked me whether I would come to give a medical examination of
Mrs. Duncan. As a result of that I and William McDougall, who was also present at
all these examinations, as well as Dr. William Brown, confirmed that no medical
examination explained the presence of ectoplasm or material or whatever you like to
call it. But following it, there were several letters written to me on the view that no
medical examination had been given at all and because of that I think it would be fair
to put on record that I asked the medium whether she wished to have the examination
take place and she said yes, she did. So far as the examination was concerned it was



entirely in her favour insofar as no medical examination could account for the
material.

Mr. Harold Vigurs: I was associated then of course not only with the L.S.A. but
also with the Society at Croydon and Mrs. Duncan was a member of that Society at
Croydon. It had quite a number of remarkable sittings with her there. I was with Mrs.
Duncan when Miss Phillimore and I think, I'm speaking from memory now, it was
Captain Miller, came down to see Mrs. Duncan to terminate the arrangements that
they had made. Apparently on the recommendation of Dr. Ross, Mrs. Duncan was
invited down to the L.S.A. for a series of experiments and naturally certain conditions
were laid down as to her services. I am sorry to say that Mrs. Duncan quite blatantly
broke those conditions. Why she ever went to Harry Price at all I do not know. It was
a breach of faith so far as the L.S.A. was concerned and I think it was primarily due to
the fact, not that her mediumship was so much questioned, but her reliability as a
party to a contractual obligation was so doubtful, that the L.S.A. decided to terminate
the whole arrangement.

Mrs. Goldney: There were also facts of doubting the mediumship, weren't there?
It was never made public and I think it's rather a pity that it was not.

Mr. Harold Vigurs: There were times when the mediumship was beyond
peradventure; the conditions were such that it carried the whole imprint of its own
genuineness. But undoubtedly at other times the mind of the sensitive interferes with
the production of the phenomena and it requires a very sympathetic and far-seeing
researcher to co-operate with the medium. Well I am afraid with all physical
mediumship at times you do get those periods when you have to put it down to the
interference of the personality or mind of the actual sensitive. But if you are far-
seeing enough you will continue with your efforts, because you know that you will
obtain results which seem to indicate otherwise.

Mr. Wilson: Arising out of a remark made Mrs. Goldney I would like to say that I
am very strongly opposed to publication of negative results of investigation. You will
find that in every branch of science, as far as I know, you use your negative results to
direct you to positive. Unless there is some positive thing in negative research which
can direct future research, then it is simply cluttering up scientific literature to publish
it. It is very important in scientific research that your negative results should be
discarded, except insofar as they direct the lines of future research. It is the positive
that counts and never the negative. In other words, the Irishman cannot bring forward
his fifty witnesses.

Mr. Maurice Barbanell: I have had a great deal of experience with Mrs. Duncan
and when Harry Price first advocated the extraordinary theory of regurgitation we
tested her out very simply by getting her and every member of the seance to swallow
methylin blue pastels, which dyed the contents of everybody's stomach blue. The
ectoplasm that emerged was definitely white. Then on numerous occasions I was
asked to feel the ectoplasm, to handle it, and it was bone-dry. No liquid of any kind
and not even dampness. My most extraordinary experience with Helen Duncan was (I
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not belong to that era.). Mrs Britten, as a medium, assumed a more passive role than Mrs
Besant.

Wallraven suggests “As with Annie Besant, public speaking constitutes the most
important action in her life” (p.397). In retrospect however, we might consider her
historical work more important- others would nominate the transmission of the Seven
Principles.

LP...

MARK TWAIN
And
EARLIEST SPIRITUALIST FICTION

By Gerald O’Hara

Which is the earliest piece of fiction to feature Spiritualism? I recently come across a
contender for this new crown when I realised that Mark Twain’s first book, “The
Jumping Frog of Calaveras County and other stories” contained a short story; called
“Among the Spirits”. This originally appeared as “Among the Spiritualists” in 7he
Californian in January, 1866. The Californian was a San Francisco weekly literary
journal established by Charles Henry Webb in May 1864. Shortly after Bret Harte
assumed the reins of editor, Mark Twain was hired to contribute one article per week. He
received $50 per month for his contributions. Approximately fifty Mark Twain articles
ultimately appeared in 7The Californian. Several of Twain's contributions to 7The
Californian were collected and published by Webb in 1867 as The Celebrated Jumping
Frog of Calaveras County, and Other Sketches.

Born in 1835 -1910 Samuel Langhorne Clemens was better known by his pen name,
Mark Twain. Twain was not a Spiritualist and was in general critical of Christianity and
organised religion. However, the short story though satirical does show some knowledge
of “table rapping” and the ending does show some understanding of the nature of
communication.

The Bradford Observer for 1853 published the following doggerel on table rapping
“For works of labour or of skill
We would our likening prove

For the Satan finds some tables still
For idle hands to move
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