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But while such a reaction could explain reports of con-
centric rings and parallel bands of light, it strains credulity as 
an explanation for the reports of rotating pinwheels and other 
such complex arrangements. Most scientists consider the idea 
of cooperative behavior on the part of such simple animals just 
too farfetched.

Luminous phenomena like those seen by Chief Officer 
Peter Newton are so elusive, so impossible to drag into the 
lab, that they are likely to remain a mystery for a long time. 
Until then, those who have seen them will believe, and those 
who have not are likely to laugh. When Newton is back home 
in England, he keeps his mouth shut about what he saw in the 
Gulf of Oman. “It’s not something I would bring up at a party 
or a bar” he says. “They would think I was mad. But people at 
sea believe me. Seamen tend to believe each other. There is no 
reason not to. You see many strange things at sea.”

Patrick Huyghe spent a quarter century as a science journalist. He is 
now the editor of Anomalist Books. 

organisms in a barrel and I kick the barrel hard, I’ve transmit-
ted a shock wave through the water, but I have not produced 
any shear. To get a large amount of luminescence, you must 
actually produce a shear, placing a stress on the organism. 
That’s the only way [the organism] can sense it. Otherwise, it’s 
just a compression wave, which is probably too slight to sense. 
It’s hard to imagine a submarine earthquake, or something 
like that, producing a shear stress.”

A more prosaic explanation for such large displays involves 
a variety of physical factors, such as large-scale convergence 
cells and currents, winds and waves, and local turbulence and 
agitation. Whatever cannot be explained in this way, it is ar-
gued, is probably a kind of optical illusion. Such reasoning 
holds, for instance, that parallel bands of light might be pro-
duced either by the interaction of a bow wave and intersect-
ing surface waves as a ship passes through a batch of lumines-
cent organisms, or by the refractive effects of surface waves 
on deeper luminescence. The wheels and their rotation could 
then be explained in terms of the illusion of perspective on 
parallel bands. 

But Peter Herring does not find such explanations very 
convincing. Even if the very large wheels are illusory, how can 
one explain the numerous small wheels? Or the concentric 
spreading rings, which cannot be a similar product of per-
spective? Herring, in fact, leans toward an explanation that 
involves the vessel itself. He notes that the frequency of light 
pulses reported is often in the same range as the engine revolu-
tions of most vessels, implying that engine vibrations disturb 
the water in a way that intensifies the bioluminescent display. 
He also points out that the ships are often said to be the center 
of the phenomenon. Nearly all the reports, he observes, come 
from large ships, or “large vibratory sources,” rather than small 
boats. But in the end, Herring, who is anything but dogmatic, 
concedes that there may be several possible explanations.

Intriguing, though perhaps unlikely, is the notion that 
some of the events may be not strictly marine, but low-level 
atmospheric phenomena caused by the same electromagnet-
ic forces that create the auroras—indeed, it is rare for water 
drawn from these displays to contain bioluminescent organ-
isms. None, for instance, were found in a sample of seawater 
taken by the Mahsuri crew. Corliss points out that observers 
of some low-level auroras have in fact reported a luminous mist 
resembling the aerial phosphorescence seen in some marine 
displays. And some ship captains have, he says, noted the simi-
larities between auroral and marine phosphorescent displays. 
Lending further credence to the suggestion that the displays 
may involve electromagnetic activity are reports that the phe-
nomenon has sometimes shown up on the ship’s radar. But 
the key word here is “sometimes,” not “always.” The puzzle 
remains.

Also tantalizing is an explanation that assumes some kind 
of collective behavior among bioluminescent organisms. Some 
travelers in the tropics tell of immense assemblages of fireflies 
whose flashing is synchronized. Could marine organisms in-
dulge in similar cooperative action? Could adjacent organisms 
be responding to one another, propagating waves of light?
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I started reading Stacy Horn’s book, Un-
believable, which concerns the famed 

ESP-researcher Joseph Banks Rhine, 
shortly before a visit to my parents’ 
home in Georgia. My father had been ill 
and I was pondering gentle but interest-
ing forms of entertainment. Inspired by 
Rhine’s work, I decided to design a telepa-
thy experiment. Upon arrival, I corralled 
my father, mother, and one of my sisters 
into participating.

On the fi rst day, I must tell you, we 
were brilliant.

My test had a very simple design. 
Each of us held a notepad and pencil. We 
sat around a table, facing away from each 
other. One person then drew a picture. 
The other three were then expected to 
draw that picture on their own notepad 
without being able to see the original 
drawing. “No laughing,” I said sternly, in 
advance. “And no talking either.”

But once we sat hunched over our 
tablets, it didn’t matter. All I could think 
about was a boat. I drew one that resem-
bled a small ocean liner, with little port- 
holes dotting the sides and a smokestack 
puffi ng out gray curly loops. I sketched in 
some waves underneath it. When my fa-
ther put his tablet down for comparison, he’d drawn a boat. 
It was bigger. It had more smokestacks. But it was startlingly 
close. My mother had also drawn a ship. My sister had drawn a 
bird but then she had found the whole idea ridiculous anyway.

Over all, we were slightly dazzled—or maybe unnerved—
by that fi rst result. Of course, it marked our only real success. 
In the other seven tests, I drew fl owers when it should have 
been houses, little birds instead of roaring bonfi res. By the end 
of the experiments, my father—bored, I deduced—was simply 
doodling more boats with shark-fi ns circling around them.

All of which illustrates (in an admittedly amateur-time 
way) some of the challenges that confronted J. B. Rhine in 
his years of trying to explain telepathy. He wanted to build an 
indisputable scientifi c case for extra-sensory perception. But 
even carefully controlled studies of telepathy often yield incon-
sistent results. The most talented subjects appear to wax and 
wane in their aptitude. The scientifi c explanation for such er-
ratic fi ndings remains elusive even today. A method for reliably 
predicting success or failure, which would give a major boost 
to the fi eld’s credibility, has yet to be developed by paranormal 
researchers.

Nevertheless, Rhine, described by Horn as “the Einstein 
of the Paranormal,” probably came closer to achieving that 

credibility than any other scientist in the 
history of the fi eld. From 1930 to 1980, 
Rhine gained national eminence as the 
driving force behind Duke University’s 
parapsychology laboratory, along with his 
wife, Louisa, an equally driven researcher.

Rhine fi rst caught the country’s at-
tention with the publication of his 1934 
book, Extra-Sensory Perception, which de-
tailed his methodical experiments with te-
lepathy. His central method involved ask-
ing one participant to mentally send imag-
es from a series of picture cards to another 
participant. It was during this period that 
he discovered a young man who apparent-
ly had an exceptional gift for receiving the 
images. Hubert Pearce, a divinity student, 
routinely identifi ed at least 10 cards out of 
a deck of 25, and once correctly named 
every card in the stack. Probability theory 
indicated that anything above fi ve could 
be considered signifi cant.

“Hubert’s abilities were astound-
ing,” Horn writes. The experiments also 
taught Rhine that a participant who was 
invested emotionally in the work tended 
to perform better. Pearce’s highest scores 
occurred when Rhine bet money that the 
student couldn’t get the correct answers. 

And eventually it taught him, as psychical researchers of the 
19th century had also concluded, that such abilities are usually 
transient. And, again, possibly affected by emotion: Pearce’s 
ESP successes ended when his then-girlfriend ended the rela-
tionship. They did not return.

Years later, the British physicist Freeman Dyson would 
cite this emotional connection as one of the issues that made 
telepathy research so antithetical to the standard model of re-
search. Scientifi c studies strive for cool objectivity, he said, and 
“The experiment necessarily excludes the human emotions 
that make ESP possible.” And without emotion, he suggests, 
the experiment is bound to fail.

The book is most engaging as it explores the simmer of 
excitement surrounding the Rhines’ work, and the deepen-
ing frustration of having fi nding after fi nding dismissed by 
the scientifi c community. The Duke experiments were good 
enough to gain the laboratory some infl uential allies; even Al-
bert Einstein raised the possibility that physics might one day 
explain telepathy. But they were never quite enough to move 
supernatural research out of the fringes of science.

“It was the parapsychology critics themselves who fi nally 
convinced me that the lab’s work was sound,” Horn writes. In 
investigating the criticisms, she concludes that although Rhine 
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successfully countered almost all the complaints, the other sci-
entists refused to acknowledge that publicly. By simply ignor-
ing him, his critics neatly made his best research invisible.

She’s less successful at providing any real insight into 
the Rhines themselves. The descriptions are superfi cial—
“intensive concentration always defi ned Rhine’s character”—
and both J. B. and Louisa Rhine appear as two-dimensional 
overachievers throughout the book. The book would have 
been better for some humanity and, frankly, for some more 
focus. The catalogue-like survey of the Duke laboratory’s in-
terests—from ghosts, to poltergeists, to mediums—tends to 
give the book a list-like feeling far too often.

But, in the end, it made me think, which is my favorite 
end to any book. It led me to design the ESP-experiment, 
which kept my family busy for four nights in a row. We also 
spent plenty of time discussing and wondering about the re-
sults and telepathy in general. And that fi rst night, the night of 
the boat drawings? We’re still trying to explain it.

  DEBOrAH BLuM won a Pulitzer Prize as a science writer at the Sac-
ramento Bee for a series of articles examining the professional, ethical, 
and emotional confl icts between scientists who use animals in their re-
search and animal rights activists who oppose that research. In 2005 
she was appointed the Helen Firstbrook Franklin Professor of Journal-
ism at the University of Wisconsin-Madison. She is the author of sev-
eral books, including Ghost Hunters: William James and the Search for 
Scientifi c Proof of Life After Death.

Available from ICRL Press

Order from Amazon or Barnes & Noble.
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And then there is the topic of what are generally referred 
to as unidentified flying objects (UFOs). This terminology 
could now be somewhat obsolete—at least in the cases of 
some UFOs. According to many respectable and reliable re-
searchers, some UFOs that appear to be solid craft are, in fact, 
identified. Some may be U.S. advanced aircraft or spacecraft. 
Some may be spacecraft of a more exotic origin. Some may be 
various kinds of phenomena we do not fully understand, but 
should try to.

Open Minds
When considering these and other unconventional scientific 
topics, it might be useful for science journalists to abandon 
the term paranormal and think about aspects of them that 
may be normal and natural, and therefore worthy of normal 
journalistic inquiry.

Again, science journalism can possibly be excused over 
past decades of inattention to certain unconventional topics 
because of security measures that discouraged legitimate cov-
erage of them. This excuse may no longer be valid.  

If science journalists want to attract readers, viewers, and 
audiences who are interested in relevant and meaningful top-
ics, the integration of conventional and more unconventional 
journalistic coverage is probably appropriate. In this sense, 
integrative journalism may be similar to the concept of inte-
grative medicine or integrative cognition—taking the best of 
both conventional and emerging science to create more useful 
perspectives and understanding.  

To avoid responsible and thorough coverage of important 
scientific subjects, including the unconventional, may dimin-
ish the perceived relevance of science journalism to millions of 
Americans and people worldwide. More important than the 
fate of establishment science journalists, the human race may 
be affected by the lack of open-minded inquiry about vitally 
important emerging phenomena and developments.

Steve Hammons has worked as a researcher, journalist, editor, in-
structor, counselor, juvenile probation peace officer, and public safety 
urgent response specialist. He graduated from Ohio University, Athens, 
with studies in communication, health education, and minor in pre-law, 
as well as completion of some graduate-level coursework in guidance 
counseling. He received orientations to Army Special Forces as an Army 
officer trainee at OU. He has published two novels, Mission Into Light 
and the sequel Light’s Hand. His online websites are “Joint Recon Study 
Group” and “Transcendent TV & Media.”

Weird science” and “weird science journalism” may re-
configure how science is explored, communicated, and 

understood. The field of journalism is going through signifi-
cant changes as print and broadcast media are transformed 
by electronic media of various kinds. Science journalism is no 
exception. 

Online and e-journalism, including citizen journalism, 
are changing not only media platforms but also content and 
focus. Sometimes, this is perceived as, and generally acknowl-
edged to be, a trend that has some negative aspects. However, 
parts of these changes are related to more vigorous coverage 
of topics that science journalists may have been covering in-
adequately. Often sticking with safe and conventional science 
topics, some science journalists might have missed very inter-
esting emerging developments in a range of scientific areas.  

Emerging Views
Certain topics deemed unconventional, anomalous, metaphys-
ical, fringe, or even paranormal may, in fact, be very legiti-
mate subjects that science journalists can cover. In the area of 
emerging discoveries, the public may be ahead of some science 
journalists in recognizing coming trends.

Where to begin? Interesting discoveries have been made 
in the fields of human psychology and consciousness, quantum 
physics, and anomalous flying objects, to name a few. Granted, 
some of the normal scientific inquiry and scientific journalism 
coverage over past decades may have been stifled by national 
security restrictions on these topics. However, the times are 
a changing and topics that previously were kept under tight 
security may now be more appropriate for public education 
and acclimation.

For example, the U.S. defense and intelligence commu-
nities’ research and operational activities often referred to as 
Project STAR GATE were top secret for over two decades. 
However, since the mid-1990s, information on the rigorous 
scientific protocols involved has been declassified and released. 
These activities made highly significant discoveries about the 
nature and capabilities of human consciousness. What has 
been called “anomalous cognition” might actually be just al-
ternative cognition, complementary cognition, or integrative 
cognition. This research also led to the innovative concept of 
“transcendent warfare,” a term coined by a Navy SEAL officer.

Related to these consciousness studies, quantum physics 
research has uncovered further anomalous indications that 
seem to point toward revised views of the nature of the Uni-
verse. Some researchers now refer to the Universe as a multi-
verse where various dimensions interact and intersect.  

Steve Hammons  

“
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“ The reason we’re so resistant to 
anomalous information—the real 
reason researchers automatically assume 
that every unexpected result is a stupid 
mistake—is rooted in the way the 
human brain works. Over the past few 
decades, psychologists have dismantled 
the myth of objectivity. The fact is, we 
carefully edit our reality, searching 
for evidence that confi rms what we 
already believe. Although we pretend 
we’re empiricists—our views dictated 
by nothing but facts—we’re actually 
blinkered, especially when it comes 
to information that contradicts our 
theories.” 

—Jonah Lehrer, “Accept Defeat: 
The Neuroscience of Screwing Up,” 

Wired, January 2010
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