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Board Biz: A trade pamphlet for the Ouija board, (top) board
manufacturer William Fuld, and (opposite) a storefront display.
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RM:

THE AMAZING KRESKIN:

HOW WOULD YOU DESCRIBE '
THE OUIJA BOARD? :
MITCH HOROWITZ:

WHY DO YOU THINK THEY WORK?

{ MH:
JOANNA EBENSTEIN:
: { WHY DO THEY GENERALLY
i JE: i NEED AT LEAST TWO PEOPLE
: i TO WORK?
i MH:
Cont'd on p.22

ROBERT MURCH:
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O N ITS OWN, A OUIJA BOARD IS
ABOUT AS MYSTICAL AS A BAG OF
SCRABBLE TILES. For all the board’s vaguely oc-

cult iconography and the off-the-charts creep factor ascribed

to it by movies such as 73 Ghosts and The Exorcist, it’s just

a useless slab of wood (or chipboard, if you're contacting the
beyond on a budget) without the planchette that comes with it. For
those who believe a talking board is truly a hotline to the beyond,
the board simply gives the dead a vocabulary — it’s the planchette
that gives them a voice.

Though they’re mostly known as Ouija accessories today,
planchettes actually predate talking boards by several
decades, and were once popular spirit communication
tools in their own right. In fact, the first known mention
of what would eventually become the Ouija board re-
ferred to it as “the New Planchette.”

Brandon Hodge, an Austin-based planchette collec-
tor and researcher, has spent the better part of two
decades scouring the dusty corners of weird history for
information about the devices. He says we can trace the
planchette to June 10, 1853 — nearly 40 years before the
first Ouija boards went on the market.

“They were originally invented as a spirit communication de-
vice that was meant to facilitate and expedite communication with
the dead,” Hodge explains.

The key word there is “expedite.” By the time planch-

ettes were invented, ghostly commu-
nication was already a full-
fledged sensation thanks

to the Spiritualist move-

ment, which got a jump-

start in 1848 when
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160.indd 20

the Fox sisters in Hydesville, New York, supposedly be-
gan receiving messages from the ghost of a murdered
salesman via loud knocking sounds, a process that would
come to be known as “spirit rapping.” Séances became an
incredibly popular pastime, and by 1853, a fad called “table
turning” or “table tipping” had spread all across the US, Can-
ada and Europe.
Hodge explains the process: “Everyone puts their hands on the
table and calls out questions to the ether, and it will rap out re-
sponses by lifting or tilting mysteriously and banging on the
floor. You can ask affirmative or negative questions. For
instance, you can say, ‘Is the spirit of my father here?
Tap once for yes, twice for no.” Or you could perform
something called ‘alphabet calling,” which is where
you actually call out the alphabet to the ether and then
wait for a response to indicate which letter the spirits
would like to select.”

Whatever method a medium used, the results were
often convincing. (You can decide for yourself wheth-
er séance sitters were chatting up the dead, or simply
being hoodwinked by scam artists or fooled by the same
ideomotor movements that likely power the Ouija board’s
planchette.) But the process could be time-consuming and
mind-numbingly boring; by the time the dead spelled out a
lengthy message, you were considerably closer to being

able to just ask them your question first-hand.

“The most you can get is about 240 characters an
hour, even if you know what message you're trying to
spell out,” Hodge says. “That’s less than two tweets in
one hour.”

There was also automatic writing, wherein a medium
would enter a trancelike state and scribble out messag-
es from the hereafter. Again, this produced convincing

communications, but the challenge lay in deciphering page
after page of barely legible scrawl.
A number of inventors turned their attention to finding a
quicker alternative, but it wasn’t until 1853 that a spirit com-
munication device would really begin to catch on.
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“The story goes that the spirits in a séance
in France suggested to the sitters to go into the
next room and get a basket, turn it upside down
and thrust a pencil through it,” Hodge explains.
“Then the spirit supposedly told them, ‘Now ev-
eryone place your hands on the basket instead
of the table, and I'm going to write out messages
for you.” So that’s the invention of the planch-
ette on June 10, 1853 — it’s literally the spirits
saying, ‘Let’s hurry this up.’ It takes the move-
ment of the tipping tables with the concept of
automatic writing and merges them into a small
device. In that case it was a basket, but by the
1860s, we have a cottage industry that’s going
to spring up producing these planchettes.”

Planchettes were popular with Spiritualists
for the following decade, but they would leap
into mainstream culture in 1867, following the
appearance of a sensational article in a British
publication called Once a Week. That article
would be reprinted in the US in 1868, and soon
planchettes were everywhere.

“Keep in mind, we’ve already got a long his-
tory of planchettes at this point,” Hodge notes.
“They’ve been around for fifteen years, but only
in Spiritualist circles. We have evidence there’s
a cabinetmaker in France who’s making them
through the 1850s. We know that an artifi-
cial-limb manufacturer in the UK started making
them in 1858. And we also know that they were
available here in America. ... But they just sort of
languished until that sensational article sparks
this incredible desire for people to own these
things. It really does become the must-have gift
item for that season, like the yo-yo or the Hula
Hoop. One manufacturer, Kirby and Company,
claimed they sold over 200,000 planchettes in
the holiday season that year.”

As sensational as the planchette may have
been, there was also a sombre undercurrent to
its appeal. The device enjoyed its first big surge
in popularity just a few years after the end of
the Civil War, which claimed more than 620,000
lives in America.

“The end of the Civil War in 1865 marked the
greatest period of bloodshed in our country,” :

Hodge says. “So, just three years in its
wake, you've got a lot of people

who have lost a lot of family

members not long before.

When this article comes out

claiming that you can speak

to the spirits with this de-

vice, that’s going to have an

incredible effect on the desire

to acquire one. We will find
throughout the history of spirit
communication devices, whether it

be the Civil War or WWI or WWII, that

the loss of life is going to go hand in
hand with the popularity of these devices.
Their great surges come in the wake of great
conflict.”

The popularity of the planchette would wax
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:and wane for the next two decades, but it would :
remain the most iconic spirit communication :
device on the market until 1891, when the !
i first Ouija boards began showing up on store :
shelves. With the invention of :
talking boards, the planchette
made what appears to be its :
final evolution: as a pointer
rather than a collaborative

i ufacturers of Ouija are also going to leave that
So the planchette became :

an indispensable part of the
Ouija-board package, but Hodge :
thinks the device played another

writing device.

important role in helping Ouija catch

on: the board’s manufacturers took an

important cue from the makers of planch-

ettes, who were clever enough to be ambig-
uous about what makes the device move.

“You oftentimes just see it marketed as

‘Planchette’ with a capital P, the same way we

see ‘Ouija’ with a capital 0,” Hodge points out.
“It's a proper noun: ask Planchette. It's stripped
largely of its Spiritualist connotations, and so it
has a broader appeal to those who might see
séance activity as not particularly wholesome. If
you can just ask Planchette a question, it’s the
‘mysterious oracle’ rather than something that
requires you to fully commit to the belief that
you’re breaching the veil of the dead. The man-

question open, and it’s one
of the grand victories

of their market-
ing.”@
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All Hands On Deck: The Swami Mystery Talking Board in action in the mid-1940s, and (opposite)
Milton Bradley’s Kreskin’s ESP Ouija-like game from the 1960s.
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{ CHARACTERISTICS
i OF OUIJA LORE IS
{ THE VAST — AND
{ SOMETIMES AU-
¢ RM: i THENTICALLY FRIGHT-
: i ENING — HISTORY OF
i STORIES REPORTED BY
{ USERS.” IN YOUR OPINION,
i DO THESEACCOUNTS SUGGEST THAT
: i SOME PEOPLE MIGHT HAVE GENUINE
IF THERE IS A SPIRITUAL REALITY, DO i PARANORMAL EXPERIENCES USING THE

YOU THINK THE OUIJA BOARD COULD OUIJA?
POTENTIALLY BE USED TO ACCESSIT? MH:
MH: H :

{ DO YOU THINK THERE ARE ANY REAL :
{ DANGERS ASSOCIATED WITH ITS USE?

i MH:

: i OUIJA RESEARCHERS OFTEN CITEA COR-
JE: { RELATION BETWEEN SOCIAL UPHEAVAL

= { AND THE POPULARITY OF THE BOARDS.

| WHY IS THAT?

i JE: i MH:

: RM:
: RM:

HAVE YOU EVER HAD A STRANGE EXPE-
RIENCE WITH A OUIJA BOARD? H
MH:

’ MITCH, IN OCCULT AMERICA, YOU
WRITE, "ONE OF THE MOST NOTABLE
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INCE THE TIME WHEN OUIJA BOARDS WERE : by making the board speak without them even touching it. Though farcical,

: it sets the tone for the board’s reputation as a harbinger of bad omens.

PRODUCED AS A CONSUMER NOVELIY, specu-
lations as to their demonic and potentially dangerous influence was shared
by both religious fanatics as well as members of the New Age. The myth
about the ominous, mystical powers of the boards was reinforced by Hol-
lywood throughout the ages, going back to the silent era.

The board’s first appearance was most likely 1920’s Ouija Board, a part
live-action, part animated short featuring Koko the Clown. (It's easy to
find on YouTube.) Part of the Out of the Inkwell series, it was created by

Boop, Popeye and Superman cartoons. Here,
the board is used by a superstitious janitor
and two sceptical animators, while at the
same time Koko is drawn into a scene

with a ghost-filled haunted house.

He manages to jump off the

page into the real world,

where he crawls un-

der the planchette

and shocks the users
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Then, in 1944, the Ouija board makes a particularly memorable appear-

: ance in the haunted house movie The Uninvited (pictured above). This film
: presents it not as a novelty board but a series of letters written around the
: table with a glass used as the planchette. It's the centrepiece of a séance
performed by siblings, played by Ray Milland and Ruth Hussey, to commu-
: nicate with the previous owner of their new home. Interestingly, they use
: the board in its original incarnation: a tool to converse with the dead during
Max Fleischer, who was also known for his Betty
: them — though chillingly — to make contact with the distressed spirit that
seems to be “haunting” the recently purchased house.

Spiritualist séances. Here, no demon is unleashed, the board simply helps

The Ouija board’s demonic connotations were cemented in 1973, with a

chilling appearance in The Exorcist. The board, considered by most at the
time to be a children’s party game, is used by Regan (Linda Blair) as she
: communicates with “Captain Howdy.” 0ddly, though Regan’s mother is
: suspicious of the strange board, she makes no overt connection between it
:and the horrors to come. However, audiences recognized it as the conduit
that allowed the demon Pazuzu to possess the girl, and from this point
; on, the board is seen both in film and pop culture as something genu-
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inely dangerous. Thrill-seekers
caused Ouija sales to skyrocket
after the film.

The board itself finally be-
came the focus in 1985’s
Witchboard. Here, it’s capable
of channelling both spirits of
benevolent helper ghosts and
malignant evil spirits — spe-
cifically the demon Malfator.
Throughout the film, Linda
(Tawney Kitaen), who begins
her relationship with the board
in a positive light when it helps
her find a lost ring, becomes
increasingly more possessed
by the demonic entity breaking
into our world. She’s eventually
overcome by the spirit and ful-
ly possessed. For the movie’s
premiere, Witchboard-themed
Ouija boards were even hand-
ed out to attendees. Malevolent
spirit board antics continued
in two sequels, Witchboard 2:
The Devil’s Doorway (1993) and
Witchboard Ill: The Possession
(1995).

Ghosts (1960) and Paranormal
Activity (2009). The past de-
cade or so has seen numerous
low-budget horror titles from
all over the world focused on
the boards and people invok-
ing evil forces through them,
including 2003’s Ouija (from
Spain), 2007 Filipino film
Séance (a.k.a. Ouija), the 2006
Egyptian release Ouija (see-
ing a pattern here?), the 2009
British movie Ouija Board, the
2011 American indie The Oui-
ja Experiment and its 2015
sequel Theater of Death. The
highest profile of the bunch
was this year’s widely released
Ouija, despite scathing re-
views. Distributed by Universal,
it earned more than $102 mil-
lion worldwide (on a $5 million
budget) and a sequel is already
in the works. Curiously, it was
produced by Ouija copyright
holders Hasbro, demonstrating
that the company wants to ce-

: ment the board’s reputation as something evil.

In addition to these movies, the Ouija board You don’t have to ask the board to know that
had made cameos in many other horror films : when it comes to Ouija boards and cinema, su-
over the years, including William Castle’s 13 : pernatural evil always sells.%

25 RSM

160.indd 25 2015-09-02 12:08 PM‘



RM 26

‘ 160.indd 26 2015-09-02 12:08 PM



