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PRESIDENTIAL ADDRESS

The Two Worlds—>

DELIVERED AT THE ANNUAL CONFERENCE HELD AT THE MECHANICS’
HALL, NOTTINGHAM, ON July 5th, 1919,

BY ERNEST W. OATEN.
FELLOW MEMBERS AND FRIENDS,—

Four years have been completed since you honoured me by electing me to the highest
position in the Spiritualistic movement—the Presidency of the National organisation. Four
years of strife and difficulty, with a world full of sorrow and all the psychic conditions
upset by the horror of a world war. It has been a time of anxiety and hard work in an
atmosphere of discomfort, and I stand before you to-day to give an account of my
stewardship. When I took this office I did so at the call of the spirit world. Months before
my election two of our old pioneers had come to me from behind the veil, and requested
me to take the position. I would not have done so but for their request and promise of
support, and my first duty to-day is to render publicly my deep and affectionate thanks to
them for the light and leading it has been my privilege to receive from them. One name I
must mention—that of Mrs. Emma Harding Britten. On innumerable occasions through
mediums in many towns and at most unexpected times I have had messages couched in
identical language from her which have been just as reliable as the dawn.

Four years ago this Union was in a parlous condition—how parlous few but the auditors
knew. Funds were dwindling and work was increasing. The European war was making a
call upon the services of some of our best men. Expenses began to rise, and income
remained stationary, and at a critical moment railway fares increased and weekend tickets
were abolished, thus increasing by 120 per cent the expenses of a quarterly meeting. Our
general fund became exhausted, and we had to call upon the funds which had been set aside
for publishing, in order to meet expenses. The war was upon us in all its ferocity—the spirit
of inquiry was abroad, and we Spiritualists were the only people who could comfort
breaking hearts.

Many of our friends wrote nice letters urging us to cut down expenses and restrict our
activities, but this would have been a policy of cowardice. The position was carefully and
prayerfully discussed by your Council. We did what we ought to do: appealed to the spirit
world in the matter, and finally resolved that it was our duty to INCREASE RATHER
THAN DECREASE OUR ACTIVITIES, and to show our faith in those whose work we are
striving to do. It would have been easy to be crushed, but your Council is made of sterner
stuff. The policy of restriction meant inefficiency. One result of the war was an awakened

? The Two Worlds, Friday, July 25, 1919. Front page; and pages 298, 299 (price 2.d.).

172



interest in our movement, and in consequence the police became active. There was no
discrimination—the vulgar fortune-teller and the genuine medium were classed as one, and
some of our Societies were definitely threatened. It was time to do something, for we were
convinced that there was a hidden hand underneath.

I spent days on this matter, making long journeys and interviewing many people. I
found—and I now publicly assert it—that those prosecutions were largely engineered by
religious bigots. In many cases I found the police were loath to take action, but strings were
pulled on Watch Committees and by anonymous letters to the police, which letters were
part of a plan, and the hands of the police were thereby forced.

I interviewed the Chief Constables of many of our largest towns and cities, and spent
dozens of hours trying to gain access to others who have been so tied up with red tape that
they were unapproachable. Your Council determined to get to headquarters, and
subsequently Dr. Ellis T. Powell (who is our guest to-day, and who has rendered us
invaluable aid in this matter), Messrs. Yates, Boddington, and myself interviewed the
Executive Committee of the Chief Constables’ Association at their annual conference. We
endeavoured to persuade them to discriminate between genuine mediumship and fortune-
tellers. We offered to help them to crash the pretender and charlatan, and all abuses
connected therewith, if they would assist us to protect genuine mediumship. We got little
sympathy, but the prosecutions died down. I want to be quite candid—I fear no man.
Whilst there are honourable men amongst our Chief Constables (it has been a pleasure to
meet some of them) who would not willingly allow themselves to be used by religious
bigots to persecute those they differ from, there nevertheless exists another class who have
no desire to stop fortune-telling; their only object is to obtain money by fines. In some
towns the fortune-teller is like the bookmaker—a valuable source of income, and the police
would be sorry to lose him. I want this movement to realise what it is up against, and I am
telling you what my experience has taught me.

Opposition, however, took another form. At one of our Conference meetings all
arrangements had been made for Sir A. Conan Doyle to address a mass meeting in the
Empire. Everything was in order. We had spent about £40 on the meeting, when on the
Friday I had an ultimatum from the police that the meeting must not be held. I interviewed
the police, and defied them. Told them the meeting would be held, whatever the
consequences. I was quite prepared to suffer imprisonment, but the meeting could not be
cancelled. The local friends moved the civic authorities, and the meeting was a huge
success. Why all this trouble? Anonymous letters and wire-pulling were at work, and I
named to the police the source of all the trouble—ecclesiastical, of course. How did I
know? Well, what are psychic gifts for? The people we work for are more faithful to us
than we to them.

In another large city, too, the Corporation definitely refused the Union the use of the
Town Hall, despite the fact that it is habitually let to other religious bodies—the only
reason given being that we “Were Spiritualists, and they could not allow the Town Hall to
be used for such purposes.” We resolved to fight the Corporation, on the ground that the
Spiritualists of the city were ratepayers, and as such had equal rights with others. I went
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over there on three occasions, and spent in all four days there interviewing various
members of the Watch Committee and the police. The local friends did good work in
backing up my efforts, and gaining interviews. After much trouble I gained permission to
appear before the Watch Committee, and for an hour fought our case. Of course, we won,
and the meetings were a huge success. I am quite sure that the concentration of spirit power
had much to do with our obtaining of the necessary permission and our victory.

During the four years the success of our movement has prompted many clerical attacks.
In most of the cases they have afforded us an opportunity to take a large hall and reply to
those attacks. I have replied to some 20, and other members of my Council have also
worked hard. On every hand we have had opposition from without, and I am glad of it—I
like it, but though it has eaten into a lot of time, the loyalty of my Council has been the
rock of encouragement.

Under all these circumstances do you wonder that I was prepared to contest in the courts
the right of our movement to equality of treatment with other bodies under the Military
Service Act. Personally, I had no desire to thus throw myself open to misunderstanding
and sneers, but my Council and the Conference asked me to make the stand. It was but part
of the same fight, and was probably engineered by the same wirepullers. You who trusted
me with these responsibilities have known little of all this work, but now that I meet you
face to face it is but fair that I should lay the facts before you. I want you to realise that
there is a “hidden hand” working against us, and I want you each and all to shoulder the
burden. I tell you frankly that it is not uncommon to send out 250 letters to Societies asking
for information and, at the end of a month, to receive 40 replies. That is the support we
have sometimes had. I know it is not wilful—it is negligence, and needs only to be
mentioned in order to be remedied. All these matters have entailed hard work, and much
time. In going through my diary I find that during my presidency I have devoted 200 full
days to the work of the Union, and I think you ought to know it. The work done on the plat-
form or in taking the chair at meetings is the one part of the President’s duty which is of
little importance. The best work done for our movement is NOT that which puts a man
before the crowd. Friends, the wood has been thick, but we are seeing daylight, and of one
thing I am sure—THE HEART OF OUR MOVEMENT IS SOUND. All this activity en-
tailed expense, and at one time we were well in debt. Accordingly we made an appeal for
funds, without which we should have been in a serious position. As a result your special
donations realised over £160. This was more than we had hoped, and it saved the situation
financially. It showed your loyalty to principles and your confidence in your Council. I am
here to-day for myself, for my Council, and for the spirit world, to thank you for that mark
of confidence. I venture to say there is no body of people in this country doing so much
work with so little money as the Spiritualists’ National Union.

To-day we meet under the agis of what the world calls peace—I wish it were peace—
but then perhaps I see with the spiritual eye. I hope and believe that we shall have a little
more peace in our own movement. Reconstruction is in the air, and we need breathing time
to reconstruct our machinery. Our Union has grown out of its clothes, and must be
reconstructed on a solid and more substantial basis. Make no mistake about it—we are the
most important movement in the religious world to-day. The future of religion rests with
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Without the clearing up of this vital point, how could the Special Committee of the
National Association of Spiritualists come to an unquestionable decision in the Williams—
Rita case? If those two mediums choose to announce that henceforth they will
professionally give none but séances in which their hands will be held all the time, and if
the spirits commonly amuse themselves in future at such séances by bringing in and
leaving on the table a heap of drapery, which they can easily do, the knowledge will grow
in the public mind that another solution of the Dutch charge than the one given by the
committee is possible; also that eight years of good character entitled Mr. Williams to the
benefit of the doubt. The general dissatisfaction of the public with cabinet séances had been
published by Mr. Stainton Moses and others long before the fracas in Holland, and until
mediums with the kind of power possessed by Mr. Williams announce that they will give
no more dark séances unless they are held by both hands all the time, they will be a source
of uneasiness to their friends, and keep the movement in constant danger.

If, at Amsterdam, the two mediums obtained strong manifestations the first part of the
evening while their hands were held, it is proof that they were so far under spirit control
that very night that the spirits about them must have known of the intended use, later on, of
masquerading gear by spirits or mediums.

It is not a fact, as some assert, that bad results are always caused by the bad spiritual
state of the sitters. The Davenports always had bad, ignorant, and uproarious sitters, yet
regularly obtained unquestionable manifestations. Mr. Jencken has numbers of private
séances with nobody but himself and Mrs. Jencken present, or a few selected sitters, and
testifies that the spirits tell quantities of “objectless lies.” We have known spirits to wilfully
deceive when none but truthful and friendly elements were present in the circle. This is part
of the dark side of Spiritualism, amid much that is bright. It is true that unpleasant sitters
sometimes exercise a marked influence over the manifestations but those who say that bad
spirits will never attempt to deceive a good circle are in error. Several truthful people have
had to give up writing mediumship because of malicious untruths written through their own
hands while they were alone. The experience of some other writing mediums, on the
contrary, has been all good. Spiritualism opens the gates of anew world, in which good and
evil are intermixed.

The outside public, and most of those who have had limited experience in psychic
phenomena, will largely endorse the action of the Special Committee; but those privileged
Spiritualists who have constantly had strong phenomena in their own families in their own
homes—such as Mrs. Showers, Mr. Jencken, and Mr. and Mrs. Cook—and who know the
annoying pranks which some of the spirits who produce physical manifestations are
constantly playing, are exactly the persons who would not be so sure about the accuracy of
the committee’s decision. As the medium is almost always in a dead trance when
materialisation manifestations are at their height, it is little use asking him about the charac-
teristics of the phenomena; in fact, Spiritualists have all along gained more information
about the phenomena by careful personal observation than they have obtained by
questioning spirits or the majority of mediums.
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hand, | offered “John King” my left hand, which he seized with a firm grip, and I, standing
up, felt the spirit-hand as high as | could reach; at the same time, with my right hand | held
the medium’s hand down upon the table. Afterwards “Peter” shook hands with us, but his
hand was not so well formed as “John’s.” The most wonderful and gratifying mani-
festation, however, was the distinct appearance of “John King” in our midst, while the
medium was being securely held at the table by myself and Mr. C. First, a light was seen
hovering over the table, and then the light developed into a face, so like other
manifestations of “John King” that it was instantly recognised.

The face was visible to each, and it came and went several times. “John King” seemed
highly pleased with his success, and so were we all. The appearance of a spirit under
stricter test conditions could hardly be wished for. At one time the luminosity in the room
was so bright that | could see my OF70quite plainly. Conspicuous objects in the room
were also rendered visible by the mysterious light. “Katie” attempted to show herself, but
her features were not discernible by me. A strange voice was heard speaking to Mr. A., and
| asked “Katie” if any of my spirit-friends were present. She said, “Yes; the one who is
always with you.” “Can he speak to me?” “I don't know; he will try to touch you.” Shortly
afterwards | felt a hand patting me on the head, then there was a sound near my ear, as if
some one was trying to speak, and soon words were uttered. On my expressing surprise that
my spirit-friend should be able to speak with the direct voice, “John King” promptly
remarked. “We did whatwe could to help him, you know.”

I must not omit to mention that frequently during the seance a large musical-box,
weighing, | guess, some ten pounds, was taken from the table and floated about the room,
the motion usually corresponding to the tune. Once in making the circuit the musical-box
touched each on the head, and at another time | was gently struck with it on the back
between the shoulders, and | suppose the other sitters were treated in a similar manner.
Again, while the musical-box was playing on the table, the invisibles beat time to the tune
with a chair upon my head. The beating was very light, of course. In conclusion, | would
repeat that from first to last the mediums hands, were securely held by myself on one side
and by Mr. C. on the other; and that there could not possibly have been any trickery or
delusion is hereby affirmed by

ONE WHO KNOWS
June 6, 1873.

[Our correspondent is the editor of an influential provincial paper.37ED. M .]
In the nextissue we start with - Catherine (Kate) Elizabeth W ood 1854-

1884:

37 Burns would be referring to, published at Boston July-December 1872. The W estern Star
was suspended primarily due to the Boston Fires, but never re-started. These journals are all available on
Marc Demarest’s excellent, E.H. Britten site:— http://ehbritten.org/bibliography.htm]
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