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Preface
The mass media shape public opinion like no other force in society. 
Radio, television and newspapers have a long history of causing undue alarm. 
The newcomer on the block — the Internet — is rapidly gaining a similar reputation. From the 1835 “batmen on the Moon” hoax to recent bird flu scares and Hurricane Katrina myths, this book presents a number of colorful case studies that highlight the impact of the media on our lives and its tendency to sensationalize. Most accounts are from the United States, while others are from Europe, Asia, Africa, South America, Australia and New Zea -
land. Some are global in scope. A single shark attack on a popular beach may generate headlines for weeks, yet each day over 40,000 people — mostly women and children — die of starvation and poverty-related diseases — and it rarely makes the news. Such is the nature of the media with its focus on the unusual and the sensational, that it often paints a distorted picture of the world. 
At the dawn of the twenty-first century, unprecedented amounts of information cross international boundaries of our global village in the blink of an eye. As we grow more reliant on the media in our everyday lives, we must also be wary of its potential — be it intentional or unconscious — to transmit erroneous images of the world we live in. George Santayana once wrote: “Those who do not heed the mistakes of the past are condemned to repeat them.” 
The cases in this book are a good starting point from which to understand the nature of the media, which is ultimately a business aimed at selling a pro -
duct, and the many instances where it has created public fear and unrest, either inadvertently or by design. Make no mistake: no matter how educated or experienced, we are all potential victims. 
Chapter 1 looks at the events of January 1926, when the British Broadcasting Corporation stunned listeners by reporting on a worker revolt in London. It was said that an angry mob of unemployed workers were running riot 1
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through the city, lynching, burning and looting everything in sight. In reality, they were hearing a radio play. In the opening segment, Ronald Knox announced that the upcoming stories were fictional, but many listeners in England and Ireland missed the disclaimer and took the show at face value. 
In Chapter 2, the infamous Martian “invasion” is examined. On October 30, 1938, over a million Americans became frightened after listening to a live radio drama about a Martian invasion in the New Jersey marshlands. In Trenton, twenty families fled their homes, covering their faces with wet handkerchiefs to protect themselves from the “poison gas.” At St. Michael’s Hospital in Newark, fifteen people were treated for stress. Phone lines jammed as police and newspaper offices were swamped by callers desperate for information on the Martian “gas raids.” The New York Times  alone logged 875 phone inquir -
ies. In Indiana, a woman burst into a church service, shouting: “New York destroyed; it’s the end of the world. You might as well go home and die. I just heard it on the radio.” Years later, the show’s producer, Orson Welles, said he did it on purpose to boost his ratings, but was surprised by the scale of the response. How did the 23-year-old actor pull off what is arguably the greatest hoax of the 20th century, and why are we vulnerable to similar hoaxes today? 
Since the infamous Welles broadcast, other radio dramas have sparked simi lar scares. Chapter 3 looks at two of episodes from South America. On the night of November 12, 1944, pandemonium erupted in Chile after a nation wide broadcast of the War of the Worlds. Some people barricaded themselves in their homes; others fled to the hills. One provincial governor mobilized artil lery units to repel the “Martians.” Five years later there was an even greater uproar in Quito, Ecuador, after a radio drama about invading space aliens. Upon realizing it was a play, angry residents began rioting. A mob marched on the radio station and burned it to the ground, killing fifteen, including the drama’s mastermind. 
Disc jockey hoaxes are the subject of Chapter 4. KIKX-FM in Tucson, Arizona, staged a kidnapping of their morning DJ in 1974, reporting the incident as a news item — even giving descriptions of the suspect’s vehicle. Other outrageous antics include claims that a talk host had been shot. What was the public reaction? What has the Federal Communications Commission done to prevent future episodes? 
Several radio broadcasts have featured hoaxes about a nuclear accident or attack. Chapter 5 documents several such incidents. Southern Sweden was the scene of a panic in 1973 after a fictitious radio announcement that a nuclear power plant had suffered an accident. Nine years later, a radio station in Illi -
nois broadcast a pre-recorded play about a leak at a nearby nuclear power facility, telling listeners that a radioactive cloud was drifting toward Spring -
Preface
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field. On August 11, 1984, prior to his weekly radio address, President Ronald Reagan was testing his microphone to see if it was working when he quipped:
“My fellow Americans, I am pleased to tell you today that I’ve signed legislation that will outlaw Russia forever. We begin bombing in five minutes.” 
Soviet leaders were not amused, placing their military on alert. In 1991, Don Ulett of KSHE-FM in Crestwood, Missouri, suddenly interrupted music with a recorded announcement that the U.S. was under a nuclear attack, adding:
“This is not a test.” A deluge of phone calls from worried listeners jammed phone lines. The Federal Communications Commission fined the station $25,000 and Ulett was temporarily relieved of his duties. 
Chapter 6 examines the role of television in triggering scares about a terrorist attack with a bogus nuclear device. On the evening of March 20, 1983, hundreds of Americans became frightened during a broadcast of the NBC
Sunday night movie Special Bulletin, about a news team covering a group of terrorists who were said to be threatening to detonate a nuclear device in South Carolina. The movie won an Emmy for its realism, but prompted a barrage of irate calls from viewers who felt they had been duped. 
An asteroid scare prompted by a TV movie is the subject of Chapter 7. 
In October 1994, the CBS Sunday night movie Without Warning  resulted in numerous phone calls to station affiliates by viewers fearful that an asteroid cluster was about to strike the earth. The film was broadcast as a news program, causing confusion. After an initial warning that many viewers missed, the program began like an ordinary Sunday night movie but was interrupted by news bulletins. Adding to the realism was veteran TV journalist Sander Vano cur, who anchored the news desk as he switched to “live” footage of impact sites. 
Chapter 8 examines the infamous Pokémon panic of 1997, when a relatively small group of schoolchildren suffered seizures after watching rapidly flashing lights during a Pokémon cartoon segment. Japanese TV reported the reactions in dramatic style. Soon 12,000 more children began complaining of strange symptoms that were also blamed on the show: headaches, difficulty breathing, nausea, vision problems and weakness. Doctors attributed the second wave of illnesses to mass hysteria, triggered by sensational media coverage of the initial cases of epilepsy. 
In 1992, the British Broadcasting Corporation aired Ghostwatch  as an estimated eleven million viewers were told they were seeing a live, on-the-scene investigation of Britain’s most haunted house. In reality, it was a scripted drama that led many viewers to believe the reporters were being attacked by an evil spirit. Chapter 9 explores the firestorm of controversy which ensued as 20,000 phone calls and letters swamped BBC offices in protest. Many children were emotionally distraught, as two of the reporters being “attacked” 
4
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were hosts of popular children’s TV shows in England. Physicians writing in the British Medical Journal  documented cases of post-traumatic stress disorder in some children, while at least one suicide was linked to the show. 
Chapter 10 scrutinizes media claims in the days after Hurricane Katrina ravaged Louisiana and Mississippi during September 2005. There were sensational reports of mob rule across New Orleans, including a surge in rapes, murders and looting, and gangs terrorizing and killing dozens of evacuees taking refuge in the Superdome. There were also accounts of toxic drinking water and claims that Katrina had been an unprecedented super storm that was created by global warming. Checks of police records and subsequent interviews with witnesses at the scene and with experts in meteorology portray a very different picture. The early accounts were riddled with misinformation and reflected stereotypes of how the poor in New Orleans were expected to react and about the nature of global warming. 
The bird flu scare of 2005 and the likelihood that an outbreak of avian influenza could create a global pandemic on a scale of the Great Spanish Flu of 1918–1919 is the subject of Chapter 11. While a bird flu outbreak involving human-to-human transmission is possible, many prominent scientists have criticized the sudden fear of a pandemic in 2005 and beyond as alarmist, arguing that the likelihood of an outbreak is no greater than in previous years — with the difference being sensational media reports of an impending disaster. The 2005 fear of bird flu had reached such alarmist levels that during a question-and-answer session on the safety of Thanksgiving turkeys and bird feeders, one woman suggested killing all domestic birds and poisoning food along bird migration routes! 
On the evening of March 13, 2010, a popular Georgian TV station reported that Russian troops and tanks were pouring over the border in an all-out attack that included the bombing of Tbilisi airport and the assassina-tion of the president. Chapter 12 looks at the panic that ensued as residents fled into the streets with fresh memories of the Russian invasion of 2008. The Georg ian president later apologized for the hoax broadcast which began with a disclaimer, but anyone tuning in immediately after the start would have been easily fooled. The program included news footage from the conflict and an address by the Russian president, along with U.S. president Barack Obama con demning the invasion. Some believe the broadcast was a deliberate attempt by the president of Georgia to highlight the continuing threat of a Russian invasion. 
Chapter 13, by Peter Hassall, looks at the video scare. During the early 1970s, when videocassette players proliferated in the United Kingdom, there was widespread concern that certain uncut home videos would lead to the decline of morality among youth. After a storm of controversy fueled Preface
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by the tabloid press, the 1984 Obscene Publications Act led to every video in the country being assessed under auspices of the courts which had to determine whether it was likely to “deprave and corrupt” youths of the day. This led to a series of police raids and the confiscation of various “harmful videos” that were thought by authorities to lead to social decay. Nowadays the notion that such videos are harmful is considered laughable in all but the most extreme conservative circles. 
Arguably the greatest hoax of the 19th century is the subject of Chapter 14, when, during the summer of 1835, a series of newspaper reports appearing in the New York Sun  caused a worldwide sensation. The brainchild of journal -
ist Richard Locke, it claimed that astronomer Sir John Herschel had perfected the world’s strongest telescope in South Africa and spotted strange creatures with bat-like wings on the moon. He dubbed them Vespertilio-homo. As news of the discovery of the bat-men spread, there was great excitement in New York City. Most newspapers fell for the hoax, including The New York Times. 
After the articles appeared, Locke quickly published the accounts in a pamph -
let which sold sixty thousand copies within a month. The New York–based Journal of Commerce  newspaper eventually unmasked the hoax. During the deception, the Sun  boasted the largest circulation of any paper in the world, sell ing nearly 20,000 copies a day, 3,000 more than the prestigious Lon don
Times. 
Chapter 15 revisits the events of November 9, 1874, when New York City residents awoke to the news that the city was under a state of emergency after a hoax story in the New York Herald.  The report said that scores of ferocious animals had escaped from the Central Park Zoo and were roaming the city, killing and maiming bystanders. It was claimed that National Guard troops were patrolling the streets, and that at least forty-nine people were dead and upwards of 200 were injured. The hoax was intended to shock citizens and raise awareness about the flimsy state of the zoo’s cages, showing what could happen if improvements were not made. The hoax was unveiled in the last paragraph — but many never read that far. A New York Times  editorial described the episode as “intensely stupid.” 
The Great Halley’s Comet Scare of 1910 is analyzed in Chapter 16. In early February, the Washington Post  and the New York Times  triggered a global fear that poison gas in the tail of Halley’s Comet could wipe out all life on earth. The Post  proclaimed: “Poison in it’s [ sic] Tail ... Prof. Deslandres Says Hypothesis That Gas Is Liable to Affect the Earth’s Atmosphere Is Not at All Absurd.” On the evening of May 18, as the comet passed by, some people sealed up windows, stuffed rags in keyholes, and barricaded themselves in their cellars with oxygen cylinders. In many parts of the Deep South, there were all-night prayer vigils and many refused to work, opting to be with their 6
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families. Similar scares were reported in Russia, Japan, parts of Europe, Mexico, Bermuda and Puerto Rico. 
Chapter 17 describes the case of the “Mad Gasser” of Mattoon, Illinois, in 1944, when a single newspaper article sparked a city-wide hunt for a madman supposedly stalking victims in their homes and spraying them with a noxious gas. After nearly two weeks of terror, police announced the results of their investigation: the gasser never existed, but was the product of fear and press sensationalism. 
Chapter 18 documents the strange case of Australian journalist Phillip Knightley and his creation of an imaginary criminal. Knightly tells of working for the Sydney tabloid Truth  in 1954, when, during a slow news stretch, he was pressured by the editor to make up a catchy story. He created a sex pervert called “The Hook,” who stalked the rail network, lifting up girl’s skirts with a wire coat hanger hidden under his right sleeve. The story ran under the head line : “Hook Sex Pervert Strikes Again.” Shortly after the account appeared, he received a phone call from police saying they had just arrested the man! Knightley called the police roundsman and confirmed that the officer was not having a joke at his expense. 
Two years later, another imaginary criminal was created by the press. In the spring of 1956, residents near Taipei, Taiwan, were terrorized by a mysterious figure who was reportedly slashing people at random with a razor-like weapon. After interviewing the 21 victims and analyzing their wounds, police concluded that the slasher was imaginary. Chapter 19 looks at alarmist press reports about the existence of a slasher, heightening fears. As people went about their daily business, everyone was on the lookout for the slasher. It was against this backdrop of fear and suspicion that as people boarded crowded buses or walked crammed streets, they received minor bumps, scratches and scrapes from innocent people, which were redefined as slasher-related. In one instance, a man told police in detail how he had been slashed by someone carrying a mysterious black bag. When a doctor determined that the wound was made by a blunt object and not a razor, the patient admitted that he could not recall exactly what had happened, but assumed that he had been slashed “because of all the talk going around.” 
Phantom clown panics are the subject of Chapter 20. Beginning in the mid–1980s, newspapers across the United States reported on a series of alleged child-abduction attempts by people dressed as clowns. To date, no one has been arrested, leading many police investigators to conclude that the episode is a type of urban legend — a form of living folklore stemming from movies and TV shows about evildoing clowns. A Boston police spokesman summed up their frustration: “No adult or police officer has ever seen a clown. We’ve had calls saying there was a clown. We’ve had calls saying that there was a Preface
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clown at a certain intersection and we happened to have police cars sitting there, and the officers saw nothing. We’ve had over twenty calls on 911. When the officers get there, no one tells them anything.” Throughout the sporadic bad clown reports, no hard evidence was ever found, and no children were actually abducted. The first clown scares occurred in the early 1980s and 1990s, and coincide with books featuring evil clowns such as Stephen King’s bestselling horror novel It  and films such as Killer Klowns from Outer Space. 
Chapter 21 turns to the Internet and its promotion of the global fears of so-called chemtrails. Since the late 1990s, intense public interest has swirled on the Internet around the belief that jet contrails in the sky are the remnants of secret, systematic experiments by the U.S. military and its allies, for a vari -
ety of purposes. Theories range from the relatively benign, such as altering the weather or slowing global warming, to the more sinister, like testing new chemical and biological agents on an unsuspecting public. 
The sudden emergence of a new illness — Morgellons — as a result of Inter net websites is explored in Chapter 22. These sites have served as magnets for people with a variety of vague ailments — from “brain fog” to fatigue —
and giving them the name. This new “disease” may be the first case of mass hysteria to spread via cyberspace. 
The Internet reaction to Hurricane Katrina is once again under scrutiny in Chapter 23. Soon after Katrina struck Louisiana and Mississippi in August 2005, Internet rumors began circulating about outrageous behavior by displaced residents who appeared to be ungrateful for the help they were given. 
The stories ranged from stealing everything in sight to dealing drugs and perpetrating violence on others. As was the case in Chapter 11, the claims were unfounded and based on popular stereotypes of how residents were expected to react. 
In Chapter 24, folklorist Bill Ellis examines the “Good Times” e-mail virus hoax which began in December 1994 and continues to spread fear through the cyber community even today. It is claimed that the virus is spread by opening an e-mail with the subject “Good Times,” and just opening the message will cause all kinds of bad things to happen to your computer. Frustrated by the persistence of the hoax, some companies have taken to posting websites devoted to dispelling the myth and alleviating needless anxiety. Why has this particular myth been so widespread and persistent throughout the community of Internet users? The hoax is arguably the most successful cyber myth in the Internet’s short history. 
Today many urban legends commonly appear in the media, presented as real accounts. Chapter 25 introduces the topic to readers and looks at the media’s role in inadvertently spreading them. 
In Chapter 26, folklorist David Clarke delves into the mystery of “the 8
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Curse of the Crying Boy.” In 1985, a British newspaper published a report of fire badly damaging a house in South Yorkshire. Miraculously, a cheap painting of a crying toddler was found amongst the damage, perfectly intact. The story claimed there had been a pattern of fires in homes after hanging prints of the Crying Boy had been hung in them. What’s more, in each case the prints were untouched by the fire. Folklorist David Clarke looks into the origins of this urban legend and the role of the media in spreading it. 
Have you ever seen a photo that appears to show a miracle? Since the advent of photography, people have claimed to have taken photographs where mysterious ghostly images appear in the background. In recent times, such photos have reached cyberspace. In Chapter 27, “Photos of the Gods,” folklorist David Clarke looks at three famous photos supposedly showing Jesus Christ —“the Miracle in the Snow,” “the Hidden Christ Picture,” and “the picture that took itself ”— and asks what’s going on. Where do these claims emanate from and why do they stubbornly persist in society? 
In the early 1980s, bizarre tales spread across America about a net work of satanic cults kidnapping and sacrificing children. Strangely enough, thousands of people eventually stepped forward to claim that they too had been the victim of satanic ritual abuse. Chapter 28 shows how the scare was fueled by over-enthusiastic psychotherapists who suggested to their clients that they may have been ritually abused, even though they had no conscious recall of the abuse. In turn, the clients, often while under the suggestible state of hypnosis, created wild tales of abuse at the hands of imaginary satanists. 
Chapter 29 examines Halloween panics. Each year on Halloween, pol -
iticians, police, and the news media join forces to scare parents and their children about the dangers posed by evildoers preying on children and poisoning their candy. Surprisingly, over the past 100 years there has not been a single con firmed case of a child dying from eating poisoned Hallo ween candy as a random act by a stranger. The real threat to children on Hallo -
ween isn’t poisoned candy or sex offenders; it’s being hit by a car crossing a dark street or wearing a flammable costume or taking a relative’s medica tion. 
Police, parents and teachers would do better to spend less time on imaginary threats and more on basic safety precautions. With regards to sex offenders, contrary to popular belief, most attacks on children occur in their own home by someone they know, and attacks are no more likely during Halloween. 
One of the most common panics in America over the past decade is the subject of Chapter 30: sexual predators. The news media feature a barrage of alarmist, misleading, and greatly exaggerated reports of the threat of predators. 
While such crimes certainly occur, they are far less common than the media portray them to be. TV shows such as the CBS Evening News, Dateline NBC’s Preface
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“To Catch a Predator,” The New York Times  and Oprah  have only served to inflate these fears. 
Additionally, school shootings are extremely rare events that receive heavy media coverage, leading to the widespread perception that they are far more common than they are. Chapter 31 calculates the odds of being murdered at school. Students are twice as likely to be struck and killed by lightning. 
Chapter 32 examines the shark attack scare during the summer of 2001. 
After two high-profile shark attacks on American beaches, the media reported on countless sightings and encounters, no matter how minor. But when the figures were tallied, it turns out that 2001 was actually a below-average year for attacks, with above-average media interest. 
The great Puerto Rican vampire panic is the focus of Chapter 33. In 1995, sensational news reports began to circulate in Puerto Rico about the existence of a mythical vampire monster known as the chupacabra. Nearly half of all chupacabra  stories in the Puerto Rican press were created by the same writer. Concerned citizens in Puerto Rico formed patrols and vigilante mobs, armed with rifles, machetes, pitchforks, and baseball bats, hoping to find and kill the chupacabra. In one case “a massive mobilization of searchers was outfitted with infrared lights, shotguns, electrical equipment, helmets, and riot shields.” No sign of the creature was found. 
Are cell phones hidden killers? In Chapter 34 we look at claims that cell phones are hazardous to your health. In 1999, medical researcher George Carlo appeared on the ABC TV newsmagazine 20/20, which aired a sensationalized story that cell phones caused cancer, triggering a national panic. It turns out that a fellow researcher involved in the same study concluded just the opposite! 
Other shows such as Larry King Live  helped to foster the myth. In 2009, YouTube heightened the scare when a series of videos purported to show several cell phones causing popcorn kernels to pop “simply by pointing ringing phones at them,” then suggesting that the same energy waves “fry” your brain. 
The videos were a hoax. 
Chapter 35 examines organ theft panics. According to alarmist news media reports, body-snatchers lurk in the most unlikely places, waiting to lure the innocent into evil traps and steal their organs. In 1993, a British/Canadian television program titled The Body Parts Business, and later broadcast on a French TV show titled Organ Snatchers, reported that an Argentine boy claimed that his corneas had been forcibly removed. The boy later admitted to a hoax after an eye doctor found that his corneas were diseased and he had in fact lost his sight from natural causes. Similar media reports have also turned out to be hoaxes. The organ-snatching legend reached a peak of popularity in the mid–1990s, when several prominent organizations gave the rumors credi bility. 
In South and Central America, such rumors have had deadly consequences. 
10
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In the Guatemalan highlands, an elderly Japanese tourist was killed in 2000
after stroking a baby’s head. The baby’s mother panicked, believing that the foreigner was a bloodthirsty satanist who might stab her child and rip out its heart for use in a ritual. Like all media scares, the organ-theft panics come and go. They appear now and then, fueled by anti–Western sentiment, political agendas, bad journalism, misunderstandings, and tabloid sensationalism. 
These horrific stories tell us nothing about the trade in stolen organs, but much about the social and cultural climate in which these panics appear. 
In Chapter 36, physician Felicity Goodyear-Smith and immunization center research director Helen Petousis-Harris look at two vaccine scares on the small island nation of New Zealand that have occurred in the early 21st century. Fear surrounding rumored side effects from young girls being immunized against cervical cancer has left a portion of the population at risk for getting the often deadly disease — deaths that are 90 percent preventable. This tragic situation highlights the dangers of media scares and the impact on society. 
These case studies of media scares raise many questions. How could so many veteran journalists reporting on Hurricane Katrina get their stories so wrong? How has the recent threat to humans from bird flu been overblown in the media? Why do scores of people around the globe believe the wild theories on web sites and blogs which claim that the U.S. government is secretly lacing our skies with toxic chemtrails? How did the British Broadcasting Corporation fool viewers into believing that one of their news crews was under attack by evil spirits? Could a War of the Worlds–type radio scare happen again? The authors ask these and other penetrating questions in documenting classic cases of media false alarms. 
Section One
It Came from
the Airwaves — Radio
This page intentionally left blank
CHAPTER 1
The London Riot Hoax
The first major radio scare occurred in 1926, when the British Broadcasting Corporation aired a drama about a frenzied mob running riot through London. Many listeners believed that the government was about to topple. 
“London is in the grip of a terrible uprising of anarchists and unemployed.... Police and troops are powerless to hold the rioting mobs in check, and they have begun what promises to be a long reign of terror.” 
Radio listeners across England and Ireland were stunned by the news that their government was under siege and could topple at any moment in a bloody uprising by disgruntled workers. In reality, the streets were calm; listeners had heard a play and had been frightened by the use of realistic news bulletins during what seemed to be a regular program. 
When most people think of infamous radio hoaxes, one event springs to mind: the Halloween Eve “Martian invasion” broadcast that frightened over one million Americans in 1938 (see Chapter 2). In reality though, the first major radio hoax took place twelve years earlier in England and Ireland. On January 16, 1926, Father Ronald Knox was conducting his regular Saturday evening radio show of comedy and entertainment. One of the segments was a twelve-minute skit on a fictitious riot in London. The drama broadcast reports of chaos and mob rule in central London resulting from a populist revolt. The idea for the skit hadn’t come from thin air; at the time the British government was under great pressure from unions. In fact, one of the biggest strikes in the country’s history was just months away — the British general strike of May 3–12. This landmark event rocked the government to its foundations as over one and a half million workers from various occupations took to the streets in an unsuccessful bid to improve wages and working conditions for coal miners. Leading up to this standoff, there was great unease across the country as the Russian Revolution of 1917 was still in people’s minds. The 13
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stage was set for a mass delusion using the air waves on a subject which seemed plausible: worker rebellion. 
Knox was a famous Catholic priest and successful novelist who was respected and trusted by his audience. The episode began when he announced that he was about to present a skit on a London riot. Many listeners either missed the disclaimer or weren’t paying attention and thought they were hearing actual reports of their government under siege. 
The skit began with a typical discussion of eighteenth-century literature, which was interrupted by reports that an unruly mob of unemployed workers were rampaging through London. Listeners heard that the traffic minister had been lynched from a pole, while trench mortars were used to destroy Big Ben. 
The announcer stated: “The clock tower, 320 feet in height, has just fallen to the ground, together with the famous clock, Big Ben.... Fresh reports, which have just come to hand, announce that the crowd have secured the person of Mr. Wotherspoon, the minister of traffic, who was attempting to make his escape in disguise. He has now been hanged from a lamp post in Vauxhall Bridge Road.”1
Reaction was swift: jittery callers flooded newspaper and BBC offices to learn more details and try to ascertain if relatives living in the area were safe. 
Police and other government agencies were also deluged with calls. Some wanted to know if King George and Queen Mary had been safely evacuated. 
Several concerned citizens phoned the British Admiralty to inquire when the fleet was going to sail up the Thames to launch a counterattack by landing troops.2 The BBC broadcast announcements throughout the evening, telling listeners that the show was fiction, but at the time, many people did not have radios and heard the news second-hand from neighbors who did. The countryside was rife with rumors about the rioting in London. Suspicions turned to fear the next morning when newspaper deliveries were delayed owing to snowy weather. Many residents took this delay “as confirmation that the worst had happened.”3
Parts of the Knox skit were highly realistic, including the sounds of shrieks from the crowd, explosions rumbling in the distance, and buildings crumbling. In fairness to Father Knox, anyone listening closely to the sarcastic content should have realized that the program was a skit, yet the BBC was such an authoritative and respected institution, and the drama’s tone so serious, that it managed to fool many listeners. Another factor in creating the scare was the use of what sounded like regular programming interspersed by “live” 
news reports. The following sequence is typical: “That concludes the news bulletin for the moment; you will now be connected with the band at the Savoy Hotel [gramophone dance music can be heard].... London calling....”4
Ironically, a few days after the broadcast, the New York Times  published 1. The London Riot Hoax
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an editorial titled “We Are Safe from Such Jesting,” arguing that Americans were immune from similar scares. Later that year, in March 1926, a journalist for the Syracuse Herald  in western New York interviewed the manager of one of America’s top radio stations, asking if he thought a similar scare could happen in the United States. The executive, who was not identified, gave an arro-gant response. “As for spreading a hoax of any kind, mischievous or otherwise, such a thing would never be thought of. It is beyond the bounds of possibility.”5 Authorities failed to anticipate what happened in 1938, when Orson Welles caused an even greater uproar with his broadcast of a Martian invasion, which was heard across the entire continental United States, and history would repeat itself on a grander scale. 
CHAPTER 2
Radio Daze — The Martian
Invasion Broadcast
In 1938, a small group of actors and musicians in a tiny New York studio frightened the most powerful, educated society on earth. For a short time, over a million people thought that Earth was under attack by Martians. 
How was it done? We may be vulnerable to similar scares in the future. 
It was arguably the greatest hoax of the twentieth century. Shortly after 8 o’clock on the evening of Sunday, October 30, 1938, many Americans became frightened after listening to a radio drama about a Martian landing in the New Jersey marshlands. The broadcast was heard live across the continental United States on 151 CBS affiliates. The play made references to real people and places, and used convincing sound effects and special bulletins to enhance its credibility. The drama was produced by Orson Welles and aired on CBS’s Mercury Theatre of the Air  from the Manhattan studios of WABC. Remarkably, Welles was just 23 years old at the time. The actual play was written by an obscure scriptwriter named Howard Koch under Welles’ direction and was loosely based on the 1898 blockbuster The War of the Worlds  by British science fiction writer H.G. Wells. (Koch soon became world famous, but not for helping to craft the Martian script. This man, who had a knack for realism and a flair for the dramatic, was a budding literary genius who soon penned the script to one of the greatest films of all time: Casablanca.) Parts of New Jersey and New York City were the most seriously affected, since the drama described Martians attacking both states. The center of fear was tiny Grover’s Mill near Princeton, New Jersey, the “Martian landing site.”1
An eerie fog shrouded the region that evening, contributing to the anxiety. 
Upon hearing radio reports of the towering Martian machines operating nearby, several Grover’s Mill residents grabbed their guns and bravely ran out to fend off the invaders, opening fire on a huge outline barely visible through 16
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the mist. When dawn broke, it became evident that the would-be heroes had punched several holes into the local water tower.2 In one Newark, New Jersey, block, over twenty families fled their homes, covering their faces with wet handkerchiefs and draping towels over their heads to protect themselves from the “poison gas.”3 Fifteen people were treated for shock at St. Michael’s Hospital.4 Phone lines jammed as police were swamped with calls from residents desperate for information on the “gas raids.” 
At the Port Norris station, one New Jersey police officer wrote in the blot ter: “Between 8:30 P.M. and 10 P.M. received numerous phone calls as result of WABC broadcast this evening re: Mars attacking this country. Calls included papers, police departments including N.Y.C. and private persons. 
No record kept of some due to working teletype and all thru extensions ringing at same time. At least 50 calls were answered. Persons calling inquiring as to meteors, number of persons killed, gas attack, militia being called out, and fires. All were advised nothing unusual had occurred and that rumors were due to a radio dramatization of a play.”5 At the New York Times  offices, 875
phone calls were logged. At Manhattan police headquarters, the thirteen telephone switchboard operators were overwhelmed.6 Hearing the initial reports of a large meteor impact nearby, two Princeton University geologists rushed to ground zero, only to find others, like themselves, searching for the object.7
The effects of the broadcast rippled across the country. In Indiana, a woman burst into a church shouting: “New York destroyed; it’s the end of the world. You might as well go home and die. I just heard it on the radio.”8
In the American heartland of Lincoln, Nebraska, hundreds of panicky residents jammed the police switchboard wanting to know if it was true and what they should do.9 St. Louis residents huddled in the streets of some neighborhoods to discuss a plan of action in the face of the impending war. A Pittsburgh man returned home during the broadcast only to find his wife clutching a bottle of poison, screaming: “I’d rather die this way than like that.”10 North in Toronto, station CFRB was flooded with inquiries from worried Canadians.11 Anxious Washington State residents jammed the phone lines of police, fire and newspaper offices in Seattle. Most terror-stricken were residents in the tiny town of Concrete, sixty-five miles northeast of Seattle. When electricity failed at a critical point in the broadcast, some loaded their families into cars and headed into the mountains; others fainted.12 In Mason City, Iowa, there was confusion and fear as a man entered the bus station, shouting:
“Tragedy in New York. Turn on your radio.” People huddled around a radio to listen to the broadcast until it became evident that it was a drama.13 In New York, theater actor Caroline Cantlon broke her arm as she rushed downstairs after hearing that smoke was billowing from Times Square.14 In London, H.G. Wells expressed agitation upon hearing news of the reaction, remarking: 18
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“I gave no permission whatever for alterations which might lead to the belief that it was real news.”15
The drama appeared in newspaper schedules across the country on the day of the broadcast, clearly identified as a play, but many listeners did not make the association. An opening announcement clearly stated its fictional nature: “The Columbia Broadcasting System and its affiliated stations present Orson Welles and the Mercury Theatre on the Air in War of the Worlds  by H.G. Wells.”16 The trouble was, many people tuned in late. Radio ratings com pany C.E. Hooper estimated that at 8 o’clock, 3.6 percent of radio listeners across America had tuned in to hear Welles, compared to the popular Edgar
Bergen and Charlie McCarthy Show  which captured nearly 35 percent of the audience.17 It was a David and Goliath battle, and each week Welles was being devoured in the ratings. How could he compete with the most popular show on radio? In 1938, listeners commonly tuned back and forth between radio pro grams, especially during the first few minutes. Known as airplaning, it was the modern equivalent of TV channel-surfing. Each week Welles had a small window of opportunity to hook listeners. The weakest part of the Edgar
Bergen Show  was after his opening comedy routine, when introducing a guest singer. If the performance was not outstanding, listeners would airplane for something better, before switching back.18 Welles likely planned his script with this in mind, using live dance music interrupted by special bulletins to grab listeners as they were switching stations.19 Two separate surveys after the broadcast estimated that roughly half of listeners to the Welles drama tuned in late, missing the opening disclaimer, leading many to believe it was a live news report.20
After the opening announcement that listeners were hearing a drama, the show began as a typical radio program of the era. “Good evening, ladies and gentlemen. From the Meridian Room in the Park Plaza in New York City, we bring you the music of Ramon Raquello and his orchestra.”21 The music was interrupted at intervals with special bulletins of increasing length and gravity, describing, at first, explosions on Mars followed by a meteor crashing near Grover’s Mill. “Live” bulletins from the scene followed. The meteor was later identified as a “metal cylinder” that, before the announcer’s eyes, sprouted legs and towered into the air. The cylinder contained hideous Martians who opened fire with “death rays,” scorching onlookers.22 The reporter cried: “A humped shape is rising out of the pit. I can make out a small beam of light against a mirror. What’s that? There’s a jet of flame springing from that mirror, and it leaps right at the advancing men. It strikes them head on! Good Lord, they’re turning into flame!” Shortly after, dead silence and a grave announcement followed: “Ladies and gentlemen, I have just been handed a message.... 
At least forty people, including six state troopers, lie dead in a field east of 2. Radio Daze
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the village of Grover’s Mill, their bodies burned and distorted beyond all possible recognition.”23 Later the announcer describes a bleak and devastating scene as the Martian machines are marching on New York City: “All communication with Jersey shore closed ... army wiped out....”24 Soon a voice was heard saying: “I’ve just been handed a bulletin. Cylinders from Mars are falling all over the country. One outside Buffalo, one in Chicago, St. Louis....”25
The Federal Communications Commission immediately investigated the broadcast amid the subsequent public uproar. Just one day after the incident, Iowa senator Clyde Herring delivered a blistering attack on Welles, CBS, and the entire radio industry, which he intimated could not be trusted. 
He called on his fellow legislators to pass a law that would require the content of all radio programs to be reviewed by a board of censors. “Radio has no more right to present programs like that than someone has in knocking on our door and screaming,” Herring said.26 His censorship drive failed, and five weeks later the FCC announced that it would take no action against either Welles or CBS. Concerned with censorship, Commission members decided not to create more bureaucratic regulations, noting that the actions taken by CBS since the episode “were sufficient to protect the public interest.”27 In its ruling, the Com mission cited a letter from CBS saying that they would refrain from using the technique of live news interruptions and bulletins in future dramas.28
Was the Reaction Exaggerated? 
Of the estimated six million people who heard the drama, as many as 1.7 million believed they were hearing a news bulletin.29 While there are claims that hundreds of thousands panicked and tried pack belongings, flee in cars or arm themselves with weapons, such claims may be a media exaggeration.30
Mass fright? Yes. Panic? No. The mass panic claim was promoted in a 1940
study by Princeton University psychologist Hadley Cantril. Much of Cantril’s study was based on interviews with just 135 people. Sociologist William Bainbridge believes the extent of the panic has been exaggerated and is critical of Cantril for citing just a few colorful stories from a small number of people who panicked. Bainbridge contends that on any given night, out of a pool of over a million people, at least a thousand would have been driving excessively fast or engaging in rambunctious behavior. From this perspective, the notion of a Martian panic was primarily a news media creation.31
Sociologist David Miller notes that while many newspapers published accounts of suicides and heart attacks by frightened citizens, the day after they proved to have been unfounded and have passed into American folklore.32
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Miller takes Cantril to task for failing to show substantial evidence of mass flight from the “attack,” citing just a few examples. Cantril quotes American Telephone Company figures indicating that local media and law enforcement agencies were inundated with up to 40 percent more phone calls than normal in parts of New Jersey during the broadcast, but no one knows what they were talking about. Miller says that some callers probably wanted information like which military units were being called up, where they could donate blood or if casualty lists were obtainable. “Some callers were simply angry that such a realistic show was allowed on the air, while others called CBS to congratulate Mer cury Theater for the exciting Halloween program,” Miller writes. “It seems ... [likely] many callers just wanted to chat with their families and friends about the exciting show they had just listened to on the radio.”33
Many newspaper reporters may have had a hidden agenda and were motivated to exaggerate the extent of the reaction. In 1938, the print media and upstart radio were at war with each other as radio was an emerging threat to their advertising coffers. This antagonistic relationship may have prompted journalists to consciously or subconsciously exaggerate the extent of the panic in their press reports.34 Radio historian Justin Levine is suspicious that with the exception of newspapers, there are no independent historical accounts describing the panic’s severity.35 Immediately after the scare, many newspaper editors took the opportunity to condemn radio. The Chicago Tribune  took a brutal swipe at both listeners and the radio industry, noting that of those who became frightened, “it would do them a serious injustice to say they were frightened out of their wits; all evidence indicates they never had any wits to lose.” It was then noted that “the radio audience isn’t very bright ... many a program is prepared for their consumption.”36 The St. Louis Post-Dispatch said that radio is inherently flawed as listeners often hear bits and pieces of programs or tune in late —flaws not shared by newspapers.37
Whether it was a scare or panic, the impact of the broadcast was undoubt -
edly serious in parts of ground zero. Trenton city manager Paul Morton was furious after the mass disruption to his city, warning that they were lucky no one was killed: “If there had been a three-alarm fire or other emergency during that interval, we would have been helpless.” Morton said the program “completely crippled communication facilities” for the city’s police department for three hours as concerned relatives from across the country tried to get through to loved ones. He also found it difficult to believe that the broadcast was not a deliberate attempt to scare the public. “I can conceive of no reason why the name of Trenton, and vicinity should have been used on this broadcast. The State Police were equally handicapped and it is indescribable the seriousness of the situation.”38
The extent of the panic remains open to debate. The same is true for 2. Radio Daze
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Welles’ intent. Immediately after the broadcast, Welles vehemently denied having any intention of deceiving listeners; years later he said otherwise.39
We get a clue as to what Welles may have been up to from reading the draft script. Prior to its airing, CBS censors deemed the script too realistic and made no fewer than twenty-eight changes. The working script had such phrases as “New Jersey National Guard,” “Princeton University Observatory,” 
“Langley Field,” and “Magill University.” While appeasing the censors, Welles and Koch managed to substitute similar, official-sounding names such as
“state militia,” “Princeton Observatory,” “Langham Field,” and “Macmillian University.” “The United States Weather Bureau in Washington D.C.” became
“The Government Weather Bureau” and “St. Patrick’s Cathedral” was short-ened to “the cathedral.”40 It seems clear from this information alone that Welles was out to give listeners a fright in order to boost his sagging ratings —
and it worked. The use of real-sounding place names was highly effective in fooling listeners. Typical was the experience of Louis Winkler who lived on Clay Avenue in the Bronx borough of New York City. Winkler said the broadcast was so realistic that he was certain the Martians were coming. “I didn’t tune it in until the program was half over, but when I heard the names and titles of federal, state and municipal officials and when the ‘Secretary of the Interior’ was introduced, I was convinced that it was the [real] McCoy.” Winkler then grew frightened and ran outside, where his suspicions were con -
firmed. “I ran out into the street with scores of others, and found people run ning in all directions. The whole thing came over as a news broadcast and in my mind it was a pretty crummy thing to do.”41
While the drama may seem implausible to listeners today, in 1938, Mars was the subject of frequent speculation about intelligent life, and news bulletins on the escalating war in Europe were common. It is the modern equivalent of someone tuning into CNN and being riveted by a catastrophic story line, and assuming it was on all channels. After the initial uproar, Welles’
popularity soared and his radio ratings rose threefold,42 and the giant Campbell’s Soup Company signed on as a sponsor.43 But Welles paid a high price for his mischief-making and lived out his life lacking something that all journalists cherish: credibility. This is no more evident than in the events of December 6, 1941, when during a live reading on network radio, Welles was interrupted by a news flash: the Japanese had attacked Pearl Harbor. Many listeners refused to believe the report, suspicious of the coincidence.44
Was Orson Welles a hero or a villain? Was he a malicious prankster or mischievous boy wonder? Regardless of his motives, Welles’ actions sparked a healthy debate on the power of the media and its potential to control the masses. For most people, the scare lasted less than an hour, but that was enough to offer a glimpse of the power of radio. Today, changes in media 22
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technology are occurring so fast that we have little time to assess their potential impact. With more syndicated programs, we may be more vulnerable than ever to future Welles-type scares that have the potential to race through our global village at the speed of light. One day soon we may experience a War
of the Worlds–type scare on a global scare. 
CHAPTER 3
The Martians Return
Shortly after the infamous Martian invasion broadcast of 1938, many experts were convinced that the event, whether accidental or intentional, was a fluke produced by the genius of Orson Welles. Surely, they reasoned, something as outlandish as people believing that Earth was being invaded by space aliens could not happen again. They were wrong. 
“Radio Drama About a Martian Invasion Triggers Widespread Fear.” If you guessed that this was a headline from the United States in 1938 after the infamous Orson Welles broadcast that frightened the nation, you’d be mistaken. Remarkably, similar events have happened twice in South America. It was the same formula that was used in the BBC London riot broadcast in 1926 and the Orson Welles affair twelve years later. Both South American scripts began with what sounded like regular programming, interrupted by news bulletins of increasing gravity. The dramas featured local announcers, impersonations of local and national officials, and realistic sound effects, and were well crafted. Both scripts were based on the book War of the Worlds  by H.G. Wells. 
Just after 9:30 on the night of November 12, 1944, listeners in Chile heard news of the Martian invasion. The chilling reports emanated from a radio station in Santiago and was broadcast on numerous other stations on the Cooperative Vitalicia Network. Thousands of listeners across the country were fooled. There were many reports of people barricading their homes or fleeing in panic.1
The scriptwriter was American William Steele, a talented man who was not only familiar with Orson Welles, but wrote for the enormously popular radio show The Shadow. Welles had been the voice of “the Shadow.” Steele and writer Paul Zenteno placed the invasion point as Puente Alto, fifteen miles south of Santiago.2 Upon receiving news of the invasion, one provincial governor declared a state of emergency and began mobilizing artillery units. 
23
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The drama used an actor to impersonate the interior minister, and referred to well- known organizations that one would expect to be involved in such an event, such as the Red Cross. The broadcast described a desperate scene of vehicles loaded down with people and belongings, clogging the roads leading out of Santiago.3 More reports followed telling of futile attempts by the Chilean military to stop the invading force, which was said to be nearing Santiago. It was then reported that the air base of Marisal Sucre had been leveled by the invaders. 
The program was listed in newspapers as a drama, and the radio station broadcast several disclaimers in the week before it aired, but this was not enough to overcome the power of “live” news bulletins. During the program, there were two more disclaimers but many listeners, in their haste to pro tect themselves, failed to notice them. Angry protesters later pressured the government to permanently close the station and suspend those involved, but no official action was taken owing to the numerous warnings that went unheeded.4
The Phantom Invasion of Ecuador
The power of radio and of simulated news bulletins was again on display five years later, 1,300 miles to the northwest of Chile in the capital city of Quito, Ecuador. It proved to be the worst case of its kind during the twentieth century, even outdoing the infamous Welles broadcast. 
On the evening of Saturday, February 12, 1949, a radio play based on the H.G. Wells novel sparked pandemonium in Quito. An Associated Press reporter in the city of 175,000 said the broadcast “drove most of the population of Quito into the streets” as terror- stricken residents sought to escape imminent Martian “gas raids.”5 The bogus news bulletins told of Martians closing in on the city after landing in nearby Latacunga, twenty miles south, which was reportedly quickly turned into a wasteland of smoldering rubble. 
The Spanish language program was broadcast on Radio Quito, and included the names of real places, impersonations of popular local politicians and reporters, and offered vivid “on the scene” accounts of the carnage. Once residents realized that the panic had been triggered by a play, many vented their anger by going on a rampage of destruction through the streets. Crowds of people began to chant, “Down with the radio.” One mob, many many of the participants still dressed in pajamas, surrounded the three- story building housing the radio station and began hurling stones through windows. While some people escaped through a side door, others ran upstairs to the third floor, which proved to be a poor decision.6 The crowd soon burst in, lit wads 3. The Martians Return
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of paper that were in abundance, and began hurling them around before retreating out-side, repelled by the smoke and heat. As the flames reached the third floor, terrified occupants began leaping off the building; others desperately tried to save themselves by forming a human chain down the side of the structure. These chains occasionally broke, sending terrified residents plunging to their deaths.7 The station program director Leonardo Paez wrapped paper around his body from the giant rolls used for the newspaper presses, then jumped, landing on several bystanders in the street. He survived the fall but was seriously hurt.8
Police and soldiers were slow to respond, as most were in the countryside on their way to fight the Martians. By the time authorities dispersed the crowd with tanks and tear gas, twenty people were dead and as many as fifty were hurt.9 At least four of the injured were security guards who received head wounds when the crowd turned on them.10 Others included police and firefighters whom the rioters attacked. Ecuador’s defense minister Manuel Diaz Granados personally took command of the crisis.11 The building was destroyed, and along with it the offices of the radio station and the country’s oldest and largest newspaper, El Comercio, which owned the radio station, and the afternoon daily Ultimas Noticias.12
The drama began as an ordinary music show that was interrupted by news bulletins, starting with, “Here is an urgent piece of late news.”13 At one point, the announcer appealed to nearby Peru and Colombia to come to the aid of Ecuador. Ground zero was said to be the nearby town of Cotocollao. 
Announcers impersonated a government minister and the mayor of Quito, who urged citizens to evacuate before the city was attacked. The “mayor” 
could be heard saying: “People of Quito, let us defend our city. Our women and children must go out into the surrounding heights to leave the men free for action and combat.”14 A New York Times  reporter on the scene said that it was at this point that residents “began fleeing from their homes and running through the streets. Many were clad only in night clothing.”15 Ironically, shortly after, in response to a deluge of calls to the radio station by worried residents, the station immediately cut into the broadcast to announce that what they were hearing was just a drama. The same announcement was repeated several times at varying intervals but many failed to hear it, having already fled. The terror was nationwide but to a lesser extent outside the capital, since the drama placed the fighting in the vicinity of Quito. In the countryside, hundreds of people headed for the mountains.16 It wasn’t until 4 A.M. 
that the rioting was under control. 
Within days of the panic, Ecuadorian police had arrested sixteen people for their involvement in drama, or for taking part in the riots.17 The incident was yet another vivid reminder of how vulnerable people can be to media 26
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outlets in whom they place their trust. In recounting these tragedies, it is perhaps fitting to recall the words of Walter Lippman who once wrote that “under certain conditions men respond as powerfully to fictions as they do to realities, and ... in many cases they help to create the very fictions to which they respond.”18 History had repeated itself once again. 
CHAPTER 4
Infamous Disc Jockey Hoaxes
Being a DJ is a demanding job that requires constant vigilance to maintain all-important audience ratings that pay the bills. But sometimes the temptation is too great and they ring false alarm bells in order to receive instant attention. 
It has to have been one of the dumbest ideas in the history of radio. It’s hard to imagine how grown men and community leaders could have devised such a ridiculous idea. In 1974, Arthur Gropen was hired as the new morning DJ at KIKX- FM in Tucson, Arizona. He and general manager Dennis Forsythe met to think up ways to get Gropen noticed. They settled on a surefire idea to get him into the public spotlight, if not make him into a local household name: Stage his kidnapping. 
On January 19, the plot was hatched. The station broadcast news of Gropen’s kidnapping, complete with a fake interview with the police, and a description of the vehicle used. Concerned listeners immediately rang the police and radio station. The police, who had already been notified that it was a publicity stunt, complained to the station that the promotion was tying up their phone lines, and urged them to stop the stunt. Meanwhile, a local TV reporter learned what the station was doing and reported that it was a hoax. Incredibly, station officials continued to vehemently deny the report, insisting that the kidnapping was real. Complicating matters, Forsythe wasn’t even around when the plot unfolded, but was at a golf tournament in Florida. 
Later that weekend he heard phone reports as to how the plan was going and issued instructions for the deception to continue but to stop using the word
“kidnapping.” He was not told of the police complaints. 
By the time Forsythe showed up for work on Monday morning, events were spiraling out of control. Yet it wasn’t until Wednesday, January 22, that Forsythe finally canceled the hoax and met with Gropen to make repeated on- air apologies to both the police and their listeners. It was too little, too 27
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late. The Federal Communication Commission rarely shuts stations down, but in this case it decided to pull the plug on KIKX when its license was up for renewal.1 Law judge Thomas Fitzpatrick said the station had unduly alarmed the public over several days, and hampered the ability of the police to do their job. “That the public was both shocked and concerned by the purported ‘kidnapping’ is amply evidenced by the numerous phone calls to the station and to the police. The program format of KIKX was such that it catered to a young and impressionable audience. The announcements of the
‘kidnapping’ had the ring of authenticity,” said Fitzpatrick.2 KIKX had paid the ultimate price for what can only be described as a massive display of arro-gance. 
Getting Away with Murder? 
On June 13, 1990, KROQ- FM in Los Angeles grabbed national headlines when station personnel staged a fake murder. It happened during the Kevin
and Bean  morning show when hosts Kevin Ryder and Gene “the Bean” Baxter ran a program called “Confess Your Crime.” The show began with a series of
“true confessions.” One caller admitted to stealing bowling balls; another claimed to enjoy running over cats. Then a caller rang to say that he caught his girlfriend in bed with another man and killed her. The DJs sounded shaken by the remark before the anonymous caller hung up. Listeners quickly lit up the phone lines, wanting to know if the call was genuine. The DJs were adamant that it was. 
The incident came to the attention of the Los Angeles County sheriff ’s department who had numerous unsolved murders on the books. The DJs continued to maintain their innocence and even handed over a tape of the show to the sheriffs as part of their investigation. The “mystery murder” was featured on a segment of NBC- TV’s popular show Unsolved Mysteries. The department spent months investigating. It wasn’t until April 1991 that the DJs were forced to admit that the murder call had been made by their friend, Doug “the Slug” Roberts, after the deception was uncovered by a Los Angeles
Times  reporter.3 Roberts was working in Phoenix at the time of the hoax, but was later hired as the KROQ night DJ.4 Many listeners were furious upon hearing the news that they had been duped. The sheriff ’s department sent KROQ a bill for the $12,170 it cost to investigate the incident and to match details in the case with other unsolved murders.5 The DJs were also unpopular with the relatives of local murder victims who were hoping to find closure. 
The Federal Communications Commission decided to let the men off with a slap on the wrist, noting that it was an isolated incident involving just 4. Infamous Disc Jockey Hoaxes
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a few people, and that station higher- ups were not involved. In fact, when management learned it was a hoax, they took action: The trio were suspended for five days and ordered to split the Sheriff ’s tab three ways. On top of this, they had to serve nearly 150 hours of community service.6 The FCC also took red- faced station officials up on their offer to write a booklet on how to prevent future radio hoaxes and to distribute it to stations across the country.7
Here are a few famous cases of DJs creating false alarms: April 1, 1949: Radio 1ZB in New Zealand — Phil Shone reported that a huge swarm of wasps a mile wide were approaching the city of Auckland, frightening thousands. 
April 1, 1989: KSLX- FM in Phoenix, Arizona — announced that the station had been taken hostage by Native Americans, tying up police and 911
lines. The station was let off the hook when the FCC ruled that it was a one-time incident, and the station took steps to prevent a recurrence of similar hoaxes.8
July 1991: WALE- AM in Providence, Rhode Island — news director Tom Moriarty reported that personality Steve White was relaxing outside the station during a break when someone shot him in the head. Police and reporters rushed to the scene, only to find White alive and well. Within ten minutes of the “shooting,” it was announced that the incident was a hoax, done at White’s prompting. White and Moriarty were fired. The FCC let the station off with a warning.9
April 1, 1993: KGB- FM in San Diego, California, reported that the space shuttle had been diverted to tiny Montgomery Field in the middle of the city, resulting in over a thousand people rushing to the airport to glimpse the Space Age marvel. Traffic was tied up for hours, as were police trying to unravel the jam. Because the incident did not fall under FCC regulations against crimes, disasters or catastrophes, they took no action.10
June 2001: KEGL- FM in Dallas, Texas — DJs Keith Kramer and Tony
“Twitch” Logo, reported that pop superstar Britney Spears and friend Justin Timberlake had died in a car crash. They were promptly fired.11
Radio analyst Jeff Smulyan has observed, “Whenever you have a creative medium, people are going to do some things on the edge. The question of defining what is merely clever and what goes over the line is sometimes difficult.”12 While often true, some stunts clearly cross the line of what is acceptable. Kidnapping and fake murder confessions are so far over the line that it’s hard to imagine rational adults actually going through with such stunts, thinking there would be no repercussions. 
CHAPTER 5
Playing with Fire:
Nuclear Scares
Since the 1970s, several radio stations have broadcast bogus reports of nuclear accidents, resulting in varying degrees of fear. 
The Swedish Barseback Panic
Radio is a local medium that is quicker to respond to breaking local news than television, which is better in providing regional coverage. It takes time for TV crews to get organized and reach the scene of most incidents within their broadcast area, which typically encompasses hundreds or thousands of square miles. Such responses can take hours, and in some non–Western countries, days. On the other hand, radio is often on the scene of a disaster within minutes, as a reporter can simply jump in a mobile unit (a car or truck with a radio or mobile phone) and race off without waiting for a camera crew or loading bulky equipment. Local radio is also more intimate. While we may watch TV personalities on the afternoon and evening news, many people listen to local DJs and news announcers day after day, hour after hour, to the point where they may seem to be part of the family. It’s also much easier to pick up the phone and talk to them personally about something they said, whereas TV personalities are notoriously harder to contact. 
On the afternoon of November 13, 1973, a small college radio station in the tiny southern Swedish community of Barseback broadcast news of an accident at a local nuclear power plant that was under construction. At 5
o’clock listeners were told that a cooling system had malfunctioned, spewing radioactivity into the atmosphere and it was heading downwind. Based on a survey of over 1,000 listeners who heard the broadcast, about 70 percent thought it was real. Surprisingly, owing to either ignorance or confidence in the government’s ability to deal with a leak, 30 percent of those responding 30
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said they were not frightened.1 Despite this, at least several hundred phone calls were placed to local media and police agencies, and the two area telephone systems failed during the program owing to the sudden volume of calls. Some calls were from other parts of Sweden, checking to see if their relatives were safe, while others sought advice. Many called to complain that while they had not been deceived, they were angry that the program managed to fool one of their relatives.2 At the nearby Lund police station, before the phones failed, a weeping woman and her father told the police that a terrible accident had occurred. The puzzled officers knew nothing of the hoax and briefly assumed the worst. One officer even rang his family to tell them to stay inside.3 While there was not a single documented case of a listener fleeing the area, Swedish sociologist Karl Rosengren and his colleagues concluded that “the Swedish program must be considered a worthy rival to that of Orson Welles” 
based on the high percentage of listeners who took the broadcast to be authentic.4
While there was potential for widespread panic, it did not erupt for three reasons. First, the broadcast was only 11 minutes long. Second, many of the listeners were aware that the plant in question had not yet been finished and therefore couldn’t have expelled radiation. Third, the program was set in 1982, not 1973, though many listeners failed to notice. The show’s producers said they aired the program in an effort to stimulate public debate on the issue of nuclear safety. If this was their aim, it worked. The Swedish Radio Council investigated the incident, which was also discussed in parliament and received heavy media coverage. The success of the deception was attributed to its realistic nature, including the use of real locations, popular radio voices and ambulance sirens. 
The Springfield “Disaster” 
It was over almost before it began, and one cannot help but wonder: What if, on November 9, 1982, local authorities hadn’t stopped WSSR- FM
in Springfield, Illinois, from broadcasting its fictional radio drama about a local nuclear power plant disaster? The program aired for just two and a half minutes before it was stopped, after worried residents began to phone emergency service agencies to find out if it was true. During that short time span, the drama claimed “that a nuclear cloud was headed for Springfield.” Chuck Jones of the Illinois Emergency Services and Disaster Agency said: “I’m still shocked that someone out at that station let that get on the air.” The drama was intended to air for half an hour on a public station under the control of Sangamon State University. The nuclear power plant mentioned in the play 32
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was just 25 miles northeast of the city, but was not operational at the time of the broadcast.5
“Testing ... Hello”—The Reagan Incident
On August 11, 1984, prior to his weekly radio address, President Ronald Reagan was testing his microphone to see if it was working, and warming up his voice, when he quipped: “My fellow Americans, I am pleased to tell you today that I’ve signed legislation that will outlaw Russia forever. We begin bombing in five minutes.” His comments never made it to the air, and his aids and a crowd of reporters laughed at the remark, recognizing it as a joke. 
Nevertheless, the journalists in attendance reported his comment, sparking an international outcry. Soviet leaders were not amused, placing their military on alert. The Soviet TASS news agency said the remark was a sign of hostility towards Russia, and damaging to peaceful relations.6 The incident sparks the question: Should the media have reported the off- air comment in the first place? It could be argued that Reagan was a prominent public figure, and given the nature of the remark, there was an obligation to report what he said. On the other hand, Reagan was clearly joking, and if the media hadn’t reported it, it wouldn’t have prompted Soviet authorities to place their military on a higher state of readiness. 
Gulf War Hoax
In mid–January 1991, the Persian Gulf War broke out between the United States and its allies against the Iraqi regime of Saddam Hussein after his invasion of Kuwait. It was a time of great tension across America. There was a sense of unease with reports that Iraqi infiltrators might try to attack the United States with chemical or biological weapons. It was within this context that a disc jockey in the Midwest exercised what can only be described as poor judgment. While doing his morning show on KSHE- FM in Crestwood, Missouri, Don Ulett, unhappy over the U.S. involvement in the war, decided to stage a protest. Ulett interrupted music with this announcement: “Ladies and gentlemen, we are experiencing technical difficulties, please stand b —.” 
Suddenly the sound of an air raid siren could be heard in the background as a second voice said: “Attention, attention. This is an official civil defense warning. This is not a test. The United States is under nuclear attack.” Startled listeners then heard screams and explosions. Ulett soon came on to say that regular broadcasting would resume shortly. It did. The phone lines at KSHE
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quickly lit up from concerned listeners. Two hours after it began, Ulett admitted that the announcement had been a hoax and that he was sorry. The station then aired recorded apologies throughout the day and on their local news the next day, but it was too late. 
The Federal Communications Commission immediately investigated. 
Station management, who had no prior knowledge of the stunt, promptly suspended Ulett from his job for one week without pay, and drew up a plan to prevent a similar incident in the future. While a major panic didn’t occur, the FCC was not satisfied given the potential gravity of the situation as it happened during wartime when people were in a heightened state of anxiety and alert, and thus, the hoax “had the potential to create widespread panic.” 
Remarkably, the FCC allowed Ulett to keep his job after the suspension, but he did get fired as the public address announcer for the St. Louis Cardinals baseball team. As for KSHE- FM, it was fined $25,000.7
Nuclear hoaxes on radio illustrate the power of placing “live” bulletins in what appear to be regular broadcast programs. When we are dealing with local events, no other medium is as responsive as radio. Some critics might view listeners as being ignorant for not checking other radio or TV stations to see if the event was being reported. But in the first few minutes or hours, one cannot realistically expect other stations or channels to have the story. 
Therein lies the potential for radio to wreak havoc in the future. 
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CHAPTER 6
“This Just In...” 
NBC Frightens Viewers
In 1983, NBC broadcast the TV movie Special Bulletin  about terrorists threatening to set off a nuclear bomb in the United States. Some viewers thought the show was a live news event and became frightened that a nuclear attack was imminent. 
It was everyone’s nightmare, a worst- case scenario if there ever was one: news reports of a group of terrorists with a nuclear bomb, threatening to set it off, potentially killing millions. This fictitious event was the subject of the NBC Sunday night movie on March 20, 1983. The trouble was that some viewers thought it was real. 
The movie Special Bulletin  was highly realistic and featured superb acting that was so good it won several Emmy Awards. Soon after the show aired, phone calls from worried viewers started pouring in to network affiliates around the country and to police agencies. After a brief opening text denoting its fictional nature, the movie begins “cold,” without opening credits. Instead, viewers see what appear to be previews of different shows followed by a jingle for a fictitious network: “RBS — we’re moving up.” Next, what appears to be a typical game show starts and is interrupted by a special bulletin, followed by a “live” report from the scene of a hostage drama. The movie was intended to show how a TV network would handle a breaking story of a nuclear bomb in the hands of terrorists, who were said to be holed up on the tugboat Liberty
May  in South Carolina’s Charleston Harbor. Conveniently, among the hostages are a reporter and a cameraman, who become the mouthpiece for the group, who call themselves anti- nuclear activists. The terrorists demand the deto -
nators for 968 nuclear warheads so as to take them out to sea and dump them overboard, rendering them useless. Their stated goal is to deactivate the missiles as the first step towards global disarmament. It was reported that 37
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their bomb was as powerful as the ones dropped on Japan at the end of World War II; the government had 24 hours to give in to their demands or else. In the end, a team of elite government troops try to forcibly end the siege but the weapon explodes, wiping Charleston off the map. 
In order to simulate how a real network might react to such a scenario, the show kept switching back and forth from news anchors in New York City to journalists at the White House, the Pentagon, Congress, and in Charleston. 
Throughout the movie, these special bulletins are interrupted by so- called
“live feeds” from the terrorists on the tugboat. A series of disclaimers appear during the show, starting at the very beginning of the movie when these words appear: “The following program is a realistic depiction of fictional events. 
None of what you are about to see is actually happening.” This brief, silent disclaimer could have been easily overlooked by viewers. During commercial breaks, viewers were again reminded of the show’s fictional nature. Also, at key moments, the word “dramatization” appears on the screen. Occasionally, reporters would stumble over words, adding to the sense that it was a live broadcast. The movie also used WPIV as the call letters for the fictional NBC
affiliate in Charleston — very close to the real affiliate, which is WCIV. 
In Charleston, WCIV- TV was swamped with 250 calls; others rang the police, though most of those were reporters seeing if anyone had called. Only a handful of worried residents had done so. This occurred despite the local affiliate taking the extraordinary step of permanently superimposing the word
“fiction” on the screen. 
At KING- TV in Seattle, Washington, it was a similar story as worried viewers bombarded the switchboard with calls, most within the first twenty minutes. One caller told the operator that he was concerned for the welfare of his son who lived in nearby Virginia. At San Francisco’s KRON- TV, 50
calls were recorded in the first half hour. One woman was convinced what she was watching was real, and complained that the station was giving too much air time to the terrorists! In Chicago, once callers realized it was a fictional story, many became irate. One angry viewer rang WMAQ- TV to demand that the show be taken off the air in five minutes or he would blow up the TV station. A blind woman called KGW- TV in Portland, Oregon, to ask if the program was real as she couldn’t see if there were any disclaimers on the screen. At WCMH in Columbus, Ohio, out of 38 calls, switchboard operator Gene Ostle said, “Three or four people were hysterical, crying.” One woman told him she had to take tranquilizers in order to calm down.1
A spokesman for St. Louis TV station KSDK said about 60 calls were received. “Most of the callers thought the events they were watching on their television screens were really happening.”2 At WDAF in Kansas City, the operator said that of the 37 calls recorded, “One- half complained that we 6. “This Just In...” NBC Frightens Viewers
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shouldn’t put something like this on television, and one half had just tuned in and thought it was for real.” One man who called WDAF claimed that his mother became distraught during the show and suffered a heart seizure.3 However, just one man rang the Kansas City Police to inquire if the show was real. 
In St. Louis, not a single inquiry was logged by police.4 Based on these reactions, while some callers were clearly concerned or frightened, few were panicky; otherwise, it’s likely that more would have called police instead of ringing the TV stations. 
Curiously, NBC officials worried that some viewers might mistake the broadcast for the real thing. The day before the movie aired, Associated Press writer Tom Jory published a story titled: “NBC Hopes Warnings Will Avert Panic during Special Bulletin.” Jory quoted the president of WTMJ- TV in Milwaukee, who decided not to air the movie because he was worried “that people will be deceived into believing it’s an actual broadcast.” He was especially concerned for viewers tuning in late. “They tune in for a moment and say, ‘My God, what’s happening?’”5
The historical context of the broadcast was also instrumental in its believ-ability. In 1983, the fear of a nuclear war with the Soviet Union was still a worry, and American schools were routinely conducting nuclear attack drills along with regular fire evacuations. The radiation leak at the Three Mile Island nuclear plant near Harrisburg, Pennsylvania, in March 1979 was also fresh in the popular mind, helping to set the stage for the reaction to Special Bulletin. 
Even before Special Bulletin  aired, NBC executives received complaints from their news division, concerned that the show was too similar to a real broadcast. The movie was recorded on tape instead of film, to give it a live flavor. The president of WCIV- TV in Charleston, William Lucas, said he didn’t think people would become worried while watching the movie — though he clearly had some misgivings. “I wish they had chosen a hypothetical city,” 
he said. 
CHAPTER 7
“Look! Up in the Sky!” 
Asteroid Panic
When CBS aired Without Warning  in 1994, it prompted thousands of worried viewers to think that earth was about to be pummeled by asteroids. There is evidence to suggest that some CBS executives expected and even hoped for such reactions. How the real media handles asteroid scares continues to be a subject of ongoing debate. 
At 9 o’clock on the night of October 30, 1994, CBS television broadcast its Sunday night movie Without Warning, triggering fears that asteroids were about to crash into earth. The program, written by former ABC reporter Peter Lance, was highly realistic and featured “live” reports from fictional disaster sites in Asia, Europe and the United States. The “Evening World News” was presented like a real news program, fooling many. It was reported that asteroids had already struck in Wyoming, France and China, and more were on the way. At the end of the program, more asteroids struck earth and TV screens went blank. Adding to the realism, veteran television journalist Sander Vanocur played himself, anchoring the news desk as he switched to apparent live footage of the aftermath of the impacts. The word “live” also appeared on the screen as actors and real reporters continued their deception. Other real- life TV journalists played correspondents, including Sandy Hill, Warren Olney, Ernie Anastos and Bree Walker. One segment even featured an interview with space scientist Arthur C. Clarke.1
During the broadcast, telephone calls poured into stations that were airing the movie. After the program began, the network advised audiences that what they were about to see was a “realistic depiction of fictional events. None of what you are seeing is actually happening.”2 The problem was, after the initial warning, there was no advisory for the next 15 minutes, a critical time in establishing the tone and mood. The program began like an ordinary Sunday 40
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night movie but was interrupted by news bulletins from such respected organizations as the Associated Press and Reuters, showing scenes of death and destruction. The movie even recreated a White House press conference during which it was announced that F-16 fighter jets equipped with nuclear weapons had been scrambled to blow up the asteroids before reaching earth.3
It may have been no coincidence that the program aired on October 30
and was likely inspired by the infamous 1938 Martian invasion scare which aired on the same date (see Chapter 2). During the TV broadcast, the switchboard at CBS headquarters in New York was jammed with anxious callers, wanting to know if what they were watching was real. 
When the movie was over, one New York affiliate led their local news with viewer complaints. After covering the incident as a news story, the show’s anchorman then said: “Now, here’s the real news.”4 In Minneapolis, Minnesota, CBS affiliate WCCO anchorwoman Amy Marsalis apologized to viewers: “CBS broadcast disclaimers at every commercial break but in spite of that we got almost a hundred calls from people alarmed, upset, some in tears.... 
For those of you who called here, we’re sorry for any bad moments.”5
Media columnist Ted Cox believes that the movie was a setup by CBS
in order to create another Orson Welles–like scare that would boost ratings and the network’s profile. Cox notes that at the time the movie aired, CBS
ranked third among the three major networks and relished the publicity of viewer reaction. Clearly network executives knew that the movie would deceive some viewers into thinking they were watching a real news event; the only question was to what extent. As Cox observes, the use of high- profile news veteran Sandy Vanocur seemed designed to intentionally fool the audience. 
There were other clear signs of the intent of CBS executives. For instance, WBBM TV 2 in Syracuse, New York ended its Sunday Evening News  with a caution to viewers that some may be fooled by the movie it was about to air. 
The station also placed a recording on its phone line, advising callers that Without Warning  was fictitious, seemingly anticipating the reaction.6
Low- key disclaimers about the realistic nature of the movie and the Halloween Eve air date led many reporters to connect the dots and anticipate a War of the Worlds–type reaction. Indeed, CBS communications vice president Tom Goodman admitted that early Sunday evening, “The news desk received more calls from reporters seeing if we’d received any calls [other] than calls
[from] themselves.”7
This incident underscores just how easily the public can be fooled by dramas involving what appears to be a regularly scheduled event seemingly interrupted by live news bulletins. This is especially so when the bulletins are given by real TV journalists. 
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Rolling the Cosmic Dice
Just what are the odds of a large asteroid slamming into earth and causing global destruction? Very, very slim. Astronomer Rachel Webster says the odds are “remote and not worth losing sleep over.”8 They are measured in millions of years. She says the greater threat is from smaller asteroids and comets, which pose a regional danger as they occur roughly once every 100 years. But with today’s sophisticated tracking equipment, in most cases we should have ample warning to be able to do something about it. Surprisingly, blowing up the object — as was the plan in Without Warning, could make matters worse, sending hundreds of projectiles raining down on earth. The preferred method is to place a small rocket on the object in order to nudge it slightly off the course.9 The United States military already has contingency plans to do just that. 
The media has a spotty track record when it comes to reporting on asteroid scares. On July 3, 2006, an asteroid as big as a football stadium passed near Earth. Despite Internet rumors of possible doom, including giant dust clouds and tidal waves, as predicted, Earth survived unscathed. The giant space rock, dubbed XP14, caused concern when it was first identified on December 10, 2004, by astronomers at the Cambridge Observatory in Massachusetts. It was immediately classified as a PHA — that’s space talk for Potentially Hazardous Asteroid. There was a lot of Internet chatter about XP14, including suggestions that NASA calculations could be wrong, or that it could crash into the moon. Despite Internet speculation, newspapers, television and radio didn’t play up the flyby, and it quickly became a non- event. By the time July 3 arrived, it was reported as an innocent sideshow, posing no threat to Earth. This is not always the case. 
In August 2003, the British government’s Near Earth Object Information Centre issued an alarming press release, warning of a possible collision with asteroid QQ47 in 2014. The statement triggered a brief media frenzy and disgust among astronomers who said there never was a realistic threat. The media warning was issued even though the collision odds at the time were set at roughly one in a million. Shortly thereafter, the odds went down to zero once more information was gathered and more precise calculations could be made. 
In March 1998, the media was briefly abuzz with reports of an asteroid scare when astronomer Brian Marsden circulated a notice among his colleagues that asteroid 1997 XS11 looked to be on a collision course with Earth in 2028. 
Within hours, the story hit the media. Upon reading the notice, two NASA scientists specializing in tracking Near Earth Objects, Paul Chodas and Donald Yeomans, quickly determined that a collision was impossible. In announcing 7. “Look! Up in the Sky!” Asteroid Panic
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their results, the pair were critical of Marsden for circulating his collision notice. Yeomans has said that when someone locates a large object that appears to be on a collision course with Earth, he or she should not run to the media and make the information public right away. He advocates circulating the data privately among astronomers. This way, asteroid experts can analyze the information and reach a consensus before going to the media and creating undue alarm.10 Marsden defended his announcement and said he would do it again. 
On December 23, 2004, a worrying statement released by NASA made headlines around the globe: Scientists had detected a giant asteroid 400 meters across that, based on calculations, had a one- in- sixty chance of clobbering Earth on April 13, 2029. A short time later it was announced that based on more precise calculations, there was no threat. Science writer Terence Dickinson notes a concerning pattern in recent years. In each instance, “the first news release would give the odds as such- and- so that the killer asteroid would collide with Earth on a specified date. Then, days or weeks later, astronomers would find images of the asteroid in the photo archives that allow more accurate orbital calculations and — poof!— the sky isn’t falling after all.”11 Why not just wait a few days or weeks when astronomers can gather sufficient data to say with more clarity that Earth will be struck? Part of the reason may be the news media’s competitive urges to break a potentially hot story over its rivals —
even if it’s not in the best interests of the public. It would appear that when journalists get wind of a potentially huge story, it’s hard to sit on it until more accurate data comes in and the threat is confirmed. 
CHAPTER 8
Pokémon and 
Creepy Crawley Scares
It’s one of the greatest cases of mass suggestion in history. In 1997, Japanese TV reported that watching a cartoon could make children sick. The reports triggered a wave of mass hysteria across the country. 
In Japan during mid–December 1997, thousands of Japanese schoolchildren and their parents heard terrifying accounts of children going into frightening seizures after watching an episode of the popular cartoon Poké-
mon. In hindsight, we now know that the initial report was true: Several hundred children who watched the program had a rare, pre- existing condition and were susceptible to what doctors call “photosensitive epilepsy” or PSE. 
Intense flashes of light during one part of the show triggered the relatively harmless and short- lived seizures in a small number of children. But TV
reports of the first batch of children falling ill triggered a wave of mass hysteria across the country. Within days, over 12,000 more schoolchildren — fearing that they too might fall ill as they had watched the episode — reported feeling unwell. 
The Pokémon panic began on the evening of December 16, with the airing of episode 38, “Computer Warrior Polygon.” The broadcast began at the usual time of 6:30. Fifteen percent of the nation’s TV sets were tuned in to the popular show. During the show, Pikachu, a yellow mouse- like creature with super speed and agility, enters cyberspace with several companions. About twenty minutes into the program, Pikachu battles the forces of evil by using his special ability to throw bolts of electricity. It was at this point that viewers saw a sequence of light flashes. Doctors later determined that a tiny fraction of children out of the millions of viewers reacted with seizures. These children had sensitive nervous systems, and as the nerves that send messages to the brain became excited, their muscles began to twitch and spasm.1 While the 44
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A display at the Guinness World Records museum in Niagara Falls, Canada, describes
the Pokemon Panic (photograph by Benjamin Radford). 
condition is not serious, it can be frightening to watch. The 12,000 other children who watched the show and became ill were suffering from a variety of anxiety- related symptoms: headaches, breathing problems, nausea, vomiting, blurred vision, and fatigue. 
The cartoon was so popular with children that in Toyohashi, researchers estimated that 70 percent of the city’s 24,000 elementary students were watching.1 Twenty- one minutes into the program Pikachu’s attack began to send flashes across television screens. Japan’s Fire Defense agency reported that within 40 minutes of the flashing sequence airing, 618 children had been taken for hospital evaluation with a variety of complaints. The illnesses were headline news across the country that evening. But, in a lapse of judgment, several TV stations aired replays of the flash sequence, sparking a second wave of child seizures.2
In their investigation of 80 elementary schools on Kyushu Island, researchers led by Dr. Yushiro Yamashita had teachers ask their students who had watched the show, and if they could recall feeling unwell. Questionnaires were also mailed to area health clinics. Just one of 32,083 enrolled students had had a seizure; 1,002 others reported “minor symptoms”— about 6 percent of the children.3 A separate survey of a dozen hospitals in the same prefecture 46
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found that 17 children were treated for convulsions. Of course, this doesn’t mean that they had convulsions but were treated for them. Dr. S. Tobimatsu, who headed the study, examined four children who had been affected by Poké-
mon and diagnosed with photosensitive epilepsy.4 He and fellow researchers suggested that “the rapid color changes in the cartoon thus provoked the seizures.” The researchers believe that the children’s sensitivity to color — in particular, rapid changes between red and blue — may have played a role in triggering the seizures. As for the vast majority of other children who fell ill, mass hysteria was the culprit. 
Strawberries “Virus” 
In May 2006, a TV show in Portugal was blamed for causing mass hysteria. At least 300 Portuguese children from various schools developed a mysterious ailment characterized by breathing problems, dizziness and rashes. 
Doctors concluded that the outbreak was a case of mass suggestion and dubbed it the “Strawberries with Sugar Virus”— after the popular teen television soap opera blamed for triggering the malady. The symptoms appeared within days of an episode depicting characters coming down with similar symptoms, caused by an imaginary virus which swept through a school. “What we concretely have is a few children with allergies and apparently a phenomenon of many other children imitating,” said one doctor.5 Another physician, Mario Almeida, said: “I know of no disease which is so selective that it only attacks school children.”6 Anxiety levels may also have been high, as the illness coincided with final exams. 
The Incy Wincy Spider Scare
The media was also implicated in triggering other scares. In late July and early August 2006, in Austria, when several people were bitten by the yellow sac spider — an event that happens each year — the media ran a series of reports about the spider’s habits and bites. Classic symptoms include headache and nausea — symptoms that are also common in the general population and triggered by stress. Soon, scores of people who were exhibiting these vague symptoms and suspected that they too had been bitten rushed to local emergency rooms. In reality, the bite of the yellow sac is painful but not lethal. Over a two- week period starting in late July, 190 people had visited the main hospital in Linz, fearing that they too had been bitten by the dreaded creature. Of these, no more than eight were diagnosed as having been bitten by the yellow sac. Medical centers across the country were also inundated with calls from 8. Pokémon Panics and Creepy Crawley Scares 47
worried residents. At the main hospital in Vienna, spokesman Dieter Gruber described the episode as a “wave of hysteria,” with hundreds of callers inquiring as to the dangers posed by the spider.7
The New Zealand White- Tail Panic
The Austrian episode is reminiscent of other media- generated insect panics, but instead of television, newspapers have been the main culprit. In recent decades, sensational press reports in New Zealand about the potential dangers of Australian white- tailed spiders have triggered a spate of imaginary spider bites. Between 1900 and 1979, not a single case of a white- tailed spider bite was recorded. But in recent years, stories such as “Spider Suspect in Death Mys tery” and “Fears of Biting Spider Plague” conditioned the public to immediately suspect the white- tail in cases of swelling, localized discomfort and rash. After examining the records of “white- tailed spider bites” recorded at the Christ church Hospital between January 2001 and 2003, a team of doctors noted several curiosities. In no instance did the “victim” see the spider actually bite them. Bacteria from the patient’s skin cultures were re- examined and there was no indication of a reaction to spider venom. The investigators found that it was unlikely that any of the patients had been bitten by the white-tail.8 The spider scare can be traced back to 1991, when popular newspaper columnist Denis Welch was reported to have become ill after being bitten by a white- tail, resulting in a surge in queries to spider experts about dangers posed by the spider.9
How could the diagnosing physicians and the media been so wrong? 
Money and politics. New Zealand’s Accident Compensation Corporation or ACC requires a specific diagnosis before it will pay out. The researchers noted that the ACC stipulates that an external force “be identified before sudsidising medical care and paying benefits to people unable to work. If an external force is not identified, the ACC will not cover the costs.”10 Most journalists are not experts on the subjects they write on; many write several stories a day on different topics. In this instance, they simply reported what the doctors and patients were telling them. Few journalists were equipped with enough background knowledge on white- tailed spiders and medicine to understand what was really going on. 
The American Kissing Bug Terror
“Kissing bug” is a generic term for numerous insect species that suck blood from mammals, so called for their tendency to pierce the exposed skin 48
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of sleeping victims, most often on the face and especially the lips. Other common names include “assassin bug,” “cone- nose” and “big bed bug.” Its roman-tic nickname became popular during the summer of 1899, when scores of Americans claimed to have been bitten on the lips while sleeping. 
After biting its victim, the kissing bug ungraciously defecates on the host, a practice which can transmit potentially fatal Chagas disease. In the fecal matter is a parasite which can severely damage the heart, nervous system, brain, colon and esophagus. The bug is rampant in parts of Central and South America where 25 percent of the population is at risk, an estimated 17 million are infected, and 50,000 deaths occur annually.11 However, the species of kissing bug on the mainland United States rarely bites humans, and when they do the chance of contracting Chagas is extremely low, as these more polite American cousins do not defecate while feeding, greatly reducing the transmission risk.12 The bug’s notorious reputation outside the United States may have sparked the great kissing bug scare of 1899. 
The scare can be traced to Washington Post  police reporter James F. McElhone, who, in the course of making his journalistic rounds in mid–June, began to note an influx of patients seeking treatment for bug bites at the Washington City Emergency Hospital. Upon interviewing Hospital physicians on June 19, he learned that several people had indeed been treated for redness and swelling, typically on the lips, “apparently the result of an insect bite.”13
Curiously, no one ever caught their attackers in the act. On June 20, McElhone published a speculative, sensational account of the bug bites, describing victims as having been “badly poisoned” and warning that it “threatens to become something like a plague.”14 Other Washington papers quickly reported the story, followed by papers along the east coast and then nationwide.15
Soon, any insect bite or swelling or pain of any kind on or near the face was attributed to the evil “kissing bug.” Leland Howard, Chief of Entomology for the U.S. Department of Agriculture in Washington, D.C., described the ensuing scare as a “newspaper  epidemic, for every insect bite ... [not] recognized was attributed to the popular and somewhat mysterious creature.”16 At the Philadelphia Academy of Natural Sciences, entomologists analyzed the remains of “kissing bugs” collected by purported victims. Among the insects identified: houseflies, beetles, bees and a butterfly.17 Newspaper accounts of kissing bug attacks grew increasingly sensational.18 One report from a Chicago woman more closely resembled a vampire attack than a bug bite.19 At the height of the scare, beggars in Washington, D.C., bandaged themselves and went about soliciting donations, claiming to have been out of work and requiring donations to subsist until their full recovery from kissing bug bites.20
CHAPTER 9
The “Documentary” 
That Fooled England
On Halloween night in 1992, the BBC decided it would have some fun by presenting a spoof documentary on a haunted house. The program frightened the nation and triggered a wave of protests. It was also blamed for cases of post- traumatic stress syndrome and at least one suicide. 
Michael Parkinson is one of the best known and respected figures in British media circles. He is the English equivalent of Jay Leno or Oprah Winfrey. That’s why many citizens were surprised to learn that Parkinson had taken part in a hoax broadcast that remains the subject of bitter debate. On October 31, 1992, the much revered British Broadcasting Corporation aired a 90-minute television special that promised to be a TV first: a live investigation of a “real” haunted house in England. A forerunner of today’s reality television, promotions for the program billed it as a documentary. The show discussed the supposed plight of Pam Early, who, viewers were told, lived in a haunted house in Northolt, Middlesex, with her two daughters. The Earlys told of having suffered through countless incidents of paranormal harassment at the hands of a restless spirit. 
After seeing that the beloved Mr. Parkinson was the host, and following the gripping storyline, an estimated 11 million viewers tuned in to watch. 
While the show was meant to make fun of sensational docu- dramas, many were fooled and thought what they were watching was really happening. As the “documentary” opened, a stone- faced Parkinson set a serious tone: “The program you are about to watch is a unique investigation of the supernatural. It contains materials which some viewers may find disturbing.” Parkinson had a satellite link- up with reporters who were supposedly at the haunted house. 
The program gradually built in intensity. At first, the incidents were 49
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tame: The on- the- scene reporters heard a series of strange noises in the house. 
Then viewers were taken on an emotional roller- coaster ride. Just when it seemed that something supernatural was taking place, one of the girls, Suzanne, appeared to be caught in the act of making the spooky sounds. But a short time later, it became evident that there really was a ghost and scratch marks suddenly appeared on Suzanne’s face. The situation quickly deteriorated as both girls began speaking a strange language, the lives of the two reporters appeared to be in peril, and, back at the studio, Parkinson was possessed by an evil spirit. 
Viewer reaction was swift: 20,000 phone calls lit up the lines, protesting the show. Some were upset that a trusted media figure like Parkinson would take part in such a hoax. Many parents were angry over the effect the show had on their children as the two reporters at the “haunted house” were popular presenters of children’s TV programs — Sarah Greene and Craig Charles. Many children were unable to separate fantasy from reality and grew distraught. 
The British Medical Journal  published two cases of post- traumatic stress syndrome resulting from the program, both in ten- year- old boys. Symptoms included trouble sleeping, nightmares, anxiety attacks, depression, separation anxiety, memory problems, and intrusive thoughts and flashbacks about the show.1
One of the boys became obsessed with the notion of ghosts and witches, and talked about the subject constantly in order to receive reassurance. He was also afraid of being in dark places for fear that something bad would happen. He began sleeping with the light on, would not be left alone upstairs, and experienced panic attacks. The psychiatrists who treated him said he suffered nightmares and flashbacks, and would bang his head in hopes of getting rid of any unwanted ghostly thoughts. Prior to watching the show, his mother said he was a normal child, though he was “sensitive” and “a worrier.” The boy was hospitalized for eight weeks before the symptoms subsided. 
In the second case, as with the first, the boy was also described as a nervous type, and was frightened during the show. He felt ill and weepy, and refused to enter his bedroom, believing that someone or something was watching him. His parents allowed him to sleep with them, and had to repeatedly offer reassurance about the fictional nature of the show. They finally sought professional help, and life soon returned to normal. 
The participation of Michael Parkinson in the deception was pivotal. 
Parkinson appeared doing what he was renowned for: discussing major news events in a credible fashion. He was so convincing that he even fooled those who tuned in expecting to see a play about ghosts. Ghostwatch  scriptwriter Stephen Volk told a friend to tune into the program and clearly described it as a drama. Yet, upon seeing Parkinson, she quickly assumed that what she 9. The “Documentary” That Fooled England
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was seeing was real. “One friend of mine, whom I’d told the week before that I had a drama on TV at 9:30 the following Saturday, phoned to tell me that she totally believed it was happening for real. I said, ‘But I told you I’d written it!’ ‘Yes, I know,’ she said, ‘but as soon as I saw Michael Parkinson I thought you must have got it wrong!’”2
Volk was surprised that so many people took the program seriously. 
While admitting that the show was intended to trick the audience into thinking they were watching a “live” show, the deception lasted much longer than he anticipated. “We thought that people might be puzzled for two, perhaps five minutes, but then they would surely get it, and enjoy it for what it was —
a drama. The curious thing about Ghostwatch  is that while one part of the audience didn’t buy it for a second, another part believed it was real from beginning to end.”3
One suicide was blamed the show. Five days after airing, 18- year- old Martin Denham hung himself. Denham was intellectually impaired and had the mental abilities of a 13- year- old. After watching Ghostwatch, Denham became obsessed with ghosts. He was found hanging from a tree near his family’s Nottingham home. The suicide note read: “Mother do not be upset. 
If there is ghosts I will now be one and I will always be with you as one. Love Martin.”4
British primary schoolteacher Robert Kensit reflected the sentiments of many viewers. In a letter to the Radio Times, he said: “I describe myself as a pretty hard- bitten sceptic, but by the time it had finished I was feeling very frightened indeed.” Kensit said “all that was needed was to have a message flash on screen every few minutes which would have informed people that this was a fictional account.”5 Volk disagrees. He thinks that writers have to have a degree of artistic license, otherwise TV would become too boring. “If we had a screaming banner across the screen reading ‘This is not true,’ what is the point of that? You might as well have a comedian give you the punchline before he tells you the gag.... What do you do? Destroy the fun of the programme for the people who might enjoy it, for the sake of pleasing those who might be offended?”6 On the other hand, Martin Denham might still be alive today if it hadn’t been for the show. And what of the responsibility to the many child listeners who recognized Sarah Green and Craig Charles from their popular kids’ show roles? At best, it seems to have been poor judgment to have cast them in roles where they would be attacked. How many other children suffered varying degrees of PTSD or emotional upset? Not every child watches TV with their parents, and certainly, not every parent thought the show was fictional. 
Are these isolated cases involving mentally imbalanced people? How much of an impact do scary television shows and movies have on audience 52
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members? University of Michigan researcher Kristen Harrison has found a worrisome long- term effect. She asked a group of American university students if they had ever been frightened for a long time after watching a scary film or program. Surprisingly, 9 percent said yes, with many remaining scared for a year or more. Of this group, one in four said their fear persisted beyond a year. Eating and sleep disturbances were common in about half the subjects. 
Remarkably, some students didn’t even realize that they had been affected until being in a similar situation. One woman noted how she seemingly enjoyed watching the movie Jaws, yet when she went swimming, she was seriously affected by the film. “I was surprised at the effect it had on me when I went swimming in Wisconsin lakes.... If someone yelled ‘Jaws!’ and I was in the water my heart would start racing and I would fly out of the water. It lasted a good year.”7
There is a famous cartoon where Bugs Bunny and Daffy Duck are in front of a live audience, and each tries to outdo the other in a series of more dangerous stunts. Finally, an exasperated Daffy takes a stick of dynamite, lights it and swallows. An explosion follows. Bugs gives Daffy his due, com-plimenting him on such a spectacular trick. Daffy responds, as his ghostly spirit floats skyward, by saying there was only one problem in performing it — he could only do it once. Ghostwatch  was a great “trick,” but the BBC
paid a hefty price for airing it. After the firestorm of controversy that it created, Ghostwatch  wasn’t released to the public for a full decade after it first aired. 
The lesson is clear: Anyone who hoaxes the public will forever be looked upon with suspicion — even media icons such as Michael Parkinson and the BBC. 
CHAPTER 10
Hurricane Katrina Mythmaking
Reports of bodies stacked in the Superdome and mass murder and mayhem across New Orleans in the aftermath of Katrina will be forever etched in our minds. But was it true? 
Matthew Arnold once described journalism as “literature in a hurry.” In today’s information age, reporters have the unenviable task of being instant experts who are constantly battling deadlines to either break a big story or keep up with the competition. As a result, the truth is often distorted, as complex stories are condensed into 30-second sound bites or a few paragraphs. 
How the American media reported on the aftermath of Hurricane Katrina is a classic example. 
Make no mistake: When Katrina swept through the eastern Gulf states as a Category 4 storm on August 29, 2005, she crippled coastal Louisiana, Mississippi, and Alabama. New Orleans, 10 feet below sea level, was hit hard by flooding when the city’s outdated levee system failed. Katrina resulted in at least 1,300 deaths, 100 billion dollars in damages, and the displacement of over a million residents. Yes, Katrina was a major storm that packed a wallop, but if you believed the media reports immediately after she hit, the worst was yet to come. 
Shortly after Katrina struck, there were sensational accounts of mayhem and mob rule in New Orleans: of children with their throats slit, gangs roaming the Superdome raping and murdering terrified evacuees, rescue personnel being shot at, and a surge in murders. Attempts to confirm these early TV
reports by interviewing eyewitnesses and checking police records portray a radically different picture. The St. Petersburg Times  from September 2 perhaps best summed up the public perception, proclaiming: “At the Edge of Anarchy.”1
On September 1, CNN reported that the Superdome evacuations had 53
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been suspended after a ferrying helicopter was fired on. The ugly story was flashed around the globe in an instant. The Associated Press headline read:
“Katrina Evacuation Halted Amid Gunfire ... Shots Fired at Military Helicopter.” But the sniping never happened. Officials from the Louisiana National Guard, the Air Force, Coast Guard, and Civil Air Patrol — all of whom had choppers in the air over New Orleans — made inquires and found that none of their pilots reported being fired on.2 That same day, during a live, nationally televised news briefing, Louisiana Democratic Senator Mary Landrieu announced that she had heard unconfirmed reports that some deputies and sheriffs had been killed or injured. These also proved unfounded. As of September 1, just one law officer, out of thousands in the region, had been reported shot — a self- inflicted leg wound that occurred during a struggle.3
The impression of chaos at the Superdome was widely broadcast in the media and promoted by city officials, who in turn, were relying largely on media reports. On September 6, New Orleans police superintendent Eddie Compass told TV talk queen Oprah Winfrey chilling accounts of babies being raped there. Mayor Ray Nagin contributed to the hype when he said on the same broadcast that the Superdome was a major crime scene: “They have people standing out there, have been in that frickin’ Superdome for five days watching dead bodies ... watching hooligans killing people, raping people.”4
Incredibly, none of it was true. Louisiana National Guard Major Edward Bush said the Superdome “morphed into this mythical place where the most unthinkable deeds were being done.”5 The little panic there was at the “Dome” 
was being stirred by the news media. The public address system wasn’t working and cell phones were useless, so National Guard troops communicated to the masses by walking the stadium and using bullhorns. With the difficulty in com municating, many evacuees became distraught after listening to their portable AM radios. It was within this backdrop that Major Bush said, “They would listen to news reports that talked about the dead bodies at the Superdome, and the murders in the bathrooms of the Superdome, and the babies being raped at the Superdome, and it would create terrible panic.” Indeed, Bush spent much of his time as a salesman trying to convince evacuees that what they were hearing wasn’t true.6 Bush said, “People would hear something on the radio and come and say that people were getting raped in the bathroom or someone had been murdered. I would say, ‘Ma’am, where?’ I would tell them if there were bodies, my guys would find it. Everybody heard, nobody saw.”7
But how could the media get it so wrong? Apparently, with widespread power outages and reporters unable to move about easily, they reported not what they saw, but what others said they saw — which often turned out to be rumor, gossip and hearsay. 
10. Hurricane Katrina Mythmaking
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Contributing to these dark images was journalist Brian Thevenot of the New Orleans Times- Picayune, who published an article on September 6
about the Superdome horrors, including quotes from National Guardsmen who told him that a Superdome freezer contained 30 to 40 bodies, including a “7- year- old with her throat cut.” The Arkansas National Guard conducted a review of the claims when the existence of the bodies couldn’t be verified. 
Lt. Colonel John Edwards headed the probe, which came to a startling conclusion: There were no bodies. Had the troops lied to the media? Not quite. 
It turns out, the excited Guardsmen had heard the freezer story while waiting in line for food at Harrah’s Casino next to the Superdome. At the time it was being used as a military and law enforcement staging area.8 Essentially, they had repeated hearsay as fact. Thevenot had taken the reports at face value —
something that reporters at every newspaper in the country do every day —
they interview authorities or supposed eyewitnesses and assume they’re being truthful. 
On September 26, Thevenot and fellow journalist Gordon Russell corrected their earlier misinformation about the Superdome freezer and other Katrina myths. Shortly thereafter, the floodgates opened, with The New York
Times, Los Angeles Times  and Washington Post  publishing similar exposés. Cable TV and radio talk shows were soon running hot with similar myths. As for the supposed spate of murders after Katrina, New Orleans District Attorney Eddie Jordan said that as of September 27, there had been four confirmed homicides, and not a single official report of rape.9 Not bad figures for a one-month period in a major U.S. city. 
A major reason for the flurry of rumors was the disruption of communication in Katrina’s aftermath. Denise Bottcher, press secretary to Louisiana governor Kathleen Blanco, said: “The television stations were reporting that people were literally stepping over bodies and violence was out of control [in the Superdome].... But the National Guardsmen were saying that what we were seeing on CNN was contradictory to what they were seeing. It didn’t match up.”10
Sociologist Robert Granfield says the flurry of false reports of criminal mayhem in New Orleans in the wake of Katrina reflect popular stereotypes of minorities and the poor. In several cases, Granfield said that rumors were reported as reality. “Reporters had neither the time nor the ability to investigate these claims, and so repeated them as facts. One gunshot or drowning or stolen television became 10, and 10 became 100. Hungry people taking bread off shelves were generalized into ‘massive looting’ and then typified as the rule, not the exception.”11 Granfield contends that the accounts of widespread murder and mayhem were believed because for years the media has been hyper- inflating the news in order to sell their product to the public and 56
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keep them watching. In reality, he says that in the United States, person and property crimes were the lowest they had been in more than thirty years. 
“The public, constantly exposed to lurid news stories of child murder, bomb-ings, rapes and other kinds of violence, is not aware of the declining crime rate. Many apparently believe that we’re just one police department or one National Guard unit away from anarchy.”12 The result was a media- fueled delusion where journalists reported what they thought was happening, based on what they expected to happen. The irony was not lost on Granfield, who observes that the behavior of many journalists turned out to be “as shocking and shameful as the behavior we assumed to be true.”13
Thevenot is more forgiving. He expresses what happened as the meeting of space- age technology with stone- age storytelling. “A person might have seen a man passed out from dehydration in the Superdome ... and assumed he was dead, then assumed there must be more dead. In the retelling, it becomes, ‘There’s bodies in the Dome.’ Retold a few more times by stressed and frightened people — all the way up to the mayor — and it became, ‘There’s so many bodies in the Dome you can’t count them.’” Then the media showed up and broadcast these claims around the world in the blink of an eye, not realizing that ordinary rules of sourcing did not ensure accuracy because people were repeating exaggerated, distorted stories through word of mouth without firsthand confirmation. The result was fish stories that got bigger and bigger — with the “bodies in the Dome” story being a whopper. Ultimately, once the facts were scrutinized, it turned out to be the proverbial one that got away. 
Then there was the rope story. On September 5, several media outlets broadcast shocking news of police finding 22 bodies of people who had drowned in the storm — all tied to a single rope. The bodies were found near Violet, Louisiana, east of New Orleans. The report quoted St. Barnard Parish Sheriff Jack Stephens who said the bodies were wrapped around a pole. The problem was, the area was under water and transport was difficult. By early November after water levels had receded and the reports were checked, no bodies were found. In the words of St. Barnard Fire Chief Tom Stone: “It’s a hurricane urban myth. It’s fictitious. It never happened. Thank God.” How did the story of the roped drowning victims get started in the first place? 
Stone thinks he knows. At the peak of the storm surge, a resident living near where the incident had supposedly taken place said he spotted a bunch of people roped together. According to reporter George Pawlaczyk, “The story quickly spread among harried Sheriff ’s deputies and firefighters in dozens of commandeered pleasure boats, but they had to concentrate on saving the living. Somewhere along the way, the number 22 became attached to the story.” 
Stone said that in Katrina’s aftermath, all sorts of wild rumors were flying. 
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“It was getting to the point that if I didn’t actually see it, I didn’t believe it,” 
he said.14
Bad Water or Bad Journalism? 
There were other media- generated myths about Katrina, most notably about the quality of drinking water and reports that it was a storm of unparalleled strength. 
News agencies commonly described the New Orleans floodwaters as a
“witch’s brew” and “toxic soup” of pollutants that could easily prove fatal if swallowed, and would pose a long- term health threat to those inhabiting the area. Yet water tests during the first week of September, indicated otherwise. 
Most of the pollution was from feces, pesticides and petroleum- based chemicals, and slightly elevated amounts of metals. Chris Piehler of the Louisiana Department of Environmental Quality, said that tests taken shortly after the storm hit, found no “specific toxic pollutants at any levels of concern.” When asked if water pollutants could pose a hazard for returning residents, he said bluntly: “No. The limiting factor is going to be what structures are going to be salvageable and which ones are not.”15 Jerry Fenner from the Centers for Disease Control echoed Pichler’s sentiments: “[A]ll the test results show there shouldn’t be any long- term problems of health and habitability.”16 Based on the results of daily water samples taken by the Environmental Protection Agency, New Orleans floodwaters yielded levels of hexavalent chromium, arsenic and lead above agency drinking water standards. Yet, EPA officials were not worried, issuing a statement that read in part: “These compounds would pose a risk to children only if a child were to drink a liter of flood water a day. Long- term exposure [a year or longer] to arsenic would be required before health effects would be a concern.” 
A prime ingredient in the floodwater — fecal matter — came from the city’s underground sewage system after the city’s sewage treatment plant shut down. As disgusting and unhealthful as this sounds, by September 7, fecal bacteria was already declining and health officials said they would have no lasting effect on the water quality. Fenner said: “The stuff will desiccate and you can clean it up. You fertilize your lawn? It’s the same thing.”17 Further, and contrary to popular belief, the city’s drinking water does not come from Lake Pontchartrain (pronounced ponch- a- train), where officials were pumping the floodwater, but the Mississippi River.18
Unfortunately, in the days after Katrina, many journalists on the scene based their reports on fragmentary accounts from unverifiable sources. 
Media critic Matthew Felling compares what happened to “the fog of war,” 
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and feels that journalists needed to show “more patience and less feigned certainty.”19
Was Katrina a Super Storm? 
As for widespread media claims that Katrina was a super storm created by global warming, scientists from the National Oceanic and Atmospheric Administration (NOAA) attribute the record number of hurricanes in the United States during 2005 to natural cycles in the tropics. Based on detailed weather records, there is a consensus among weather scientists that roughly every 20 to 30 years, there is an upsurge in hurricane activity, followed by a lull for a similar period. According to a statement issued by NOAA, natural weather cycles were responsible for “the increased Atlantic hurricane activity since 1995, and is not related to greenhouse warming.”20
How does Katrina compare to other major hurricanes in the region? It was weaker. Katrina made landfall as a Category 4 with gusts in excess of 140
mph (225 kph). In 1969, Hurricane Camille roared onto the Mississippi coast as a Category 5, while in 1980, Hurricane Allen, another Category 5, came ashore near Brownsville, Texas. Both storms had sustained winds of 190 mph (306 kph).21
Never before have so many people been living so near to vulnerable coastal areas, resulting in ever- increasing damage amounts in the aftermath of storms. Much of the damage caused by Katrina was the result of human incompetence, apathy and neglect. How else can one explain why New Orleans, a coastal city below sea level and surrounded by a crumbling levee system, wasn’t better prepared? It was a manmade disaster waiting to happen. 
Geographer Brian Handwerk concurs with this view: “Populations are concentrating along the world’s coastlines — particularly in large urban areas. 
Improved forecasting and emergency response have lowered hurricane casualty rates, but as more people and infrastructure move into harm’s way, storms are likely to become more destructive.”22
As poorly as the media performed in the difficult days after Katrina, we should remember two key things. First, after reviewing what went wrong, no one was trying to deliberately deceive the public. Journalists were in a race to report what was happening, and in their haste, had to cut corners because they couldn’t move about as easily as they ordinarily would, due to the break-down in communications and difficulty in getting through floodwaters. Second and most important: The media eventually got the story right. Journalism instructor Poynter’s Woods said it best: “Don’t forget, the journalists kept reporting — the reason you know that things were reported badly is because the journalists told you.”23
CHAPTER 11
Chicken Little and 
the Bird Flu Panic
Many experts now believe that the global fear over an impending outbreak of avian influenza, which began in 2005, was mostly a media creation. 
Starting in 2005, TV screens and newspapers around the world carried terrifying headlines of an imminent global catastrophe from a bird flu pandemic. Month after month, there were stories of some new outbreak and images of people in white “space suits” culling birds and spraying potentially infected areas. When the spread between humans didn’t materialize, we were shown sensational TV movies like Fatal Contact: Bird Flu in America, first broadcast in May 2006. When ABC aired the movie, some states issued press releases cautioning residents about the alarmist nature of the movie. Epi -
demiologist Dr. Tracy Murphy called the movie “a work of fiction designed to entertain in a very dramatic fashion.”1 How dramatic? One man coughs so hard that his rib cartilage shreds! Another scene shows a landfill full of corpses. 
Avian or bird flu occurs naturally in birds and, to a lesser extent, in other animals. Each year there are seasonal epidemics of influenza caused by sub-strains of flu viruses that are already circulating among the population. Pandemics are rare occurrences that take place when a new flu subtype emerges — one that has never circulated among humans or has not circulated for a long period, resulting in illness and death rates much higher than seasonal influenza.2 In 1918–19, the world experienced a global pandemic of “Spanish flu” which killed an estimated 50 million people after spreading from birds to humans. Despite the media hype, an outbreak of bird flu is not necessarily just around the corner. 
Since December 2003, there have been hundreds of cases of bird flu reported in humans, most after having contact with infected birds, usually 59
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chicken. While the transmission from birds to humans is rare, all flu viruses have the capacity to mutate into a new virus that spreads from person to person. Humans are susceptible to strains of bird flu as we have little immunity from them.3 There were three flu pandemics during the 20th century: the
“Spanish flu” after World War I, the “Asian flu” of 1957–58, and the “Hong Kong flu” of 1968–69, the latter two outbreaks being mild. The global death toll from the Asian flu was about a million, while the Hong Kong flu killed between one and four million. 
Much Ado About Bird Flu
Several prominent scientists are critical of the sudden fear of a bird flu pandemic, which began in 2005. They believe that the likelihood of an outbreak was no greater than in previous years. Historian Paul Mickle cautions that there have been many past flu “epidemics” which failed to materialize such as the 1976 swine flu panic. At the time, leading health officials in the United States warned of an impending pandemic that could kill one million Americans. On February 6, 1976, 19- year- old Army private David Lewis died at Fort Dix, New Jersey, of what health officials later identified as a highly communicable variation of swine flu, triggering a global scare. Studies later revealed that 500 other recruits at Fort Dix had contracted the same flu strain, but none died or were even seriously ill. Private Lewis was the only official American death from swine flu that year, but ironically, dozens died from side effects during the vaccination program. The inoculations began on March 1 with the goal of injecting all 220 million Americans. The program was suspended by the government on December 16 after 40 million Americans had received shots. At that point, Americans feared the vaccine more than contracting the swine flu.4
Science writer Michael Fumento says that while no one can accurately predict when the next flu pandemic will occur, “there is never such a thing as helpful hysteria. And the line between informing the public and starting a panic is being crossed every day now by politicians, public health officials, and journalists.”5 The 2005 fear of bird flu had reached such alarmist levels that during a question- and- answer session on the safety of Thanksgiving turkeys and bird feeders, one American woman suggested killing all domestic birds and poisoning food along bird migration routes.6
A classic example of media hype surrounding the fear of bird flu is a Reuters  headline proclaiming: “Flu Pandemic Could Kill 150 Million, U.N. 
Warns.” The health authority cited in the story had stated that the death toll from a bird flu pandemic was between 5 and 150 million. Just how these 11. Chicken Little and the Bird Flu Panic
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figures were reached is unclear. Fumento says that such wildly disparate figures are tantamount to wild guesses. He blames his media colleagues for focusing on the more alarmist “experts.”7
Fumento lists several “experts” who have helped to exaggerate the bird flu threat. Topping his list of “Chicken Littles” is Dr. Irwin Redlener, who heads the National Center for Disaster Preparedness at Columbia University. 
During a nationally televised interview on September 15, 2005, Redlener made the dramatic assertion that “we could have a billion people dying worldwide.” When questioned later by Fumento, he qualified this claim by saying:
“[O]ne billion ill.” The same TV program introduced the topic with chilling words: “It could kill a billion people worldwide, make ghost towns out of parts of major cities, and there is not enough medicine to fight it.... It is called the avian flu.”8
No one can predict the statistical probability of a bird flu outbreak in any given year. Contrary to popular belief, pandemics do not strike in predictable cycles. In fact, humans and sick birds have been mixing for years without a pandemic. Fumento observes that the bird flu virus (H5N1) was first identified in 1959 when it was found in a group of chickens in Scotland. 
Hence, “H5N1 has been flying around the globe for over four decades and hasn’t done a number on us yet. That doesn’t mean it won’t ever; but there’s absolutely no reason to think it will pick this year or next,” he says.9
In October 2005, Pittsburgh microbiologist Dr. Henry Niman issued the following warning about the 2005 bird flu strain: “We’ve known about the seriousness of H5N1 mutations and different forms of the virus for some time. We’ve had avian flu before, but this year the situation is extremely critical for a variety of reasons, including the many different strains detected and the unusually high mortality rate for some of those strains.” Dr. Niman’s recommendation sounds like a script from a Hollywood film: “I would stock up on antiviral medication. Besides that, devise a plan to isolate yourself with enough food and water for an extended period of time.”10
Dr. Niman and others have expressed concern over reports that thus far, avian flu in humans kills just over half of those they infect. This scary figure is in stark contrast to the Spanish flu which is estimated to have had a mortality rate of between 2.5 and 5 percent. Seasonal flu kills under one percent. These chilling figures are misleading. The small number of avian flu deaths thus far have occurred in poor countries with poor medical systems. Michael Fumento says the 50 percent mortality rate “comes from those ill enough to require medical attention — the sickest of the sick. Our experience with normal influenza is that many who become infected have no symptoms at all, nary a sniffle.”11 Wendy Orent, author of Plague, concurs: “We have no idea how many people in Asia contracted H5N1, came down with a mild infection, and 62
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became immune. Research from 1992 has shown that Asian chicken farmers have antibodies to many different forms of the H protein, including H5, in their blood.”12 University of Ottawa molecular virologist Earl Brown says that it is common for chicken farmers around the world to have antibodies to various bird flu strains.13
Orent says that from the standpoint of evolutionary biology, “the worst-case scenario — a lethal, transmissible, world- destroying flu — cannot happen, any more than Ebola or Marburg can steal out of the jungle and destroy the human race. If we have an H5N1 flu pandemic, which is certainly possible, we have no logical reason to believe it will be deadlier than the pandemics of 1957 and 1968.” Orent believes the largest effects of the flu are fear and hysteria.14
British sociologist Frank Furedi says politicians are partly responsible for spreading the bird flu fear as a way to hedge their political bets so that in the unlikely event an outbreak were to occur, they cannot be accused of having not warned us. He cites statements by Great Britain’s Chief Medical Officer, Sir Liam Donaldson, as illustrating his point about creating needless fear. 
Donaldson warned British citizens that a Bird Flu pandemic that will kill at least 50,000 citizens is inevitable, though he doesn’t know exactly when. 
According to Furedi, “Donaldson knows that when he says that a flu pandemic is inevitable he will never be proved wrong. Such an unspecific warning about the risk of an avian flu that can mutate so it can spread easily between humans could have been made by chief medical officers in 1919 or 1920 or at any time since the 1918 influenza pandemic.”15
Furedi says that even if 50,000 Britons were to die of bird flu, about 12,500 citizens die from the flu during a typical year, according to estimates by the British Department of Health. “It is estimated that during the 1989–
90 epidemic around 30,000 people died from the flu. Not quite 50,000—
but near enough. Every single death is a personal tragedy. Which is why we can do without additional doom mongering,” Furedi says.16
Dr. Marc Siegel of the New York University School of Medicine says that while the fear of bird flu is real, the likelihood of an outbreak in 2005
was exaggerated. “If anything is contagious right now, it’s judgment clouded by fear.”17 Dr. Gary Butcher of the University of Florida’s College of Veterinary Medicine concurs with Siegel’s assessment of the threat. Butcher holds a doc-torate in poultry virology and specializes in avian diseases. He calls the chances for an avian flu pandemic a long shot. “For it to become dangerous to humans, it has to go through a pretty significant genetic change. If you put this in perspective, it’s not going to happen. For a person to be infected now, it appears that the exposure level has to be astronomical.”18
The Internet has played a major role in accelerating the bird flu scare 11. Chicken Little and the Bird Flu Panic
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through the actions of bloggers — which one group of public health experts describe as “techno- agitators and armchair epidemiologists who see each new flu report or update as a call to arms, and use their blogs as a medium to inform and scare the daylights out of each other.”19 Bird flu bloggers typically contend that the mainstream media is doing an inadequate job of communicating the serious threat from the illness and vow to get the message out. 
Even in the unlikely event that a bird flu outbreak were to occur in any given year, physician Marc Siegel points out that medicine is far more advanced than in 1918. “There were no vaccines for flu or antiviral drugs, no antibiotics or steroids to treat flu patients with pneumonia or asthma, no world- spanning public- health network.”20 Another difference from 1918: media tentacles which now reach to every corner of the world with alarmist images of impending bird flu Armageddon. 
CHAPTER 12
The Russians Are Coming! 
In 2010, residents in former Soviet Georgia were sent fleeing into the streets after a state- run TV news show reported that Russian troops were pouring over the border. 
On the evening of Saturday, March 13, 2010, residents in the former Soviet Republic of Georgia panicked, believing that their country was under attack by its Russian neighbors after state- run TV reported that Russian troops had crossed the border. The scare came at a time when tensions between Georgia and Russia were high; in August 2008 Russian troops launched an invasion of Georgia. The broadcast was successful in scaring many residents. 
The TV program was highly realistic and showed actual archival footage from the 2008 conflict, including comments by Russian President Medvedev and Prime Minister Vladimir Putin. There was also 2008 footage of Georgians fleeing for their lives. After showing pictures of Russian troops and tanks pouring across the border and planes dropping bombs in the capital, there was a shot of U.S. President Barack Obama calling on the Russians to cease hostilities — footage from the 2008 conflict. 
The half- hour broadcast was aired on a Saturday night and later claimed to have been a “simulation” of what would likely happen if the Russians were to invade again. However, the program failed to include on- screen messages alerting viewers that the events were not happening. A disclaimer only appeared at the very start — which many viewers either missed or failed to notice — and at the end of the broadcast. Further heightening tensions, the announcer also claimed that the Georgian political landscape was in tatters after the president had been assassinated and the country’s opposition had formed a provisional government that was pro–Russian and welcomed the invaders. The show included a news anchor providing “updates” on the latest position of Russian forces, who were said to have bombed the airport in the capital city of Tbilisi. 
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The head of the Georgian Orthodox Church, Patriarch Ilia II, was scathing in his criticism of the bogus attack. “This kind of experiment is a crime to our people and to humanity,” he said. Meanwhile, a refugee of the 2008 war, Tamuna Okhadze, said: “People were in panic. Some people started getting dressed to flee to Tbilisi. People wondered where they should hide their children.” 
A spokesman for Georgian President Mikheil Saakashvili said that he was “very concerned and alarmed of what he saw on TV.... I understand the position of the journalists.... I understand that it is possible to make such projects, but it mustn’t impact the population of the country. No one must pour oil on the fire and cause alarm among the people. This is a very sensitive topic.” The president tried to defuse the situation by going to the studio after the broadcast to apologize to the nation in person. However, given the tightly controlled nature of state TV, some critics claimed that the president would have to have known of the program.1 The Reuters news agency concurred, describing it as “a barely disguised swipe at opponents of Saakashvili who recently met Russian Prime Minister Vladimir Putin in Moscow and called for the countries to restore ties.”2 Indeed, the day after the broadcast, President Saakashvili seemed to back away from any apol-ogy, noting that the real enemy was the Russian government : “But the major unpleasant thing about the yesterday’s report — and I want everyone to realize it well — was that this report is maximally close to reality and maximally close to what may really happen, or to what Georgia’s enemy keeps in mind.” 
Sarah Marcus, a journalist based in Georgia, was in the heart of the scare, noting that news of the “invasion” spread quickly. “I heard when my neigh-bour, in a state of distress, knocked on my door to tell me about it, someone else saw people on street begin to run in panic, the mobile phone networks crashed as everyone tried to contact friends and family. The emergency services reported a peak in calls from people who’d suffered heart attacks.” One of her friends have parents in Gori, hit hard during the 2008 war. The friend
“and her brother frantically tried to work out how to gather enough money to get their parents out of the city by taxi — presuming taxis would already be charging rack rates to go in and out of Gori, as they did during the real war.”3
The program began as follows: “Good evening. This is a breaking- news edition of The Chronicle. In a few minutes, President Saakashvili is expected to make a special statement on the situation in the country. We don’t know if it’s going to be a recorded or a written message. It’s being reported that the Russian troops deployed at Leningor have been put on combat alert.” A journalist in the capital during the broadcast, Matthew Collin, said that pande-66
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monium followed: “People rushed out of cinemas. They rushed out of theaters. 
The mobile phone networks briefly crashed. Some people in the region where the war actually happened actually got ready to flee their homes yet again, and there were several reports of people having a heart attack.”4
CHAPTER 13
The Video Nasties Scare
by Peter Hassall
Violent, sadistic and perverted video films are as great a danger to a child’s mind as any infectious disease is to the body. Yet, children are being exposed to them every day. High street retailers, so obsessed with profit that they have these films on their shelves, plumb the depths of greed ... 
these obscenities can be bought or hired in any town. 
— Daily Mirror (London), November 25, 1983
Decades before the appearance of violent TV shows featuring psychopaths like Criminal Minds  and Dexter, England and New Zealand were in the grips of a media- generated fear about the effect of violent horror videos on youth. This chapter looks at how the video witch hunt started in the United Kingdom and spread to New Zealand, creating outrage and panic in conservative quarters. 
Video players started to appear in homes in Western countries during the late 1970s. Before this time they were so expensive that only universities, TV stations and a few companies owned them. But by 1983, price wars and consumer demand created a boom in the number of machines appearing in homes. Video shops began popping up like mushrooms. They rented not only videos but also players to people who wanted to watch movies on video but did not have their own machine. For the first time, the average person could walk into a video shop and rent a range of movies — from classics to recent releases. Some films that had never been released in New Zealand were also available on video. Many were low- budget comedy, action and horror movies. 
Peter Hassall is a professional stunt performer and fight choreographer for television and films. 
He has appeared on such shows as  Crimewatch ,  The Tribe and  Man’s Work ; his film credits
include  Brain Dead ,  The Warrior’s Way ,  Separation City and  The Water Horse . Peter is
the author of the UFO book,  The NZ Files (Bateman, 1998). 
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There was another benefit to the video revolution: If viewed in a private home, movies were not subject to New Zealand’s strict film censorship laws. 
For example, the video release of Bruce Lee’s 1973 classic Enter the Dragon was uncensored, yet the cinema version had almost five full minutes of bone-breaking fight scenes cut. New Zealand’s chief film censor instructed to Warner Brothers to “delete all views where chain stick [nunchuk] is used ... 
reduce views of use of spiked claw hand by Han and also subsequent use of 4 bladed knife hand.”1 Ironically, you can now buy the uncut two- disc DVD
edition for $10 in New Zealand. 
The scare began in the early 1980s where was claimed that children were watching uncut horror movies containing scenes of extreme sadistic violence. 
These were given the nickname “video nasties.” The British media frenzy about them reached a peak between 1983 and 1984. During this time, British sociologist Clifford Hill, an ordained minister concerned with protecting family and child values, claimed that more than 10 percent of children aged nine and ten had seen Driller Killer  while over 3 percent had seen Cannibal Holocaust. 
He added that a “significant number of children of all ages reported that they had suffered nightmares which they attributed to watching video nasties.”2
One writer observed that “it could be argued that it is less destructive for them [boys] to prove their emergent manhood by watching torture, than by crashing motorbikes or mugging or killing their first man by the age of 13, like Alexander the Great. Only I doubt it works like that. There is the desen-sitising process for a start. On a diet merely of cop thrillers from the United States, our family heard someone shot to death in the street and hardly reacted — we had heard too many shots on the telly before.”3
Unverified claims became more extreme. One English survey given to parliament reported that 40 percent of six- year- olds had seen one or more horror films on video.4 There are obvious flaws with this claim. Would children that young be telling the truth? Would they be able to accurately match a movie title with a memory of scenes they saw in a video? These are not friv-olous questions. Some children may have ticked or circled as many titles as possible in an effort to please. There were five cannibal movies on the official British video nasties list — all with remarkably similar and likely confusing titles: Cannibal Apocalypse, Cannibal Ferox, Cannibal Holocaust, Cannibal
Man  and Cannibal Terror. One way to test the accuracy of such surveys would be to add in a few fictitious movie titles and see if any children claimed to have watched them. Guy Cumberbatch and Paul Bates did just that. They tested five classes of 11- year- olds with the same basic survey but with a few fake titles added such as Vampire Holocaust  and Zombies from Beyond Space. 
Their finding: 68 percent of the children said they had seen one or more of the fictional titles.5
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Gradually, the anti- video nasties movement in New Zealand gathered momentum. In January 1984, MP Paul East successfully persuaded four video stores in Rotorua to return their copies of The Texas Chainsaw Massacre  to the distributor. Remarkably, East admitted he had not even seen the film.6 A few months later delegates at the Women’s Division of Federated Farmers waded into the controversy at their 69th jubilee conference in Rotorua. 
Spokeswoman Teresa Donaldson said: “I think it would be fair to say that our members would like to see stricter control of videos. Violence between men and women, and sadistic violence involving rock groups can be hired and viewed in any New Zealand living room without restriction.”7
Trevor Morley, a Wellington security consultant and private investigator, showed a compilation of violent scenes from video nasties. About 50 of the 1,000 delegates left the screening in tears. Teresa Donaldson was typical, reacting with disgust: “I was shocked and still am. I just did not realise you could get that sort of thing.”8 The plan was to show the same compilation video to members of parliament, but the chief film censor, Arthur Everard, disagreed. 
Videos shown in private were one matter, but videos shown publicly had to be examined by the censor first. Everard said the video probably broke copyright laws. He also noted that “material that might be acceptable — but not desirable — in context would be repulsive with the sheer cumulative effect.”9
Morley voluntarily destroyed his copy of the video compilation, but the anti-video nasties steamroller ploughed on. 
The Minister of Women’s Affairs, Mrs. Hercus, believed all videos should be censored and some should be banned totally: “There are certainly two or three videos that I have seen — and I have not seen many — that I regard as totally degrading, particularly to women. I do not believe they should be available to anyone. While I understand the argument that says you cannot interfere in the privacy of what happens in a person’s home, I believe there is another set of values that is as important — a community interest that says in a modern democratic society we should not portray women in filthy, degrading circumstances.”10
The August issue of Grapevine, a monthly Christian family magazine distributed free to over a quarter of a million Auckland homes, had an emotive cover. Two young girls and a boy stare in shock at an unseen video. The accompanying article title is “Video Nasties: Loose in Your Living Room?” 
The content of the article was alarmist, noting that in some video shops “on the same shelves as Mickey Mouse and The Sound of Music, there are others that are sick and even downright savage.... On any given evening, adults who normally WOULDN’T— and kids who certainly SHOULDN’T— are treating their eyeballs and their memory- banks to movies that in many cases have never been permitted on a cinema screen (at least in their uncut version). These are 70
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the VIDEO NASTIES....” The magazine went on to assert just how easily children were seduced into watching these videos. “It’s not hard to see how it happens. 
Your 10- year- old boy stays overnight with a friend and ends up watching The
Texas Chainsaw Massacre  while the adults are out at the pub. Your 13- year-old girl joins an end- of- term party at a nice home down the road only to be exposed to Deep Throat [a controversial pornographic film starring Linda Lovelace] as a late- night unscheduled ‘treat’ organized by some enterprising youngster.”11 The bulk of the article repeated rhetoric from Women Against Pornography, a group formed in January 1983 after a “Reclaim the Night” 
march. While their focus was banning pornography, WAP also opposed any depictions of violence against women — whether in sex, horror or crime movies. 
Three months after their first failed attempt, opponents of video nasties made another effort to sway political opinion in parliament with another film of video violence highlights. This time it was created by an overseas expert, Chief Superintendent Peter Kruger, former head of Scotland Yard’s obscene publications branch. He was flown to New Zealand by the Society for the Promotion of Community Standards to help them lobby against video nasties. 
SPCS was founded in 1970 by a former nun named Patricia Bartlett. Although mainly concerned with sexual content in magazines, in movies and on TV, SPCS has also tried to ban violent movies. Fundraising to fly in overseas
“experts” on pornography and violence was a favorite tactic of SPCS. Local newspapers, radio stations and TV channels lapped it up every time. Drumming up a moral panic always proved to be a circulation and viewer booster for the media. Whether people agreed with the moralists or not, they were drawn to the articles and programs covering the controversy. 
Kruger’s compilation video had violent scenes collected from dozens of video nasties — titles such as The Boogie Man, The Burning, Cannibal Holocaust, Don’t Go in the Woods Alone, Don’t Go Near the Park, The Evil Dead (an early film made by the Spider-man trilogy director Sam Raimi), The Exterminator, I Spit on Your Grave, Last House on the Left, Night of the Bloody Apes, The Texas Chainsaw Massacre, Tool Box Murders, Nightmares in a Damaged
Brain, Snuff, and Zombie Flesh Eaters. A similar compilation tape in England had been instrumental in swaying political opinion in favor of strict censorship controls on videos. Only a few people questioned the validity of doing this. 
Nigel Andrews, a film critic, commented: “It is extraordinary that MPs, who complain more vociferously than any other group in the community when they are quoted ‘out of context,’ can allow context to be thrown to the winds so thoroughly as this. If you gave me a pair of scissors, I could readily go through Alfred Hitchcock’s oeuvre and blacken his name by compiling 20
minutes of highly gruesome Grand Guignol — and 20 minutes of gory foul 13. The Video Nasties Scare (Hassall)
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play from Shakespeare’s work, encompassing blindings and limb- loppings, would be even easier.”12 The highlights video had been sent in advance to the customs department and they passed it on to the film censor. Ironically, Everard refused to allow it to be shown in parliament due to the extreme violence and anti- social activities in it.13
Undeterred, SPCS and Kruger tried to arrange a screening of the movie Driller Killer  in the Beehive theater but that would have cost more than they could afford in copyright fees. They then invited 28 MPs to a private screening in Kruger’s hotel room. It would have been a very crowded screening if they had all turned up. Luckily, on the night only one MP, John Banks, watched the film. He later observed that “we can live without this sort of thing. I just feel that we have enough violence in our society.”14 Driller Killer  was banned in England but in New Zealand it had been passed by the censor with an R18
rating including a warning about graphic violence. The low- budget film is about a man called Reno who lives in a squalid New York apartment. Driven crazy by the pressures of daily life, including the loud music of a punk band who are his neighbors, he vents his frustrations by using a power drill to kill drunks, the homeless and prostitutes on the streets at night. The real mystery is why he didn’t kill the band members! 
Was the film really as nasty and violent as Bartlett, Kruger, and Banks said? Two journalists, Colin Hogg and Marianne Norgaard, put the claim to the test and watched it. Colin Hogg found it boring: “I saw an ad for a truly terrific cordless (rechargeable) drill only the other week. So did the bloke in this video. Only he wanted to do something a bit different with his new discovery. He obviously hadn’t read the instructions properly. Instead of boring handy holes for hanging curtain rails on, this odd- looking character bored holes into people’s sensitive parts, convinced that he was part of some totally horrifying horror film. He wasn’t. He was part of a very, very boring exploitation pic. A film so inept, so badly acted, so utterly boring, that it’s no wonder when I rang my local video shop and asked to book it, they said they’d with-drawn it.”15 Norgaard found it similarly dull, noting that “it’s a bit difficult to tell just what Reno’s scene is because the screen has a habit of going blank every time Reno fires up his power drill. Or the director sets the scene in a dark, wet alley complete with flickering shadows and pseudo- artistic close-ups of Reno’s face.... Reno’s an adept killer, though, I’ll give him that. He simultaneously manages to bore his victims into the pavement while he’s boring us to death on the couch.” She said that “the film is so cliché- ridden and badly produced, it’s impossible to view it as anything other than pathetically ridiculous twaddle. It’s even too absurd to rate as a cult movie.”16 Dan Cross, an Auckland video shop owner, agreed that it was badly made and far less graphic than some other video titles available. “All that publicity is the best 72
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thing that ever happened to Driller Killer. It used to be in the back of the shop, and it hardly went out at all. Now we have moved it out to the new release section and it goes out about three times a week.”17
Finally, the video shops hit back at the horror video detractors. Dennis Amiss, the Video Retailers Association secretary, challenged claims that video nasties were available in all  video rental shops. “Worse, that staff are permitting them to be hired out indiscriminately by minors. It is not our place to dictate what the public should have access to but to ensure that what is available is identified clearly and hired only to suitable age groups.” He also pointed out that most of the video- nasty titles mentioned by Kruger had already been rejected by the Video Retailers Association on their own initiative. “That, together with the added protections of stringent indecency laws and a diligent Customs Department have kept this market virtually free of the really unde-sirable material.”18
Countering the Video Retailers Association view, the Committee for Chil -
dren called upon the government to classify and ban videos. According to Committee chair Areta Koopu: “The child’s right to protection from harmful material far outweighs the individual adult’s right to a completely free choice of entertainment. Classification will make it easier for responsible adults to protect children from unsuitable material. But video watching is a family activ -
ity and some children will see whatever is shown. We believe that, to provide a measure of protection for these children, tapes containing obscene material or wholly gratuitous violence should be banned.”19 Using the same line of rea -
soning, it could also be argued that the use of cigarettes, alcohol and adult books in the home should be banned outright as children may use or see them. 
Kruger continued scare- mongering, claiming that in 1975 only 125 videos had been seized by police on obscenity grounds, but by 1983 the number had increased to 25,210, an impressive figure if true. He failed to mention that due to the increase in the number of titles available on video and the much larger number of copies needed to supply all the new video rental shops popping up, it was unlikely that the percentage of total videos that could be termed video nasties had increased. Here is a sample of Kruger’s alarmist rhetoric: “The spread of video nasties in the United Kingdom was so quick and so alarming. We are now concerned about the copy cat syndrome — we’re having the most brutal and violent incidents that we have ever known. At least once a month lawyers stand up in our courts and offer pleas of mitigation for clients charged with rapes, murder or sexual assaults on the grounds that the accused had been influenced by a video nasty.... Ordinary members of the public [were] coming to us, saying their children had seen these videos. They were concerned about it. Their children were getting them from any retail outlet. There were no restrictions.”20
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It is an easy option for a lawyer to suggest that an accused criminal was influenced by a violent film or TV show. It also allows viewers to give up all personal responsibility for their actions. In addition, there are no known instances of children running amuck with power drills after watching Driller
Killer  and killing pets, other children or adults. Many factors can influence people to act violently, from brain tumors to one’s family and community environment, genetics, chemical imbalances in the brain, the use of drugs and alcohol, and so on. Logically, any of these factors acting on an individual over a period of many years would have a far greater effect than a few videos. 
For what Kruger said to be true about young children getting hold of and watching video nasties would have required a long chain of circumstances to work. The children would need enough money to rent the video. They would have to be away from home in the shopping area unsupervised by their parents. 
The video rental shop staff would have to knowingly and willingly rent the violent video to the unsupervised child. The parents would have to have failed to monitor what videos their children were watching and only discovered later what had been seen. Even if it actually did happen, a normal parent would be expected to take steps to ensure no repetition of the event occurred. 
In England, videos were only banned or censored if they were seized by the police and prosecuted under the Obscene Publications Act. Kruger said it was a slow, frustrating process as “you can seize one video today but the retailers can get as many copies as they like by the next day.”21 Untrue. Police often used their powers under the Obscene Publications Act to seize (and later destroy) all copies of a book, magazine or video. This had serious economic consequences for wholesale distributors. If they chose to fight a seizure they then had to follow an expensive process to take the case to court. Very few of the smaller distributors — typically the ones who imported the low-budget horror movie titles — could afford to do that. Any retail outlet would write off the loss rather than spend hundreds of times the value of the lost stock to go to court. “The media started to get complaints and the public became more and more concerned. Parliament started to get more and more concerned, too. I had prepared a video tape of snippets of video nasties and I showed it to MPs who were absolutely horrified at what they saw. And, of course, they called for legislation. Finally, in June 1984 the Video Recordings Act was created,” recalled Kruger.22 In other words, the British equivalent of the SPCS (Mary Whitehouse and her National Viewers’ and Listeners’ Association — still going after her death in 2001) complained to the media, the media sensationalized the situation, and the public became alarmed and called for a tightening of the law. What was happening in New Zealand was an exact parallel. Kruger stated, “It is not for me to tell you what to do. I’m not going to encourage anybody. I’m going to state what our law was and describe the 74
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new law. The police do not want to be drawn into an argument about censorship. We do not want to be seen as the guardians of public morals. The new law was promoted by public opinion. The police only responded to that opinion. They highlighted the problem and helped with publicity. The police are not here to say you can’t smoke cannabis, drink beer or whatever. The police do not decide public morals. It is not a role we would want to be identified with. We would sooner have the public or someone like your Miss Bartlett involved with that.”23 He was, however, doing exactly the opposite of what he was saying. Kruger had been bought and paid for by a conservative moralistic lobby group to push their agenda. Their efforts soon bore fruit. 
By the end of the year parliament was set to rush through a video clas-sification act that would ban the worst titles and censor and classify the rest. 
As the New Herald  reported on December 13, 1985: “The labelling will indicate, by a simple rating system, the audience for which the recording is suitable. The label will also give a description of the contents similar to those which the chief censor gives to films available for public exhibition.”24 On July 1, 1987, the Video Recordings Act, still in effect now, became law. 
The video nasties scare is not the only media- fueled moral panic of this type. Since 1975, there has been widespread alarm over the amount of sex, violence and bad language that teenagers and younger children have been exposed to in a variety of mediums, including video arcade games, handheld console games, PC games, the Internet, music (both records and CDs), comics and graphic novels, cell phones with cameras, and even bubblegum cards! 
Media- driven moral panics are nothing new. The following quote could easily have come from the mid–1980s video nasties scare: “Before these children’s eyes with heartless indiscriminate horrors unimaginable are ... presented night after night.... Terrific massacres, horrible catastrophes, motor- car smashes, public hangings, lynchings.... All who care for the moral well- being and education of the child will set their faces like flint against this new form of excitement.” In fact, it is from an article about the latest form of public entertainment — movies at cinemas. The quote is now almost a century old —
from The Times  on April 12, 1913. 
British sociologist Geoffrey Pearson traces the origins of moral panics about popular culture back many centuries.25 In the 1960s and 1970s the concern was about TV shows and superhero comics. In the 1950s it was rock ’n’
roll music, jukebox joints, and comic books about horror and true crime. During the 1930s there were widespread fears about copycat crimes caused by watching cinema movies. In 1938 one psychiatrist confidently stated that “seventy percent of all the crimes were first conceived in the cinema.” A 70- year- old mag-istrate who boasted he had never been to see a film believed “these lads go to the pictures and see daredevil things, and they are imitating them.” 
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In the 1890s and early 1900s, Pearson found that popular music hall enter -
tainments were blamed for encouraging crime and immorality. During the 1840s and ’50s “penny gaff ” theaters and “two- penny hop” dancing saloons were claimed to have done the same. Even in the 1770s, there was concern about debasing amusements, deficiencies in parental authority, and luxury and idleness among the commoners resulting in “the host of thieves which has of late years invaded us.” Newspapers were also viewed in some quarters as leading to moral decline by describing “scenes of villainy” which were considered harmful. 
The year 1751 was characterized by “too frequent and expensive Diver-sions among the lower kind of People” had “almost totally changed the Manners, Customs and Habits of the people, more especially of the lowest Sort.” 
In the 1500s and 1600s Pearson found that “popular songs too often presented criminals as heroes.” Watch out, Robin Hood. To the above listing should be added the infamous Grand Guignol theater of Paris. Nightly, from 1897 until 1962, people from across Paris gathered to watch as “screaming heroines were lowered into acid vats, as eyeballs were slowly and horribly bisected by long silver blades, as bodies were torn limb from limb, spraying scarlet freshets of blood in all directions. The victims of these indignities were not really hurt, of course, but night after night they tried very hard, with the help of ingenious special effects and gallons of fake blood, to make the audience believe that the shocking torture taking place on the stage was really happening. The killers and victims were actors.”26 The theater was opened in the Pigalle section of Paris and was named after a traditional French puppet character called Guignol. Founder Oscar Méténier hoped to make it the premier venue for naturalist plays. This type of play strove for absolute realism; they usually dealt with prostitutes and criminals. Each night audiences witnessed half a dozen short plays that ran the gamut from crime dramas to sex farces. Horror plays were only a small portion of the total but they quickly became the biggest draw. According to Jenny Ashford: “Equally important to the horror plays’
popularity was the dedication of the actors — Paula Maxa in particular was a big draw, as she suffered rape, torture and bloody murder thousands of times beginning in 1917. But probably the biggest attraction for Paris audiences —
much like horror fans of today—was the gore. Technicians at the Grand Guignol used every trick at their disposal — fake blood, collapsing knife blades, tubes, dummies and trapdoors — to make the audience believe they were seeing real death and dismemberment occurring before their eyes.27 Attendances at the Grand Guignol theater declined during the World War II era (1939–1945) as the real- life horrors of war took precedence. By 1962 their doors had shut. 
Today there are several groups that have revived the tradition of bloody theater, among them the Queens Players, Thrillpeddlars, Molotov Theatre group, and Circus of Horrors. 
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If the “moral police” are to be believed, even the great man himself—
William Shakespeare (1564–1616)— must shoulder some of the blame for bawdy and violent entertainment that incited the so- called lower classes. His most infamous play, Titus Andronicus, was written in the early 1590s. The most accessible version of it is Titus, a 1999 film adaptation starring Anthony Hopkins. Director Julie Taymor stayed true to the gore and violence of the original play. A 1955 newspaper article about a London stage production of Titus Andronicus  makes for interesting reading. A combination of gore and realistic sound effects (e.g., when Titus saws through his own hand) had audience members fainting in droves. Two ambulance staff attended each session to handle up to a dozen fainting audience members every night. Many of the 1,400 patrons at each performance calmed their shattered nerves in the theater bar afterwards. Said one theater official: “There certainly is a realistic noise, and Sir Lawrence Olivier gives a terrifying impression of a man in agony. But the play is a smash hit all the same. Tone it down? Nonsense. In 1923, when it was shown at the Old Vic, they never considered it a good night unless at least 10 fainted.”28
As the old saying goes, there is nothing new under the sun, and inevitably every new form of popular public entertainment causes a new media scare. 
My prediction is that within ten years 3D movies and TV shows will get the blame for an increase in violence and perceived lowering of public moral standards. In the words of anthropologist Philip Bock: “Man: maker of tools, rules, and moral judgements.”29
Section Three
It Came from Ink —
Newspapers
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CHAPTER 14
The Batmen on the Moon Hoax
In 1835, a New York newspaper succeeded in convincing many people that that the moon was inhabited by an array of strange creatures. Tabloid journalism was born. 
Anyone taking Propaganda 101 has heard of the Big Lie theory. Adolf Hitler popularized the term in his 1925 autobiography, Mein Kampf  or My
Battle. Hitler wrote that the Germans were deceived into believing they had lost World War I because the country’s press, which was disproportionately comprised of Jews, distorted the truth to mislead the public with a colossal lie. In short, Hitler believed that the bigger the lie, the more likely people are to believe it. Of course, the Big Lie theory is a bit more complicated than this. People won’t believe just anything. It must be plausible. 
In the summer of 1835, a prominent New York newspaper editor and his star journalist may not have had a name for it, but they practiced the Big Lie to perfection. The editor of the New York Sun, Benjamin Day, and reporter Richard Adams Locke hatched a plot intended to boost the paper’s sales. 
Locke was a brilliant writer with a remarkable imagination. He also had impec-cable credentials, being a Cambridge graduate and an amateur scientist. He was a knowledgeable astronomer, a fact that plays prominently in this story. 
Day was an exceptional editor. Together, they concocted a series of stories about the discovery of strange creatures on the moon. 
The idea that the moon could be inhabited was well established at the time. However unlikely, the seeds of such a possibility had been sown in the popular imagination. Four years after the death of astronomer and mathe-matician Johannes Kepler in 1630, Somnium ( The Dream) was published. It tells the story of traveling to the moon on a shadow bridge and discovering inhabitants.1 In 1638, Francis Goodwin’s influential The Man in the Moone appeared, about a man, Domingo Gonzales, who is carried to the moon by 79
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domesticated geese and meets a race of giants.2 In 1827, George Tucker’s book A Voyage to the Moon  told of a trip in a small, cube- shaped copper vessel, where he finds a bustling civilization of Lunarians.3 Among the most notable writers on this topic was seventeenth- century French writer Cyrano de Bergerac, who, in the well- known story, floated to the moon while holding flasks with dew heated by the sun.4
Like most good hoaxers, Locke and Day slowly strung along their unsuspecting prey. The deception began on Friday, August 21, when The Sun  published a brief account under the bland heading “Celestial Discovery,” which they reportedly reprinted from The Edinburg Courant.  Quoting excerpts from other papers was a common practice at the time and would have seemed perfectly normal. “We have just learnt from an eminent publisher in this city that Sir John Herschel at the Cape of Good Hope, has made some astronomical discoveries of the most wonderful description, by means of an immense telescope of an entirely new principle.’” The article was short, credible, and left the reader wanting more. Dry and unsensational, the account was unlike the Sun, which made its reputation on printing stories on murder, crime, corruption and scandal intended for working- class readers, and all for just a penny. As someone wrote: “If it bled, it led at the Sun.”5 The sly Day placed the article on page two so as not to arouse too much suspicion. As for what these wonderful new discoveries were, it did not say. The article coincided with Herschel’s well- publicized expedition to South Africa which he under-took the previous year in order to use his powerful new telescope that was being set up at a Cape Town observatory. The bait had been laid and the stage was set for one of the greatest press hoaxes of the nineteenth century. 
For three days, the paper kept silent. Then on Tuesday, August 25, a lengthy article appeared describing Herschel’s telescope in great technical detail. Clearly, Locke and Day were trying to establish credibility. They did so superbly by including minute details. For instance, the telescope was said to weigh 14,826 pounds and have the capacity to magnify objects 42,000
times.6 The article included scientific jargon, as well as what were purportedly excerpts from the snobbish- sounding Edinburgh Journal of Science— the name of a real journal that had ceased publication years earlier. Few readers would have known this, and, even if they had, they couldn’t be certain the journal was not back in publication. Such was life in 1835, before the advent of the transatlantic cable, Morse Code or the telephone. Unlike today, one could not simply pick up a phone or search the Internet to confirm these claims. 
Verification was much slower. 
The second installment announced to the world that Herschel had discovered life on the moon. Continuing to use dry, scientific language, there are descriptions of lush vegetation and rocks of great beauty, followed by an 14. The Batmen on the Moon Hoax
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even more fantastic claim — the discovery of various animals including a bluish- gray creature the size of a goat, a powerful looking bison- like mammal, and an array of colorful birds. “In the shade of the woods on the south- eastern side, we beheld continuous herds of brown quadrupeds, having all the external characteristics of the bison, but more diminutive than any species of the bos
genus  in our natural history. Its tail is like that of our bos grunniens; but in its semi- circular horns, the hump on its shoulders, and the depth of its dew-lap, and the length of its shaggy hair.”7 It all sounded so scientific and plausi -
ble. 
On August 27, Herschel classified nine separate types of mammals, including a creature that looked like a two- legged beaver. “The last resembles the beaver of the earth in every other respect than in its destitution of a tail, and its invariable habit of walking upon only two feet. It carries its young in its arms like a human being, and moves with an easy gliding motion. Its huts are constructed better and higher than those of many tribes of human savages, and from the appearance of smoke in nearly all of them, there is no doubt of its being acquainted with the use of fire. Still its head and body differ only in the points stated from that of the beaver, and it was never seen except on the borders of lakes and rivers ... [where it] has been seen to immerse for a period of several seconds.”8
His most astonishing observation came on the fourth day when flocks of human forms could be seen flapping about with bat- like wings. The creatures were given the scientific name of Vespertilio- homo  meaning bat- man. 
These angelic beings were peacefully coexisting with their fellow creatures in an environment apparently absent of carnivores. The pretentious yet plausible scientific description of these strange creatures continued: “We could then perceive that they possessed wings of great expansion, and were similar in structure to this of the bat, being a semi- transparent membrane expanded in curvilineal divisions by means of straight radii, united at the back by the dorsal integuments.”9 What a remarkable imagination. Locke went on to describe great oceans and vast land masses,10 providing his final installment on Monday, August 31.11 In this article readers were told that the reflection chamber was damaged and further observations were not possible. By the time the series ended, the Sun’s circulation had soared to 19,360, making it the highest circulation of any paper in the world.12
During the affair, rival newspaper editors who were frantically trying to confirm the claims were faced with a dilemma: missing out on one of the greatest stories in recorded history — or being part of a monumental embarrassment if it proved untrue. They could not wait the several weeks it would have taken to contact Herschel who was incommunicado in South Africa, so many editors and publishers took a gamble and reprinted the story on their
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front pages.13 Even the mighty New York Times  was hoodwinked, remarking that the writer “displays the most extensive and accurate knowledge of astronomy, and the description of Sir John’s recently improved instruments ... [and]
the account of the wonderful discoveries on the moon, &c., are all probable and plausible, and have an air of intense verisimilitude.”14 Locke soon published the articles in a pamphlet that sold sixty thousand copies within a month to meet the public’s insatiable appetite for the story.15
The bubble burst when the New York–based Journal of Commerce  newspaper revealed that Locke had admitted to fabricating the series while drinking with a friend who worked for the Journal.16 The paper’s editor would have relished this role of deflating the hoax as they had a fierce, ongoing rivalry. 
A bat-like creature resembling those reported on the moon — according to the editors
of the New York Sun in 1835. 
14. The Batmen on the Moon Hoax
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Ever stubborn, Day steadfastly refused to acknowledge the deception. On September 16, 1835, Day published the following editorial in The Sun: “Certain correspondents have been urging us to come out and confess the whole to be a hoax; but this we can by no means do, until we have testimony of the Scottish or English papers to corroborate such a declaration. In the meantime, let every reader of the account examine it, and enjoy his own opinion.” When word of the episode finally reached Herschel, he erupted with laughter.17
The episode is noteworthy in that it may mark the beginning of modern tabloid journalism.18 True, earlier papers had printed fabricated articles, but none on such a grand scale; this was a series of stories, no less — one designed to boost circulation. But was it sustainable? A year after the moon hoax, the Sun’s readership was at a record 27,000 copies per day, nearly 6,000 more than at the height of the hoax.19
The hoax was successful because it offered its prime readership — struggling, working- class New Yorkers living in squalor — hope that there was a better life out there by giving them a glimpse of a utopian world on the moon.20 In short, they wanted to believe so much that they placed hope over reason. In the words of newspaper historian Paul Maliszewski: “They trusted that science made such discoveries possible. They hoped that these wild fancies might one day be matched by reality. And they had faith that ahead lay progress.... All told, they were easy marks.”21
CHAPTER 15
The Central Park Zoo Panic
Well over a century later, the New York Herald  hoax of 1874 — far from a malicious prank — still ranks among the greatest newspaper hoaxes of all time. The debate continues as to whether the Herald  was justified in publishing its story of mayhem in the streets. 
As New Yorkers rubbed sleep from their eyes and began to read their home- delivered edition of the New York Herald  on the chilly Monday morning of November 9, 1874, there were gasps and raised eyebrows across the city. 
The Herald  told of a city under siege after dozens of wild animals had escaped from the Central Park Zoo. New York City was said to be under a state of emergency with National Guard Troops patrolling the streets — or so readers were led to believe. In reality, the streets were calm and the only animals in sight were horses pulling carriages; the article with its scare headline, “Awful Calamity: The Wild Animals Broken Loose from Central Park,” was a hoax. 
Among the many startled residents was the paper’s editor, Gordon Bennett, who had no forewarning that the story was to appear.1
The account described a scene of chaos and confusion. As of press time, the death toll stood at 49, with another 200 or more injured — many in grave condition. The report said that many ferocious animals had escaped from the zoo owing to its flimsy cages.2
The story had a powerful effect on readers. It seemed plausible as safety concerns over the zoo had been widely discussed for years. An editorial in a rival of the Herald, the New York Times, noted that such a catastrophe “was not altogether unlikely to happen,” as the zoo had “the flimsiest cages ever seen.”3
The Herald  article was written for maximum shock value. It described a number of attacks in vivid, gruesome detail. One eyewitnesses told of watching in horror as four small children were ripped to pieces by a lion. Another witness gave an on- the- scene account of a lion “tugging and crunching at the arms and legs of a corpse, now letting go with his teeth to plant his paws 84
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upon the bleeding remains, and snap with his dripping jaws at another beast.” 
No one who read the story and believed it was genuine could fail to be moved by it. Other descriptions were equally sickening. 
The scene near the zoo was nothing short of carnage as an onlooker told how several animals fought over the lifeless body of zookeeper Hyland Anderson, who was being tossed about like a rag doll. The witness said the breakout happened when Anderson prodded a rhinoceros which then turned on him. 
“But I could see nothing more than a mingling, gleaming mass, whence arose the most awful cries. Near to me, where Hyland lay, the lioness, the panther, the puma, and presently the Bengal tiger, were rolling over and over, striking at each other with their mighty paws.... I could not help look at Lincoln, the lion.... ‘By God, he’s looking at me!’ I said to myself. I saw him crouch. I turned and ran.... I saw a young man fall from a blow of the awful paw, another crushed to earth beneath the beast’s weight.”4
In their shock and disgust, many people failed to read the entire story. 
If they had, they would have discovered that the story was a hoax intended to jolt New Yorkers out of their apathy to do something about the poor state of the Central Park Zoo before a real disaster occurred, or so readers were told in the last paragraph: “Of course the entire story given above is a pure fabrication. Not one word of it is true. Not a single act or incident described has taken place. It is a huge hoax, a wild romance, or whatever other epithet of utter untrustworthiness our readers may choose to apply to it.”5 The editor of the New York Times  attacked the Herald, labeling the incident “intensely stupid and unfeeling.”6 Newspapers across the country gave similar opinions. 
The Morning Oregonian  branded the stunt as among the most “outrageous practical jokes ever perpetrated.”7 In Texas, The Galveston Daily News  said the incident was “all a huge sell” in order to boost circulation.8
The hoax was the idea of the paper’s managing editor, T.B. Connery, who later discussed the incident in considerable detail. Connery said he thought of the scheme while at the zoo one day, and through the carelessness of the handlers, an animal nearly escaped. Connery said he felt obligated to do something to publicize his concerns and was initially going to write an editorial scolding the handlers but soon thought better of it. “What would be the use of a little scolding and a few warnings? The menagerie men would only be a little more careful for a while and then relapse into their old habits.... 
The public would soon forget all about it.” Connery sketched out the idea of the hoax article, then gave the draft to a talented fellow writer by the name of J.I.C. Clarke, who later became a prominent New York editor.9
Was the Herald  justified in creating a fictional story in an effort to get the public to take notice of what was widely deemed to be a public danger? 
Is a newspaper ever justified in creating hoaxes? Whether intended to be in 86
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the public’s interest or not, planting hoax stories can pose risks. In neighboring New Jersey, The Plainfield Times  reported that one of its best- known residents, Henry Martin, grew distraught while reading the article, was stricken with a heart seizure and died. There is always the danger of unintended consequences and danger in trying to anticipate the reaction to alarmist hoaxes. Perhaps the greatest risk is to the newspaper itself, in losing the trust of its readers. Once a business or institution loses its credibility, it is difficult to get it back. The Herald  survived the zoo scare relatively unscathed. The editor had rolled the dice and won — this time. 
Three months later the Chicago Times  perpetrated a similar hoax, claiming that they too did it to heighten public awareness of fire traps. The imagi -
nary inferno was blamed on a greedy owner who had placed profit ahead of people by allowing too many patrons to crowd in a building that was inadequately designed, and was a disaster waiting to happen. The article was highly realistic and even printed over 100 names of supposed victims — a practice that would be deemed immoral by any modern- day standards of journalistic decency. 
The hoax was widely viewed as outrageous at the time and, in terms of sheer scale, outdid even the zoo scare. The editor of the Fort Wayne Sentinel called the hoax “brutal,” while the Decatur Daily Republican  labeled the affair
“silly and heartless,” noting that the paper had not only damaged its reputation, but lost revenue from angry readers canceling their subscriptions.10 The story eroded the credibility of the paper. On the surface it would appear to have been a clear- cut case of media exploitation — drumming up interest in the paper by creating an alarming hoax. 
Regardless of the real motives of the Chicago Times  editor, history is on his side. On December 30, 1903, a total of 571 people perished after being packed into the overcrowded Chicago Iroquois Theater with several blocked exits; thirty- one others later died from their injuries. Ironically, most people did not die from the flames or even the smoke, but from being trampled to death in the stampede to get out. The panic began when patrons were unable to open the exit doors that had frozen shut from sub- zero temperatures outside. 
The theater owner had neglected to ensure that they were able to be opened in an emergency. One writer described the horror, noting that in some stair-ways, “particularly where a turn caused a jam, bodies were piled ever or eight feet deep.... An occasional living person was found in the heap, but most of these were terribly injured. The heel prints on the dead faces mutely testified to the cruel fact that human animals stricken by terror are as mad and ruthless as stampeding cattle.”11 When architect Benjamin Marshall toured the remains of the theater, he remarked: “I cannot understand it at all,” noting that “the theater was fireproof.”12 But no building is fireproof when it comes to human error. The Chicago Times  article had proved to be prophetic. 
CHAPTER 16
The Halley’s Comet Scare of 1910
In 1881, astronomers discovered the presence of deadly cyanogen gas in the tails of comets. When it was later determined that Earth would pass through the tail of Halley’s Comet on its next fly- by, newspapers fueled fears of doom and gloom. 
The return of Halley’s Comet on May 18, 1910, had been eagerly awaited for decades. Since its last appearance in 1835, astronomers had determined that the comet’s trajectory would take its tail through Earth’s atmosphere. No one had taken much notice of this finding until early February when the Washington Post  and the New York Times  published alarmist articles on the likelihood of Earth being poisoned by the comet’s tail. 
On February 6, the Post  reported that French astronomer and popular writer Camille Flammarion was fearful that cyanogen gas in the comet’s tail could poison the atmosphere. And while the views of skeptical colleagues were given, the article said: “On the other hand ... there is a large quantity of cyanogen gas in the atmosphere surrounding Halley’s Comet.... A mixture of this gas with air would lead to certain poisoning.”1 The article ends with a warning from French astronomer M. Armand Gautier, who worried about a possible explosion, noting that, “in the presence of fire or a small electric spark, a mixture of cyanogen gas and air will explode.”2 Despite the presentation of opposing views, one could not read the article without some trepidation. 
The next day a more chilling account appeared on the front page of The
New York Times, reporting that astronomers at the University of Chicago’s Yerkes Observatory had identified poison gas in the comet.3 The anonymous writer noted that cyanogen was so potent that if “a grain of its potassium salt touched to the tongue ... [it was] sufficient to cause instant death.” The article conveyed an image of growing alarm by astronomers. “The fact that cyanogen is present in the comet ... is causing much discussion as to the probable effect 87
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on the earth. Prof. Flammarion is of the opinion that the cyanogen gas would impregnate the atmosphere and possibly snuff out all life on the planet.”4 The article was misleading in that it gave the impression that Flammarion and other colleagues at Yerkes took the threat seriously. In reality, it was only Flammarion. While it was pointed out that his was a minority view, it must have been unsettling.5 Flammarion soon recanted his position, though it received less press fanfare. Realizing its mistake, the Times  quickly published an editorial aimed at reducing anxiety generated by the original story. It confidently proclaimed that the earth could pass through a dozen comet tails without any effect. But it was too late. The damage was done.6
Other newspapers and magazines soon followed with their own discussions of possible comet doomsday, seemingly providing balanced coverage of the case both for and against. The trouble was that the case for cometary Armageddon was not based on good science, and presenting this possibility as realistic was both misleading and irresponsible. 
Less than a week before the comet was to pass closest to earth, the Washington Post  was still generating anxiety by referring to the inexact nature of astronomy when it comes to understanding comets: “Comet Quits Its Path. 
Wanders from Predicted Orbit; Surprises May Follow.” The sub- heading was even more alarming: “Poison in Its Tail Again. Cyanogen, Which Disappeared in March, Is Now Revealed by Spectroscope. Prof. Deslandres Says Hypothesis That Gas Is Liable to Affect the Earth’s Atmosphere Is Not at All Absurd.” 
The article cites French astronomer Maurice Hamy of the Paris Observatory, who noted that the comet’s tail had “increased from five to ten degrees in three days.” The implication was clear: With a bigger tail, the earth could expect to be exposed to more poison gas. As if this wasn’t enough, Dr. Deslandres of the University of Dijon said he could not assure the public that cyanogen would not impact life on Earth, while his colleague, B.M. Marchand warned: “[T]he comet shows important variations from its predicted orbit, which presage unexpected surprises.”7
On May 14, Harper’s Weekly  offered readers radically different views on the projected impact of earth’s rendezvous with Halley’s Comet. Astronomer D.J. McAdam of Washington and Jefferson College discussed possible disaster scenarios, including comet gases penetrating the atmosphere and making people sick. “When we pass through its tail in May we will be in a stream of hydrogen, probably mixed with marsh gas and other cometary gases. Disease and death have frequently been ascribed to the admixture of cometary gases with the air. Enough of such gases as are in the comet’s tail would be deleterious.” This assertion, without a shred of scientific merit, was a rosy scenario compared to a second possibility discussed by McAdam: the explosion theory. 
English astronomer Richard Proctor once speculated that if a comet with a 16. The Halley’s Comet Scare of 1910
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hydrogen- dense tail were to pass through Earth’s oxygen- rich atmosphere, it could spark a cataclysmic explosion “leaving the burnt and drenched Earth no other atmosphere than the nitrogen now present in the air, together with a relatively small quantity of deleterious vapors.”8 In discussing Proctor’s theory, McAdam failed to tell readers that this hypothesis had long been discredited. While the Harper’s  editor was no expert in astronomy, he could have, but chose not  to, tone down the claims. As the old journalistic saying goes:
“Why let the facts get in the way of a good story?” Especially when it helps to boost magazine sales. 
Reaction in the United States
On the evening of Wednesday, May 18, Eastern Standard Time, Earth was projected to pass through the comet’s tail, though most scientists agreed that any poisonous substances would be so rarefied that the atmosphere would not be affected.9 In fairness, most people did not panic or become terrified, and many attended comet parties, drinking champagne into the early morning hours. Yet, a relatively small portion of the population were clearly frightened by the alarmist stories. If just one percent of the population were affected, this would translate into roughly 900,000 people as the population of the United States in 1910 was 92 million. Some fearful citizens went so far as to stuff rags in doorways and keyholes. 
In Lexington, Kentucky, it was reported that “excited people are tonight holding all- night services, praying and singing to prepare ... [to] meet their doom.”10 In North Carolina, there were similar scenes among African American farm laborers.11 In numerous communities in western Georgia, the reaction was similar.12 Meanwhile, thousands of mostly foreign miners in Wilkes- Barre, Pennsylvania, refused to go underground, instead demanding to spend what they thought may be their last hours alive in prayer. Miners near Denver, Colorado, took the opposite strategy, going back into the mines in hopes of avoiding or limiting their exposure to the comet’s tail.13
Many people took advantage of the scare to sell “comet pills” that were said to protect against cyanogen. In Texas, two salesmen recruited agents to go door to door selling the pills and leather inhalers. The men were arrested, but the sheriff soon let them go when no one would testify against them. 
Their release may have had something to do with the angry mob that formed outside the courthouse — intent on releasing the men so they could buy their pills and breathing apparatuses.14 In parts of New York City, “comet pills” 
were selling briskly at a dollar apiece. Arguably the worst case of exploitation occurred in the rural Towaco, New Jersey, where two gentlemen convinced 90
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the local populace that they were scientists intent on studying the comet. 
They asked residents to write descriptions of the event and said they could get the best view at 3 A.M. on May 19 on Walkman Mountain. They offered prizes ($10, $5 and $2.50) for the top three descriptions. The night proved disastrous. First, heavy fog rolled in, making viewing impossible. Then, by the time the weary residents had reached their homes in the early morning, they found empty chicken coops and hundreds of missing birds.15 While residents cried foul, the perpetrators were nowhere to be seen. 
The Global Reaction
A similar drama was unfolding in other parts of the globe, including major panics in Russia and Japan. In Bermuda, a former British colony, upon the report of the death of King Edward VII, some citizens said the comet’s head flared and the tail turned red. Dock workers promptly “fell on their knees and began to pray. They thought that the end of the world was surely coming” and refused to work.16 The workers were adamant that the observation was a portent that war would occur during the reign of the new king, George. 
They were also convinced that a great disaster would strike Earth. “They were speechless with fear and worked themselves up in their paroxysms of religious zeal to a ... frenzy.”17 The men only returned to work after the comet had faded from view in the morning sunlight. There were even several reported suicides in different countries due to the comet’s appearance.18 In San Juan, Puerto Rico, hundreds marched in a candlelight parade through the streets and sang religious songs.19
In Italy, Pope Pius X called on people to stop hoarding oxygen cylinders.20
It was reported that not a single Rome pharmacy had an oxygen tank on hand as they “had all been taken by persons in splendid health who had been frightened lest the fumes of the gasses from the comet should choke them.”21 France also saw the hoarding of oxygen as private residents placed them in the cellars which were then sealed off in hopes of keeping the poisonous cyanogen at bay.22 Those living in the rural areas seemed to be more anxious, though much of the country celebrated with “comet suppers” and “comet balls.” The mood in Madrid, Spain, was festive, though the skies were cloudy.23 While oxygen cylinders were on hand in some London homes, most residents were in a mood to celebrate. The party atmosphere was true in many British cities. Festive comet gatherings were the order of the day in Germany where people sported everything from comet hats to comet umbrellas and even brands of alcohol.24
In Switzerland, parties were held through the night.25
In parts of South Africa, the comet fostered “an extraordinary amount 16. The Halley’s Comet Scare of 1910
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of nervousness,” as one man placed a newspaper ad reading: “Gentleman having secured several cylinders of oxygen and having bricked up a capacious room wishes to meet others who would share the expense for Wednesday night. Numbers strictly limited.”26 In Russia, many St. Petersburg residents spent the night of May 18 praying somberly in churches.27 Crucifixes could be seen on the hilltops around Mexico City as prayer vigils were held, in some cases, ten days prior in an effort “to avert the impending disaster with music, incantations, and weird ceremonies.” When the morning sun broke over the horizon the next day, the masses celebrated with feasts and dancing, believing their actions had saved earth from the comet’s harm.28
The newspaper medium is a business. The ultimate goal is to sell papers and turn of profit. Too often, this is achieved by hyperinflating the news, especially threats. The history of newspapers is the history of hyperinflation. 
This is no more evident than in the 1910 saga of Halley’s Comet. One is reminded of the words of Frank McKinney Hubbard: “Tain’t what a man don’t know that hurts him; it’s what knows that just ain’t so!” Yes, and don’t believe everything you read. 
CHAPTER 17
How the Press Created 
an Imaginary Terrorist
In 1944, a single newspaper article about the dubious existence of a “mad gasser” spraying people with a noxious chemical spawned dozens of imaginary attacks — underscoring the power of the press. 
The saga of the “mad gasser” of Mattoon began in the fall of 1944. On Friday night, September 1, a housewife named Aline Kearney retired to her bedroom with her three- year- old daughter Dorothy around 11:00 P.M., in Mattoon, a small city in eastern Illinois. Aline’s husband Bert was driving a taxi. Her sister Martha was awake in a front room while Aline’s other daughter and Martha’s son slept in a back room. Suddenly Aline noticed a sickeningly sweet smell. She thought it might be coming from a gardenia flowerbed near her open bedroom window, but couldn’t be sure. She summoned Martha. 
“Can you smell that?” “What is it?” Martha couldn’t smell a thing and soon bid Aline pleasant dreams. 
As Aline lay in bed trying to sleep, the scent grew stronger and stronger. 
Her throat and lips began to feel dry and burning, and there was a paralyzing sensation in her legs. “Martha! Martha! Come here.” Martha rushed to the bedroom. “I feel strange. Something’s wrong with me. It must be that odor! 
Can you smell it now?” “Yes, I can,” Martha replied. When Aline told Martha that her legs felt numb, Martha ran next door for help, where Mrs. Earl Robertson phoned police about the “gassing,” while her husband searched the neighborhood but found no signs of an intruder. Before long, police showed up, but they too found nothing.1 Once Mr. Kearney heard of the
“attack,” he raced home. Pulling his car into the yard at 12:30 A.M., he caught a fleeting glimpse of a tall, shadowy figure wearing a skullcap,2 standing near the bedroom window. Police again rushed to the house and searched the area but found no trace of an intruder.3
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At this point, the gasser’s very existence was dubious: All that police had to go on were vague odors, a shadowy figure, and a jittery mother who quickly recovered from symptoms which sounded suspiciously like stress. Aline’s daughter Dorothy was also in the bedroom with her that night and felt nausea, but like her mother, she quickly felt better. If Aline had really thought she had been exposed to a toxic gas, one would think that she would at least have had her child checked out by a doctor. She never did. 
The next morning, Mattoon’s only major newspaper, the Daily Journal-Gazette, which had a readership of 97 percent,4 reported on the story with banner headlines: “Anesthetic Prowler on Loose. Mrs. Kearney and Daughter First Victims... Robber Fails to Get into Home.”5 By the next day, everyone in Mattoon was on the lookout for the “mad gasser.” 
Ringing Alarm Bells
Mattoon residents were now in a panic and began to think back in recent days if they too had seen or smelled anything unusual. Not surprisingly, people began to recall all sorts of suspicious incidents which at the time they had thought little of. But after reading the Gazette’s sensational story, at least four
“new gassings” came to light. 
The Chicago Herald- American  reported that at about the same time as the Kearney “attack,” Mrs. George Rider said she had been gassed while staying home with her two sleeping children, awaiting her husband’s return from work. Having an upset stomach she began drinking large amounts of coffee. 
She later told a doctor that she had consumed “several pots” and then took stomach medication before vomiting.6 Until this point, there was no sign of the gasser. She next lay in bed near her children with the window shut, then heard a “plop”— followed by a odd smell accompanied by a feeling of light-headedness and finger and leg numbness.7 Just then her baby began coughing. 
She assumed that the gasser had forced the fumes through a bedroom window.8
A more likely scenario: Her caffeine- ridden body was reacting to the combination of coffee, medication, paranoia and nerves. Once again, as with the
“first gassing” of Aline Kearney, Mrs. Rider neither went to the doctor nor did she bother to report the incident to police. 
Mr. and Mrs. Orban Raef soon claimed that they were gassed in their home the night before Aline Kearney’s report. In recalling the encounter, Mr. 
Raef said he was asleep with his wife at 3 A.M. when fumes came seeping through the bedroom window. He said that both experienced “the same feeling of paralysis” and felt ill for an hour and a half. Again, incredibly, no one bothered to ring the police or see a doctor. Friends sleeping in another room were 94
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not affected.9 Then there is the case of Mrs. Olive Brown who told police that months earlier, she had been “gassed” but didn’t report it, fearing ridicule. 
She said that near midnight, “she had an experience similar to that related by persons during the past few days.”10
To their credit, the police weren’t buying these stories, which they attributed to imagination. This was noted in a September 8 Gazette  editorial criticizing authorities for neither believing Aline Kearney nor the four reports that quickly followed by residents claiming “gassings” only after learning of Mrs. Kearney’s claim.11 Despite police skepticism, with the exception of this editorial, readers would have thought the gasser was real. 
The four additional gassing claims are dubious as no one reported them to police, fled their home, told friends or relatives, or even bothered to consult a doctor. After believing they were sprayed with poison gas, resulting in burning eyes, dizziness, vomiting, partial paralysis of the limbs, what do these early “victims” do? Go back to bed without calling the police or seeing a doctor. The only way this behavior makes sense is if those involved began to imagine that these “attacks” had happened after the sensational press coverage.12
Robert Ladendorf observes that in re- examining Mrs. Kearney’s report in the Gazette  on September 2, no one reported seeing an “anesthetic prowler.” 
A headline writer created the phrase which quickly became a self- fulfilling prophecy as evidenced in the next four prowler reports. 
Fear Spreads
By September 6, amid fresh claims of gassings, stories were appearing in most Illinois newspapers as the Mattoon police commissioner, mayor and army experts began describing the gasser as real. On September 5, Mrs. Beulah Cordes claimed she was overcome by fumes after finding a cloth on her porch and sniffing it. It was taken to a police crime lab for analysis. When the results came back, there was no trace of toxic gas. A chemical expert said the substance must have evaporated.13 With absolutely no physical evidence to support the claim, experts from the Chicago- based Chemical Warfare Service suggested that chloropicrin was the mystery gas.14 Meanwhile, Richard Piper, superintendent of the Illinois Bureau of Criminal Identification and Investigation proclaimed: “The existence of the anesthetic, or whatever it is, is genuine.”15
By September 6, readers of such newspapers as the Chicago Daily Tribune, Chicago Daily News  and Chicago Herald- American  could be forgiven for thinking that Mattoon was under siege. The gasser or gassers seemed to be everywhere, as the city’s police force of two officers and eight patrolmen struggled 17. How the Press Created an Imaginary Terrorist 95
to keep up.16 On the 8th, about seventy people poured onto Dewitt Avenue upon hearing rumors that the gasser had been spotted nearby. When a crowd member smelled an odor and raised the alarm, many in the group became convinced that they had been gassed.17
On September 9 and 10, hundreds of citizens were milling around City Hall to be the first to hear the latest news. As a patrol car responded to a call, a procession of vehicles would follow. Police Commissioner Wright soon issued orders to arrest “chasers.”18 By now, vigilante gangs were roaming the streets on foot and in vehicles touting clubs, rifles and shotguns. The commissioner was fearful that some trigger- happy resident might get a case of the jitters and shoot someone by mistake.19 One woman who was living alone had a loaded gun at the ready and accidentally blew a hole in her kitchen wall.20
By September 9, a new flurry of gassings swept through the city. The Gazette  continued to describe the story with sensational headlines: “‘Mad Gasser’ Adds Six Victims! 5 Women and Boy Latest Overcome.” That night there was an equally alarming report when sisters Frances and Maxine Smith claimed to have been attacked in their home. Frances, a local grade school principal, said on Wednesday night the pair became terrified after hearing noises by their bedroom windows, thinking it may have been the gasser. The next night, the sisters, spooked and paranoid, claimed no less than three separate attacks. The Gazette  described the claims with its usual sensational fashion: “The first infiltration of gas caught them in their beds. Gasping and choking, they awoke and soon felt partial paralysis grip their legs and arms. 
Later, while awake, the other attacks came and they saw a thin, blue smoke-like vapor spreading throughout the room.” The paper continued: “Just before the gas with its ‘flower- like’ odor came pouring into the room they heard a strange ‘buzzing’ sound outside the house and expressed the belief that the sound probably was made by the ‘madman’s spraying apparatus’ in opera-tions.”21
As the tension mounted, each day brought new, seemingly more sensational reports. On the 10th, the Chicago Herald- American  described Mattoon as if its residents were at war: “Groggy as Londoners under protracted aerial blitzing, this town’s bewildered citizens reeled today under repeated attacks of a mad anesthetist who has sprayed deadly nerve gas into 13 homes and has knocked out 27 known victims.”22 On the weekend, two women were rushed to the hospital after fearing they’d been gassed. The diagnosis: “nervous tension.”23
On Monday, September 11, the cavalry arrived in the form of ten rein-forcements from the Springfield police department. Each officer rode with a local volunteer to speed up the responses to calls, and each was issued a shotgun.24 Three officers from Urbana were also brought in. FBI agents were 96
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already on the scene to figure out the type of gas the “madman” was using “to knock out his victims.”25 That night a woman grew so fearful of an attack that she had to be hospitalized for “extreme mental anguish.”26
The Case Crumbles
On September 11, after so many dead- end phone calls and obvious false reports, the press began to turn skeptical, as did authorities. With an army of police and volunteers scouring the city, Commissioner Wright joked that authorities were often able to answer a call “before the phone was back on the hook.”27 At 11:30 A.M. Mrs. Eaton Paradise made a frantic call to police, telling them, “I’ve just been gassed.” Police quickly converged on the house and had the culprit surrounded. Within minutes of entering the residence, they had the suspect in custody: a bottle of nail polish remover that had spilled on the floor.28 This incident, along with numerous other false alarms, prompted Police Chief Cole to announce on the 12th that it was all  mass hysteria.29
By the 13th, reporters were describing the gasser as the “phantom anesthetist” and “Mattoon Will- o’-the- Wisp,” and new reports were being treated jokingly.30 The next day, under a barrage of ridicule by police and the press, gassing reports in Mattoon ceased altogether. That morning the Gazette  began its account of a prowler claim the previous night by saying: “One call! No paralyzing gas! No madman! No prowler!”31 On the 15th, the Gazette  reported that police in Cedar Rapids, Iowa, received a call from a distraught woman claiming that a man holding a spray gun outside her window had gassed her room. Police said “they found no madman and no gas, but did find a billy goat tied in the yard and an odor that seemed to come from the animal.”32
Other Illinois papers quickly joined in the gasser- bashing. The Chicago
 Herald- American, until this time the gasser’s greatest proponent, suddenly turned into its staunchest critic, comparing the affair to the Salem witch hysteria of 1692.33 An editorial on the 19th in the Decatur Herald  made fun of imaginative Mattoonites, noting that autumn was a season of odors: flowers, picnic fires, industrial wastes, and rotting Victory garden produce. “Our neighbors in Mattoon sniffed their town into newspaper headlines from coast to coast.”34 A reporter for Time  joked that gasser symptoms in Mattoonites consisted of temporary paralysis, nausea and “a desire to describe their experiences in minutest detail.”35 Other letters to the Gazette  ridiculed the affair. 
On September 26, an army officer said Mattoon residents had more advanced poison gas training than his unit,36 while on the 29th another writer referred to the incidents as “hysteria.”37
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The Poison Gas Scare
The responsibility for the “mad gasser” scare rests squarely on the shoulders of the Mattoon Daily- Journal Gazette  and its alarmist reporting which whipped the community into a frenzy. Before long, residents were terrified, and the “gasser” was being spotted everywhere. The timing was critical. The episode broke out at a pivotal point during World War II when newspapers and magazines were discussing the “poison gas peril.”38 As the tide of World War II turned increasingly in favor of the Allies, concern grew that desperate German commanders might resort to gas warfare.39 So concerned were the Allies over the possible use of poison gas during their June 6, 1944, D- Day invasion of Normandy that they had a plan to retaliate within 48 hours with two bombing raids of 400 planes, each loaded with chemicals to be dumped on selected targets. Gas warfare expert Frederic Brown says that D- Day was the “most dangerous period for German [gas] initiation”— a credible threat that was widely discussed in the press during latter 1944.40 The mad gasser appeared just two and a half months after D- Day. It is within this context of war paranoia over the potential use of chemical or biological weapons that the Journal- Gazette  overreaction must be seen. 
About the time of the first gassing report by Aline Kearney, newspapers in Champaign, Chicago and Springfield carried wire service articles about gas use. The August 30 Champaign News- Gazette  included a page one article:
“Believe Nazis Prepared to Use Gas.” On August 31 the Chicago Herald-American  had one on page 2 (“Report Nazis Plan Poison Gas Attack”) and another report in the September 1 issue on page 2 (“Allies Ready if Nazis Use Gas”); and an Associated Press article in the (Springfield) Illinois State Journal on September 1 (“Unlikely Gas to Be Used in War”) appeared on the day of Mrs. Kearney’s alleged gassing. The AP article said: “If Nazi extremists bent on ruling or ruining should employ gas against civilian populations in a bitter end resistance, the allies would be in a position through air strength to drench German cities.... Recurrent rumors that the Germans are preparing to initiate gas warfare bring no official reaction here.” 
While certainly unusual, given the war scare context, and the publicity over an escaped Nazi in the vicinity of Mattoon at the time of the affair, the case is not so bizarre after all. Of course, this is no excuse for the alarmist reporting by such papers as the Daily- Journal Gazette, and later by the many Chicago papers, as the hysteria grew into full riot. 
CHAPTER 18
The Hook Hoax
There is no better example of the power of the media to create myths and generate mass hysteria, than what happened at a tabloid newspaper in Sydney, Australia, in 1954. It has to rank as one of the most humorous and strangest cases in the annals of journalism. 
The infamous Salem witch hunts of 1692 resulted in the executions of twenty people; over 200 others languished in jail where some died before being freed by Massachusetts Governor William Phelps in May 1693. If you find it hard to imagine a similar incident happening in today’s modern world, you would be wrong. During the second half of the 20th century alone, the United States of America — arguably the most educated and economically prosperous society on earth — experienced a spate of witch hunts — from the communist Red Scare of the 1950s and the Soviet spy paranoia of the ’60s to more recent episodes of satanic ritual abuse in the 1980s and ’90s and the exaggerated fear of Muslims after September 11, 2001. While witch hunts are founded on rumors and fear, the mass media has been largely responsible for fueling these persecutions. In 1954, Australian- born journalist Philip Knightley showed just how easy it is to create a monster out of thin air. While what happened was relatively innocent and certainly humorous, it shows how easily events can spiral out of control. 
In Knightley’s memoir, A Hack’s Progress, he writes candidly about his experiences as a reporter and editor for several major Fleet Street tabloids. 
But what happened in 1954 while working for the Truth  in Sydney demonstrates not only the power of the press in shaping opinion, but also in creating myths. Knightley was working as the news editor for the Truth, which was published each Sunday, and was excited about breaking a big story about the local milk industry watering down milk in order to reap bigger profits. He was certain that he was going to nail the industry and expose a massive fraud. 
He had milk bottles gathered from throughout Sydney, and analyzed the 98
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buttermilk fat content. It would make headlines. Late Friday the bubble of excitement burst when the tests came back normal. There was no scandal. He had guessed wrong. Knightley would have to scramble to find a last- minute replacement of equal shock value.1
With his deadline approaching, Knightley recalls that his boss, Jack Finch, told him to use his imagination if he couldn’t find a story worthy of the front page.2 He thumbed through several different newspapers for inspiration until he saw a story in The Sydney Morning Herald  about a man convicted of assaulting a girl on a packed commuter train by pressing his groin against her. “To my everlasting professional shame — I can only plead that I was just twenty- four and very ambitious — I obeyed Finch and used my imagination. I invented a story about a pervert known only to his victims and the police as ‘The Hook.’” Knightley wrote that the culprit traveled the Sydney rail network, armed only with a wire hook shaped from a coat hanger that ran from his right shoulder to his sleeve, stopping just under the cuff. The Hook would wait for the train to fill up, then push his way over to a pretty female and pretend he was reading the newspaper. With his prey in range, he would lower his shoulder, extending the wire out, slipping it under her skirt, then lift it back in order to see the tops of her stockings. Just as quickly, he was able to retract the device, all the while appearing to be innocently reading the paper. 
As if this wasn’t enough, Knightly then created quotations from supposed victims. One anonymous woman vowed never again to ride the train until the fiend was caught. Another unnamed source, a police officer, said he had been overwhelmed by complaints. Knightley even had a staff artist draw a sketch. Knightley said, “The more I worked on my fairy story, the more I enjoyed it. There were no inconvenient facts to get in the way of a perfect narrative. Like Lionel Hogg said — it was how it should have happened.”3
Knightley said that when Finch read the story, he was delighted, making just one change, he had him striking the night before the story appeared, harassing women on their way to center Sydney. Finch then came up with the headline:
“HOOK SEX PERV STRIKES AGAIN.”4
Knightley later learned that rival newspaper reporters had spent hours phoning Sydney police stations in a desperate attempt to confirm the story but couldn’t. The duty officers denied that it happened in their section, but couldn’t vouch for other districts. On Monday morning Knightley was confident that he had gotten away with the fabrication when the phone rang. 
Detective Sergeant Ray Iggleden of the Bankstown police was on the other end, asking to speak to Knightley about the story. Having been caught out, he decided to come clean, so he admitted that he had written the story. Sergeant Iggleden’s response: “Just wanted to let you know that we got the bastard 100
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this morning.”5 Stunned but relieved, Knightley quickly rang the police rounds man and confirmed what the Sergeant had said. Over the next several weeks, Knightley anxiously awaited the Hook’s appearance in court, but it never came. He was hesitant to ring the police to inquire further, fearful of the consequences.6
After giving the matter considerable thought over five decades, when it came time to write his memoirs, Knightley came up with several possible explanations. Theory one was that there really had been a sex pervert riding the rail system, who used a coat hanger to ply his trade. Theory two held that a copycat had read the story the day before and decided to become part of the Hook legend. But a third possibility seems most likely. Knightly believes that Sydney police, who were known at the time for fudging crime statistics in order to polish their public relations image, “got rid of a case which promised to be a PR disaster by arresting some pathetic minor sex offender and nominating him as The Hook.”7
Regardless of which explanation is true, if any, the story of the Hook is a colorful reminder of the power of the media. 
CHAPTER 19
The Ghost Slasher of Taiwan
In 1956, the Taiwanese press reported that a razor- wielding maniac was stalking women and children on the streets of Taipei, slashing them before vanishing into the crowd. Police later determined that the slasher was a creation of the press who had reported rumors as fact, touching off a massive search for an imaginary assailant. 
Fear hung in the air during the spring of 1956 in the once-bustling capital city of Taipei on the island of Taiwan. Most people walked in pairs. Children were escorted to and from school by nervous parents. Few ventured out unless in groups. During the first two weeks of May, Taipei was a city under siege, as was the city of Keelung forty miles to the north. Newspapers were reporting that a crazed figure was prowling the streets in broad daylight, boldly slashing people with a razor. Even worse, most of the targets were said to be women, children and babies. It would soon be determined that there never was a slasher; amid rumors, the press had fueled the scare by reporting hearsay as facts. 
Journalists printed reams of speculation as to the identity of the slasher. 
Some thought it was a clever ruse to divert attention from stealing jewelry which was said to have been the real intent; others were certain the driving force was sexual sadism. One theory held that a blood ritual was involved, based on local folklore that drawing blood from children brings luck.1 Some said the slasher was a woman, others a man; still others said it was a “teenager with a sad smile.”2 Curiously, no one ever saw an actual slashing — not even the victims themselves. While this was a huge red flag that something was amiss, in the heat of the moment, journalists ignored the basic facts in the case and printed speculation. By treating the slasher as a fact, citizens began to look for the slasher because they knew he or she was out there lying in wait for the next victim. Within this cauldron of fear and suspicion, it wasn’t long before people grew fearful of their own shadows, and a variety of mundane 101
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events and circumstances that would have ordinarily received little attention were being viewed as the work of the slasher. 
Here’s how the scare unfolded. In early February, rumors began to circulate throughout Taipei that a serial slasher was preying on young children. 
There was even a story that a six- month- old baby had been slashed. Newspapers kept quiet about the claims because that’s all they were — unverified stories with no substance to back them up. Then, on May 3, police began a formal investigation of the stories. When newspaper reporters got wind of the news that the slasher stories were the subject of a formal investigation, it triggered a frenzy of sensational stories starting on May 4, where rumors and hearsay were being reported as facts. Both the China Post  and Hong Kong
Standard  were typical in their reporting, claiming that one of the slashed children had died after its genitals had been cut off.3
When Taipei residents woke up on May 4 they read the morning headlines that two children had been slashed. One eleven- year- old boy was said to have sustained a cut to his left arm but could not recall the circumstances, while a two- year- old boy in a northern suburb noticed a puzzling cut to his leg while playing. Despite the vagueness of these accounts and no one seeing a thing, rumors swept through Taipei of numerous young girls being slashed at primary schools. Again, the press reported the rumors and engaged in endless speculation. Anxiety levels soon reached new heights when one paper erroneously reported that some victims had died.4 At a hastily called news conference, the police chief scolded the press for reporting such claims. Yet, the chief ’s own actions fostered suspicion and paranoia when he refused to officially confirm that no one had died. Small children were now being kept indoors as rumors abounded about young girls being slashed at numerous primary schools.5
On May 11, the crisis appeared to abate with reports that the slasher was finally caught. Police announced the arrest of a “woman in red” and charged her with the razor slashing of a nine- month- old baby. But after conducting basic interviews with eyewitnesses and examining the evidence, it was soon clear that she was innocent. A mother holding a baby in her arms was walking on the street when the baby was hit by an object from behind and began bleeding and crying. The mother turned and screamed as she noticed a girl walking behind in a red jacket and started chasing after “the slasher.” 
Bystanders joined in the chase, during which the “woman in red” was seen tossing a package away. She was soon arrested by police who fended off the angry mob. The parcel was retrieved and found to contain a razor blade. An investigation revealed that the woman was opening her umbrella when it caught on the baby’s sleeve and she panicked. The woman feared for her life, knowing she was carrying a razor and might be mistaken for the slasher. She 19. The Ghost Slasher of Taiwan
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was a seamstress and used the razor in her everyday work. She pointed out that the blade was wrapped in paper and couldn’t have been used as a weapon. 
A doctor summoned to examine the child stated that an umbrella, not a razor, was the likely culprit.6 Police realized that the woman had been an innocent victim, in the wrong place at the wrong time, and was lucky to be alive. She was released. 
Police soon made a startling announcement: The slasher was a figment of the imagination. When newspapers reported rumors and hearsay as fact, people began to act as if there was a slasher. For instance, a minor cut to the leg that would ordinarily not be given a second thought resulted in people going to the police claiming to have been a victim of the slasher. The investigation revealed that the “slashings” had resulted from accidental, everyday contact in public places. One man told police he had been slashed by a man carrying a mysterious black bag. But when a doctor determined that the wound was made by a blunt object and not a razor, the victim admitted that he could not recall exactly what happened, but assumed that he had been slashed.7 In another incident, an elderly man with a cut on the wrist sought medical treatment. The attending doctor grew suspicious and contacted police when the man casually noted that a stranger had touched him at about the time he first noticed the bleeding. A more thorough examination led to the conclusion that the “slash” was an old injury that had been re- opened after inadvertent scratching.8
Some “slashings” were hoaxes. In one case, a 17- year- old boy told police he had been slashed on the elbow. Upon further investigation it was determined that the boy had been shopping when he rested his arm on a broken glass counter. Fearful of being punished by his mother for carelessness, the boy made up the slashing story. Fortunately for police, someone who observed the boy cut his elbow described to police what had really happened. Despite police labeling this case as a hoax and fining the boy, several newspapers not only printed the police version of events, but also reported the boy’s side of the story — that he was actually a victim of the slasher. This angered police, who soon took the boy before Taipei District Court, charging him with spreading rumors during a period of martial law.9 In another fabricated case, police noticed a crowd milling around a note on a fence in front of a house and investigated. On the note were three pairs of knives placed in the shape of crosses, with an address in Keelung. Nearby, police noticed a boy acting suspiciously. Upon questioning him, his family, and his teacher, they soon realized that the handwriting on the note matched his. The boy quickly grew scared and broke down in tears, admitting that he had written the note to get back at a friend after they had an argument. He was hoping that the note would tie the boy to the slashings.10
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It was on May 11 that police announced the slasher never existed. Their statistics were revealing. Of the 21 slashing claims they examined, “five were innocent false reports, seven were self- inflicted cuts, eight were due to cuts other than razors, and one was a complete fantasy.”11
CHAPTER 20
The Phantom Clown Panic
Beginning in the mid–1980s, newspapers across the country reported on rashes of attempted child abductions by mysterious, evil clowns. It may be an example of “living folklore.” 
For most people, the image of a clown conjures up happy thoughts: cir-cuses and slapstick, maybe seltzer bottles and big floppy shoes. But clowns can also be terrifying — especially if they are reported to roam America’s streets looking for innocent children to abduct, yet vanish just before police can apprehend them. These mysterious figures rank as one of the most bizarre media scares on record. 
One of the first reports of phantom clowns occurred on May 6, 1981, when police in Brookline, Massachusetts, issued an All Points Bulletin asking officers to watch for a van containing possible child abductors. The vehicle was distinctive: an older model with a broken headlight, no hubcaps, and side ladders. It was also full of clowns! Several children reported that clowns had tried to lure them into the dark van with promises of candy, and the sinister figures were later reported lurking near Brookline’s Lawrence Elementary School.1 This was only the latest in a series of mysterious threats by phantom clowns; the next day, Boston police again searched the city in vain for another van driven by a creepy clown. The man allegedly stalked nearby Franklin Park. 
No one else saw the clown, and police searches again came up empty. 
As reports spread to surrounding areas and parents grew nervous, Boston Public Schools’ Investigative Counselor Daniel O’Connell issued a memo to principals in his school district: “It has been brought to the attention of the police department and the district office that adults dressed as clowns have been bothering children to and from school. Please advise all students that they must stay away from strangers, especially those dressed as clowns.” The New England reports subsided, but the clowns soon reappeared in Missouri. 
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A sixth grader at Fairfax Elementary School in Kansas City told police that he saw a bad clown lurking at her school and described the man in vivid detail to the Kansas City Star: “He was by the fence and ran down through the big yard when some of the kids ran over there. He ran toward a yellow van. He was dressed in a black shirt with a devil on the front. He had two candy canes down each side of his pants. The pants were black too.... I don’t remember much about his face.” Yet no evidence of the phantom clown could be found.2
Parents were fearful, children were warned, and police were vigilant, but despite searches and police checkpoints stopping cars driven by clowns, the phantom menaces were never captured. Some people began to wonder who the clowns were and what they wanted; others wondered if they existed at all. 
Researcher Loren Coleman was one of the first to write about the phantom clowns in his book Mysterious America. Coleman writes that “something quite unusual was happening in America in the spring of 1981.... The appearance of phantom clowns in the space of one month in at least six major cities spanning over 1,000 miles of America constitutes a genuine mystery.” 
While some dismissed the clown scare as a silly hoax, many people took it seriously. One poster on the Unsolved Mysteries  website wrote: “The denizens of the netherworld have apparently dreamed up a new nightmare to shock us. The cosmic joker is alive and well and living in a clown suit! PLEASE, HELP
KEEP OUR CHILDREN SAFE!” Another person suggested that the phantom clowns were actually part of a covert government conspiracy operation designed to diminish the credibility of child eyewitnesses: “Perhaps a ‘clown op’ was run to discredit the testimony of children ... and lead the public toward discounting even more nightmarish mysteries.” 
Some reporters, such as Lucinda Smith of the Montclair Times  in New Jersey, poured cold water on the stories: “Someone dressed as Homey the Clown is not in Montclair trying to hurt children.... And none of the following has been seen in a van attempting to kidnap children in Montclair: Homey, Krusty the Clown, the four Teenage Mutant Ninja Turtles, the Smurfs, Bugs Bunny, the Little Mermaid, Barbie, Ken.”3
Phantom Clowns as Media- Driven Moral Panics The first clue to solving the mystery is noting that only young children reported seeing the clowns; adults never encountered them. According to a spokesman for the Boston Police Department, “No adult or police officer has ever seen a clown. We’ve had calls saying there was a clown. We’ve had calls saying that there was a clown at a certain intersection and we happened to 20. The Phantom Clown Panic
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have police cars sitting there, and the officers saw nothing. We’ve had over twenty calls on 911. When the officers get there, no one tells them anything.”4
Throughout the sporadic bad clown reports, no hard evidence was ever found, and no children were actually abducted. This strongly suggests that some form of social delusion was at play. If the clowns were real, why were they so incompetent at actually grabbing little children? Surely at least one  of the bad clowns would have succeeded, instead of always “just missing.” Perhaps children made up the stories to fit in, or because they had heard their peers say the same thing (this occurs in many media- fueled scares such as the Pokémon panic; see Chapter 8). Though adults often assume that young children would not make up a false story of an attempted abduction, in fact dozens of such hoaxes occur each year in America. 
The social and cultural climate in which the clown reports took place is also crucial. The first clown scares occurred in the early 1980s and 1990s, at a time when the bad clown was entering the public’s consciousness through the entertainment media with books such as Stephen King’s best- selling horror novel It  and films such as Killer Klowns from Outer Space. 
Perhaps more importantly, it was precisely a time when a moral panic gripped America. A moral panic  is a sociology term meaning a social reaction to a perceived threat to basic values by “outsiders” and moral deviants. The stranger is defined and blamed or scapegoated for real or perceived threats —
often to children. At the time, a rash of lurid, sensational (and later disproven) child abuse cases horrified America. Children accused adults of ritual rapes, torture, and abuse, and the news media further sensationalized the stories. 
These reports closely coincided with the phantom clown scares. Not far from phantom clown–haunted Boston, Gerald Amirault, his mother Violet Amirault, and his sister Cheryl LaFave were accused of torturing children at the Fells Acres Day Care Center in Malden, Massachusetts. Children claimed that they had been subjected to threats and abuse, including one child who said that he or she had been tortured by a “bad clown” in a “secret room.” 
Several other notorious cases appeared across the country during the 1980s, including the Little Rascals and the McMartin preschool trials.5 Children’s stories included tales of being abused in a secret tunnel underneath a school, being taken to a church where strangers killed a rabbit and forced them to drink its blood, digging up dead bodies at a cemetery, and even more fantastic stories. Like the reports of phantom clowns, often there was little or no corroborating evidence to support the children’s stories. The phrase “believe the children” was often heard, especially in the context of defending sometimes outlandish and impossible reports of abuse or attempted abductions. 
According to folklorist Jan Brunvand, “The phantom- clowns tradition involving vans seems to be exclusively a part of childlore, perhaps reflecting 108
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children’s actual distrust and even fear of clowns, who, ironically, are thought by adults to be invariably amusing to youngsters, most of who would undoubt-edly prefer a large, friendly, purple dinosaur to a clown any day.”6 According to Brunvand, “Killer clown rumors surfaced briefly again in 1985, then faded until June 1991— exactly ten years after the first cycle of similar stories.... My first report of the return of the phantom clowns came in a letter from West Orange, New Jersey, postmarked June 12: ‘My mom teaches school in South Orange, and the kids at school are all terrified by the rumor that there is some -
one dressed as a clown driving around kidnapping children. The story has grown to the point where the clown has a name, Homey, and now they are saying that there are a whole bunch of clowns riding around in a van.’”7
Rumors of the phantom clowns were published in several newspapers, including the Newark Star- Ledger, and the Boston Globe. While newspapers were the primary source for information about the fearsome clowns, warnings appeared through less formal local and regional outlets as well. For example, one newsletter sent to parents and teachers in 1986 warned that clowns were responsible for innocent children being “spirited away to join the throngs of missing children whose pathetic faces peer at us from milk cartons, shopping bags, and telephone [posts].”8 Those who circulated the rumors and stories were clearly doing so out of genuine concern for children, though with less concern for the reality of the danger. 
Stories of the child- abducting phantom clowns were not merely an invention of the news media; indeed, as happened in years past, several children reported firsthand abduction attempts. One boy told police that he had been confronted by a clown armed with an Uzi machine gun in one hand and machete in the other. The clown fired off five shots, but the boy counterattacked the surprised clown by throwing his bookbag at him. The clown then ran off. Not surprisingly, the boy later admitted that he had made up the whole story, but his reported encounter with the fearsome clown was only one of many similar reports that circulated in the schoolyards. According to Brunvand, “New Jersey police questioned 700 schoolchildren, many ‘petrified’
by the rumors, but concluded, ‘We couldn’t substantiate the existence of a clown. We have no sightings, no assaults, no homicides.’” An East Orange police officer described the panic: “It just spread from one kid to another, and continued until there was a kind of hysteria.”9
Whether real or a mass delusion, phantom clowns surfaced once again in 1995 in the Central American country of Honduras, where reports circulated that “killer clowns” were cruising the streets of large cities like Tegucigalpa and San Pedro Sula in cars or ambulances, abducting children.10
The phantom clowns disappeared for over a decade, until sightings plagued Chicago, Illinois, in October 2008. According to Loren Coleman, “a 20. The Phantom Clown Panic
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man wearing clown make- up and a wig was using balloons in an attempt to lure children into his vehicle on the South Side of Chicago, Illinois. The man, who wears a clown mask or white face paint with teardrops on the cheek, has approached children walking to and from school, police said. Witnesses told police he was seen driving a white or brown van with the windows broken out.”11 The first two incidents were reported on October 7 and 10; two days after the second incident, police held a press conference stating that there had been multiple sightings of the phantom clowns at various places around Chicago. 
Once again the pattern repeated: Police followed up on several sightings, but developed no leads, and as always no arrests were made; it seemed the evil would- be- abductor clowns simply vanished. The phantom clowns once again disappeared, but it seems likely that the world has not seen the last of these bad clowns. 
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CHAPTER 21
Chemtrails and Conspiracies
In recent years, websites on the mysterious presence of “chemtrails” in the sky have spawned bizarre theories of secret government plots. 
It has all the markings of a master spy novel: international intrigue, secret formulas, and a global plot by world leaders. Since the late 1990s, there has been an explosion of interest in the belief that the United States military is engaging in a series of secret, systematic experiments involving the dispensing of chemical trails from high- altitude jet aircraft. Scores of websites have appeared discussing the phenomena, usually accompanied by myriad conspir -
acy theories. Popular radio shows such as Art Bell, George Noory and Jeff Rense have helped to fuel the scare. It is also commonly believed that chemtrails are responsible for a variety of ailments experienced by people on the ground, everything from rashes to the flu to cancer. 
One of the conspiracy theories is that chemtrails are created by the military as an inexpensive wireless communication system. Common sense suggests that there must be an easier way than spraying thousands of tons of chemicals into the atmosphere in a massive global deception just to communicate better. Another theory holds that the chemicals are used to control the thinking of the masses — the equivalent of placing Prozac in the water supply. 
The most popular explanation centers on the view that chemtrails are an attempt to modify the weather. Many websites demonize the United States military and political leaders, claiming that chemtrails are secret experiments conducted with its allies, designed to produce a sky shield in order to protect Earth from the ravages of global warming. Some believers point to a 1994
patent taken out by Hughes Aerospace which entails mixing jet fuel with a variety of reflective materials, including tiny aluminum oxide particles, that would provide Earth with a chemical sunscreen.1
In 1998, the issue of chemtrails became a prominent concern in Canada, 113
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particularly in the tiny town of Espanola in northern Ontario, where United States KC-135 aircraft were said to be making routine passes over the community and dispensing harmful chemicals. The concerns became so great that on November 18, a representative of Canada’s New Democratic Party, Gordon Earle, presented a petition to parliament, calling for the “covert spraying program” to stop. At the time, many residents were claiming to be suffering from ill health as a result of the chemtrails, including dizziness, sudden fatigue, headaches, asthma, joint pains, and flu- like symptoms. The petition stated:
“Over 500 residents of the Espanola area have signed a petition raising concern over possible government involvement in what appears to be aircraft emitting visible aerosols. They have found high traces of aluminum and quartz in par-ticulate and rainwater samples. These concerns combined with associated res-piratory ailments have led these Canadians to ... seek clear answers from this government.”2 The petition went on to ask politicians to repeal any legislation that permits of dispensing substances by Canadian or foreign aircraft “without the informed consent of the citizens of Canada thus affected.”3
One scientist who has taken the time to examine the chemtrail phenomena is meteorologist Thomas Schlatter of the National Oceanic and Atmospheric Administration. Schlatter says that in understanding the mystery, it is imperative to define “contrail.” The word is short for “condensation trails,” 
which form when high- altitude jets disperse water vapor into the lower levels of the stratosphere (or high troposphere), resulting in saturated air. As for chemtrails (plumes of chemicals emitted from aircraft), Schlatter believes that they don’t exist as such. He believes that chemtrails are actually contrails.4
Schlatter says that normally contrails dissipate quickly, but this depends on the conditions. Where there is a very cold air temperature combined with high humidity, contrails have been known to stretch 100 miles in length. 
When ever the temperature is -40F or lower, and the relative humidity is at least 70 to 80 percent, contrails will develop.5
On one website titled “The Spotlight,” Mike Blair claims that chemtrails are the result of a secret multi- billion dollar plan by the military to impregnate the atmosphere with “various mixtures of barium salts” in an effort to develop a new type of radar system.6 Other theories are more bizarre, such as the one claiming that chemtrails are a secret plan by U.S. elites who want to cull Earth’s population to no more than 500 million.7 Their goal: a future utopian world engineered by a small group of leaders and scientists intent on living in harmony and bliss. The site claims: “You may have already heard how several national parks have been designated as world biospheres — that’s the plan for all of North America, a giant nature park and playground that will be devoid of annoying human beings.” 
NASA scientist Patrick Minnis conveys his frustration in refuting chem-

21. Chemtrails and Conspiracies
115
trail proponents. “If you try to pin these people down and refute things, it’s, 
‘Well, you’re just part of the conspiracy.... Logic is not exactly a real selling point for them.’”8 In 1999, after receiving a flurry of letters from concerned constituents fearful of the health effects of chemtrails, the New Mexico State Attorney General had physicist M. Kim Johnson investigate the claims. 
This ordinary jet contrail (or is it a deadly, toxic “chemtrail”?) appeared over Albuquerque, New Mexico, on November 17, 2010 (photograph by Benjamin Radford). 
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Johnson said that all of the pictures she examined appeared to be contrails. 
As for stories of people getting sick from “chemtrails,” Johnson said they provide “as much credence to chemtrails as does the belief that drinking milk is casually linked to heroin addiction,” as most American heroin addicts were milk drinkers as children.9
CHAPTER 22
Morgellons:
The First Internet Disease? 
For the first time in history, a “new disease” has developed and spread —
almost exclusively over the Internet. It is unlikely to be the last. 
It sounds like something from a grade–B horror flick. People get the sen -
sation that invisible insects are crawling over their skin; they walk around in a mental fog and have disabling fatigue; colored fibers appear to be sprouting from skin sores. In 2002, a South Carolina mother named Mary Leitao founded an Internet site called the Morgellons Foundation, dedicated to solving the mys -
tery of the ailment by the same name. Leitao became worried after strange symp -
toms developed in her two- year- old son. She chose the name after stumbling across a 1674 medical report describing similar symptoms to what he was experiencing. The site quickly became a magnet for people around the world with all sorts of vague symptoms. In 2006 over 4,500 sufferers registered with the site as having Morgellons. Not surprisingly, there are all sorts of elaborate Inter -
net theories as to the cause, including what seems to be every conspiracy theorist’s favorite: the secret government cover- up following an experiment gone awry. 
Many Morgellons patients are clearly suffering from delusional parasito-sis — a rare psychological condition whereby people think that tiny bugs have burrowed into their skin and are causing sores. In reality the sores are caused by their own scratching.1
A second category of victims likely have cutaneous dysaesthesia, a disease of the nerves which can give the sensation that there are crawling insects on the skin. One prominent skin doctor who refuses to give his name publicly for fear of being targeted by Morgellon proponents, says that over fifty Morgellons patients who he has treated actually had cutaneous dysaesthesia. As for the mysterious fibers growing out the skin sores, he notes: “In every case I’ve seen it’s a textile fiber, and it’s on the surface of the skin.”2
117
118
FOUR : IT CAME FROM CYBERSPACE
A third group of Morgellons sufferers may have infections associated with Lyme Disease caused by tick bites. If untreated, the illness can progress from rashes and flu- like symptoms to joint pain and problems with the nervous system.3
Yet another group appear to have a variety of vague ailments and have found a new label under which to place these symptoms. For some in this group, it’s probably exciting to be part of a new medical mystery — complete with an army of sympathetic bloggers. 
The symptoms of many Morgellon sufferers are similar to people with Gulf War syndrome and chronic fatigue syndrome: conditions which remain of dubious origin. What is not in doubt is the power of the Internet to incubate these “ailments,” typically with bizarre claims. 
While many people scoff at suggestions that GWS is a form of mass hysteria, there is compelling evidence to suggest that’s exactly what is happening. 
No credible cause for GWS has been found, and without a doubt, there is a social component. The classic symptoms of Gulf War syndrome — fatigue, memory and concentration problems, rashes, headaches, and aches and pains of the joints — are all typical of the general population! Like Morgellons, the websites making wild claims have been largely responsible for the rapid spread of GWS. In past wars these symptoms were known by such names as “effort syndrome,” “soldier’s heart,” and “shell shock.” None of these illnesses were ever found to have a pathological basis and slowly faded away. Almost certainly the cause was anxiety, and a variety of common symptoms. 
Chronic fatigue syndrome is another emotional powder keg. During the 1970s and ’80s, the Epstein- Barr Virus was blamed for CFS. We now know that everyone has this virus in their bodies. No clear cause of CFS — which is essentially feeling tired all the time — has been identified. All sorts of possible suspects have been theorized over the years, but nothing has been proven —
and it’s unlikely to be so. Yet, over the past 25 years, a CFS subculture has developed over the Internet as “victims” compare notes and exchange the latest government conspiracy theories. 
Morgellons appears to be a case of old wine in new bottles. It is doubtful that doctors will discover some new ailment that has been operating right under their noses for centuries but have somehow missed it. The interesting aspect of Morgellons is that we’ve discovered a new disease carrier: the Internet, which has also been instrumental in spreading wild claims about such imaginary illnesses as Gulf War syndrome and chronic fatigue. These may sound like strong words, but the science to support GWS and CFS is lacking, yet many people treat these condition as if they were a proven fact. They are not. 
Journalist Debbie Gilbert implicates the media in the sudden emergence of Morgellons cases in recent years, comparing the situation to UFO claims 22. Morgellons: The First Internet Disease? 
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between the late 1940s and 1989. “During the Cold War era, when radio, TV, and movies were filled with stories about flying saucers, many people swore that they, too, had had a UFO encounter.”4
Another skeptic is psychiatrist Bernard Frankel who observes that Morgellons seems to be spread socially and not biologically. “If (Morgellons) is from a particular insect, or organism, that population would tend to be localized. It doesn’t seem like you would have cases spread randomly all over the country.”5 Indeed, the pattern of transmission is not  tied to a mysterious new bacteria or virus. In this instance, the Internet is the carrier — and the disease is an idea, spread by human insecurity and fear. It is a sign of our changing times, a product of the Information Age. 
CHAPTER 23
Katrina Evacuee Myths
Internet- fueled urban legends stereotyping blacks and the poor of New Orleans, spread like wildfire in the days and weeks after Hurricane Katrina struck the city. 
As we learned in Chapter 10, after Hurricane Katrina ripped through the Gulf Coast in late August 2005, misinformation abounded. For instance, the initial reports of widespread murder and mayhem proved to be unfounded. 
As most mass communications systems failed, and reporters were not able to move around freely due to the flooding, they began to report what they expected would happen, and many so- called eyewitnesses were actually repeating urban myths which, in turn, got reported as fact. It took weeks for reporters to check their early claims with police records and find out that the chaos had been hyped. A similar series of myths soon began to circulate about crimes or poor behavior supposedly committed by displaced New Orleans resi -
dents. One example is the case of the Utah evacuees. The story goes like this: Upon arriving in Utah, many evacuees immediately tried to sell drugs, reform gangs and commit rapes. The following account was recorded in a mid–
September e- mail by Snopes.com, an organization which gathers and analyzes rumors. This account was purportedly from a relief worker on the scene: Let me tell you a few things about the wonderful group of evacuees we received here in Utah. The first plane arrived with 152 passengers. Of the 152; 10 were children. 3 of these children had been abandoned by their parents. As these passengers attempted to board the plane, the National Guard removed from their person; 43
handguns ... 20 knives, one man had 100,000 dollars in cash, 20 pounds of Marijuana, 10 pounds of Crack, 15 pounds of Methamphetamines, 10 pounds of various other controlled substances including Heroin.1
The badly punctuated e- mail clearly implies that many of the adults were criminals, drug dealers and drug addicts who were focused on saving themselves, leaving behind their own children to fend for themselves. 
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It was then claimed that upon reaching Salt Lake City, two passengers immediately began smoking marijuana. During their medical exams, several parents were supposedly found to be using their children to conceal looted goods — the price tag still on the items. About a third of the passengers who disembarked there were said to have been angry that they weren’t going to San Antonio or Houston, and most of the evacuees processed on the planes had lengthy criminal records.2
The e- mail continued, claiming that by the second night, the shelter was in chaos, with the attempted rape of a relief volunteer, drug dealers were having a field day, and gangs were rebuilding. What’s more, it was said that as the evacuees arrived, they had the chance to sort through piles of donated clothing from local charity groups, with many complaining they were sec-ondhand. But the most vicious claim was aimed at their work ethic: “This past Saturday, workforce services held a job fair. 85 of the 582 evacuees attended. 44 were hired on the spot. 24 were asked back for a second interview. 
Guess the others had no desire to work.”3
A check of the facts in this account proved to be baseless. The first Katrina evacuees to Utah arrived on September 3, and as happened to later arrivals, they were temporarily housed at a Utah National Guard training center, Camp Williams, where they remained until September 27 when they found more permanent housing. Governor Jon Huntsman said the background of each evacuee was checked and that “None of the guests at Camp Williams have criminal records that would justify booking them into jail.”4
Rumor expert Barbara Mikkelson said that of 582 evacuees sent to Utah, just 42 had criminal records. “Stories about drug sales, gangs re- forming, and an attempted rape are unsupported by the Utah news media. Though we looked and looked, we couldn’t find reportage of any such incidents,” she said.5
Utah Department of Public Safety spokesman Derek Jensen said the wild tales of unruly evacuees “are just not true. The evacuees have been cooperative and behaved themselves pretty well while they were here.” In fact, during their three- week stay, police had not issued a single citation. His sentiments were echoed in a statement issued by the Utah governor: “Guests on the base have displayed exemplary behavior and been cooperative with volunteers and law enforcement. No major crimes or incidents have been reported at Camp Williams since the arrival of our guests.”6
Mikkelson found similar unfounded accounts of outrageous behavior by transplanted evacuees in other parts of the country. In Tennessee, there were rumors of evacuees behaving badly, including murders, rapes and robberies. 
The stories triggered a stampede by local residents, who rushed out to buy guns to protect themselves. But once again, the stories proved to be unfounded, 122
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and area police report there was no jump in the crime rate after the evacuee arrivals. There were similar claims of violence in Oklahoma, where thousands of evacuees were sent. While a few fistfights had broken out at the Camp Gruber refuge, an Oklahoma Highway Patrol spokesman said that otherwise camp life was quiet.7
Mikkelson believes that the rumors of Katrina evacuees misbehaving res-onate with common fears about outsiders coming in and changing communities. “By presenting the evacuees as rude or ungrateful or as the crime- riddled worst dregs of society, garden variety xenophobia is cloaked in the more respectable mantle of entirely defensible fear for one’s safety and/or distaste for objectionable behavior. In such fashion, the internal tug of war between the selfless (‘My heart goes out to these people; what can I do to help?’) and the self- centered (‘I like my town just the way it is; I hope the refugees don’t come here’) is quelled.”8
One of the great dilemmas of the Internet revolution is, while more people than ever have access to more and more information, how do they know what’s true and what’s not — be it on a website or in an e- mail? 
CHAPTER 24
The E- mail Virus Panic
by Bill Ellis
Folklorist Bill Ellis examines the “Good Times” e- mail virus hoax which began in December 1994 and continues to spread fear through the cyber community even today. 
Like many things that are now taken for granted as part of daily life, email was once new and unfamiliar. Its technology was worked out at the same time that the basic programs were developed for sharing files and other information among the users of ARPANET, the first linked network of computers that evolved into the Internet. While a number of programs for sharing messages were tested in the 1960s, it is generally accepted that the first modern e- mail was sent in late 1971 by Ray Tomlinson of the Massachusetts research and development contractor Bolt, Beranek and Newman. These historic messages were routine tests transmitted between two computers that were side by side, though they were connected not to each other but to a server in a remote lab.1
The communication tool was tested and improved by technicians, then was widely adopted in academic and work settings during the late 1980s. 
Commercially available systems such as Delphi, Prodigy, and America Online (AOL) simplified its process to the point that even those with no knowledge of computer technology could use it. E- mail enjoyed breakout popularity among the general public in the early 1990s.2 But the combination of the medium’s novelty, widespread ignorance, even among educated users, of how
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it actually worked, and the emergence of real risks combined to spark a series of intense media panics during the period when e- mail was introduced to most Americans’ lives. 
Almost from the beginnings, rogue programmers began creating programs that could infect operating systems, just as viruses infect a living organism. 
The first computer viruses were practical jokes, such as “Creeper,” a self-replicating program that infected the early Internet in 1971. Fortunately its only function was to display a prank message: “I’m the creeper, catch me if you can.” The first really destructive virus was named “Jerusalem,” after the location of the first computer complex (Hebrew University) where it was located in 1987. “Jerusalem” was programmed to spread inconspicuously, and then delete a number of files on every Friday the 13th.3 But even while programmers detected it and similar viruses in computer labs worldwide, other experts expressed doubt over whether “wild” computer viruses actually existed. 
Peter Norton, later developer of one of the most widely used anti- virus services, reportedly told a journalist in 1988, “We’re dealing with an urban myth. 
It’s like the story of alligators in the sewers of New York. Everyone knows about them, but no one’s ever seen them.”4
Things changed later that year when the so- called “Morris worm” created a media sensation. The virus was a small but clever program written by a Cornell graduate student to measure how quickly information spread on the Internet. The experiment worked all too well: When released into the wild in November 1988, it began to multiply exponentially within every computer it infected. Each copy of the program used a tiny amount of the computer’s memory, but, like the splinters of the broom used in the Sorcerer’s Apprentice, its numbers doubled and redoubled, and the infection made one computer after another grind to a halt, including the servers that were the keys to Internet access. The program did no damage to the computers it infected, but the network crash caused disruption of business and work routines across the country.5
Users realized that being linked to the Internet was risky, but the topic remained poorly understood, even by many computer technicians. The stage was set for a series of panics, as puzzled reporters routinely took half-understood explanations and exaggerated them into potential catastrophes. 
In March 1989, a virus named “Datacrime” was detected in a Dutch computer. 
When analyzed, it was found to be set to activate on the next October 13 (a Friday) and reformat the part of the hard drive that contained the directory. 
While no files would be destroyed, this simple act would temporarily prevent the user from accessing any  program or document on the computer, giving the impression that its entire memory had been “wiped out.” This program turned out to be ineffective in spreading, but it inspired panicky press cov-24. The E-mail Virus Panic (Ellis)
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erage. An inventive reporter speculated that the program had been written by Scandinavian hackers to activate on Columbus Day, in revenge for neglecting Viking Leif Ericsson’s discovery of America.6
An even more intense panic occurred in 1992, when a similar virus was found preset for March 6, subsequently identified as Michelangelo’s birthday. 
The “Michelangelo” virus was the basis of a series of increasingly anxious news articles, which emphasized its supposedly more insidious properties. 
“It’s usually been a rule that a virus can’t be propagated by just reading from a data disk,” one expert told press, adding “but the virus is hidden and exe-cutable and it’s doing its thing.” Reports also claimed (falsely) that the virus could be spread silently by visiting the e- mail bulletin boards that by now were serving as increasingly popular discussion forums for newly initiated Internet users. On March 2, telejournalist Ted Koppel introduced a feature on ABC’s news program Nightline, saying “Michelangelo” promised to be
“devastating, destroying the memories of millions of computers around the world.” A guest compared computer viruses to “doing germ warfare in your own neighborhood.”7
David Perry, then a technician at Norton’s anti- virus support, recalled showing curious news reporters how the malware program shut down all the programs on a test computer, leaving a flashing white cursor on a blank screen. 
“Is that it? No smoke and fire? No melted down computer?” he recalls one reporter after another exclaiming before leaving with a parting cry of “You defrauded us!” It was then that Perry and his fellow technicians realized that
“the public had gotten themselves all whipped up into a frenzy about mytho-logical or, if you prefer, fictional viruses.... We aren’t just fighting the real viruses; we’re fighting the fictional viruses.”8
The most widespread and influential of these fictitious threats occurred in early December 1994, a panic caused by a virus called “Good Times.” The incident began with a simple message that began appearing on bulletin boards in the middle of November. One early version read: “FYI, a file, going under the name ‘Good Times’ is being sent to some Internet users who subscribe to on- line services (Compuserve, Prodigy and America On Line). If you should receive this file, do not download it! Delete it immediately. I understand that there is a virus included in that file, which if downloaded to your personal computer, will ruin all of your files.”9 This version of the warning was technically plausible, according to technicians, but given the current state of the art, one would have needed to open the file and manually start it to infect one’s computer. Some email programs at the time could be set to execute incoming files automatically, but by disabling this option and using anti- virus scanning programs to check downloads, the threat could be minimized.10
However, as this message was communicated from one user to another, 
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senders ignorant of the fine points of how e- mail worked tended to simplify its content while making the threat more dramatic. By the end of November, the warning had mutated to a much scarier form: “There is a virus on America Online being sent by E- Mail,” an early version read. “If you get anything called ‘Good Times,’ DON’T read it or download it. It is a virus that will erase your hard drive.”11 The critical change was that the message suggested that the dangerous computer virus was not in an attached file, which had to be downloaded and activated manually, but was in the text of the email message itself. Certainly this was the sense circulating among computer users on the morning of December 1. One message board contributor observed that the “computer- whiz crowd” in the Boston area was claiming that the virus was so virulent that “If you ... even read it, it starts to destroy your hard drive.”12
On the morning of December 2 (a Friday), the warning was delivered to virtually every message board and private e- mail inbox in the world. Par-Folklorist Bill Ellis feigns shock at receiving the dreaded “Good Times” e-mail virus (photograph by and courtesy of Bill Ellis). 
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adoxically, no virus was ever located that had ever been transmitted under the name “Good Times.” However, in early e- mail technology, when the message was communicated and discussed, the original transmission headers were also passed on with the new message. So, like the Morris worm, when discussion of the warning erupted worldwide, the sheer numbers of messages transmitted from one user or bulletin board to another cut into available bandwidth. 
Internet access slowed to a crawl and users’ mailboxes were clogged with the same warning exponentially multiplied. Angry users accused those who took the warning seriously of being themselves infected with a kind of “mind virus” 
that was as destructive as any capability of the malware program itself. However, expert reassurances that “Good Times” posed no threat were often written in a dense technobabble, further confusing many users.13
The initial panic was eventually brought to an end by the intervention of The U.S. Department of Energy’s Computer Incident Advisory Capability, which published a special email- distributed message on December 6, which declared the warning a hoax. Project Leader Karyn Pichnarczyk compared the emails to “yelling ‘fire’ on a crowded Internet.”14 Nevertheless, the warning continued to circulate on the
Internet, though at a slower rate. 
A more elaborate version adopted
some of the hacker jargon used in
the official denials to make the
virus’s existence credible in the
eyes of novice Internet users. “The
act of loading the file into the mail
server’s ASCII buffer causes the
‘Good Times’ mainline program
to initialize and execute,” this
longer warning claimed, locking a
computer’s hard drive into “an
nth- complexity infinite binary
loop,” and causing it to 
self-
destruct. Technicians immediately
recognized this technical descrip-
tion as bogus, but the “Good
Times” email virus warning con-
tinued to circulate among message
boards throughout the next two
years. 
New York Times bestselling author Patrick
Rothfuss, author of the Good Times E-mail
Finally, in December 1996, 
Virus parody (photograph by and courtesy Patrick Rothfuss, an undergradu-of Patrick Rothfuss). 
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ate working in a University of Wisconsin computer lab, grew weary of responding to queries about how dangerous the “Good Times” virus really was. A talented satirist, he wrote a spoof of the warning, cautioning that the program will not only destroy a user’s hard drive, but also rewrite floppy disks stored nearby, scratch CDs, scramble the tracking on a TV, demagnetize credit cards, and cause ice cream to melt in one’s refrigerator. “It will seduce your grandmother,” Rothfuss added. “It does not matter if she is dead, such is the power of Good Times, it reaches out beyond the grave to sully those things we hold most dear.” He concluded, “It is insidious and subtle. It is dangerous and terrifying to behold. It is also a rather interesting shade of mauve.”15 Set wild on Internet bulletin boards by Rothfuss’s friends, the “anti- legend” parody circulated even more widely than the original virus warning and successfully drove it out of circulation. As e- mail gradually became a familiar way of life, so did awareness of the workings of real viruses, which were recognized as nuisances rather than catastrophes in the making. 
Then, on December 30, 1999, a virus was discovered that exploited a security weakness in Microsoft’s Outlook Express, by then the most commonly used e- mail browsing program. Named “KakWorm,” the program in fact worked exactly like the legendary “Good Times.” The virus silently infects the computer even if it is not opened or read, an official description explained, stating, “Simply reading the received email message causes the virus to be placed on the system.”16
After all, tomorrow (a Friday) was the eve of Y2K. 
Section Five
It Came from a Friend 
of a Friend — Media-Spread 
Urban Legends
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CHAPTER 25
Urban Legends and the Media
The passing on of stories from neighbor to neighbor has long been a part of human existence, but beginning with the first printing press, the mass media has rapidly sped up the process of dispensing rumor and gossip to a planet that has been turned into a global village by ever- evolving communication technology. 
Chapter 23 on Katrina evacuee myths highlights the overlapping nature of the urban legends and cyberspace. The myth of the evacuees behaving badly was an urban legend, but it was almost exclusively transmitted via the Internet and hence, has been placed in the category of cyberspace. 
Urban legends are also known as “friend of a friend” stories because they are nearly impossible to trace to their original source. When the storyteller is pressed to reveal where he or she heard it from, it usually turns of to be a friend of a friend’s mother’s cousin who, in turn, heard it from a friend of a friend. These stories are nearly impossible to verify, are passed on mostly by word of mouth, are touted as being of recent origin, and are typically said to have happened in an urban environment — hence the term “urban legend.” 
Put another way, they are a form of living folklore. The world’s foremost authority on the subject is American folklorist Jan Harold Brunvand who popularized the term in 1981 in his now famous book, The Vanishing Hitchhiker: American Urban Legends and Their Meanings.  1
Until the 1950s, folklorists viewed these tales as being almost exclusively spread by word of mouth, but soon began to realize that many newspaper accounts turned out to be urban legends in disguise.2 While urban legends are not considered to be a form of mass media per se, since the development and proliferation of newspapers, radio, TV and film, these various mediums greatly amplify the power of stories that were once only spread from person to person. Not only do they quickly spread their message to a large audience, the very appearance of messages in these mediums can lend credibility 131
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to the possibility of their reality. To hear someone say that the president of the United States has been shot is one thing, but to hear it over the TV or on the radio is far more powerful and influential in convincing a skeptical public. 
An early example of the power of the media to spread urban legends is the “Paul McCartney Is Dead” scare of the late 1960s. McCartney was the lead singer of arguably the greatest rock band ever: The Beatles. In 1969 newspaper accounts began to appear that the famous rock star had died three years earlier in 1966, but the band had secretly replaced him with a look- alike at the insistence of record company bigwigs who were fearful that, if the truth got out, record sales would plummet and they would lose money. It is worth noting that urban legends usually have a grain of truth to them and they appear plausible, however unlikely. In this case, record company executives are notorious for focusing on the bottom line: profits. Hence, while still outrageous, this history creates just a hint of doubt that it just may be true. 
Typical of an urban legend, no one knows where the rumor started. The first known published story appeared on the campus of Illinois University. 
On September 23, 1969, the college newspaper the Northern Star  reported that “there has been much conjecturing on the present state of the Beatle Paul McCartney.”3 The story continued to circulate on college campuses until October 12, when a man telephoned a radio station in Detroit, Michigan, and pointed out a number of coincidences involving McCartney suggesting that he really was dead. The disc jockey who fielded the call, Russ Gibb of WKNR- FM, unwittingly helped to spread the story to a wider audience. 
The caller, who apparently had a lot of free time on his hands, told Gibb claims that the Beatles had left hidden clues about Paul’s demise in their albums. One example he gave was the famous song “Strawberry Fields Forever,” where at the end, he said, if you listened closely, it sounded like someone is saying, “I buried Paul.”4 Two days later a University of Michigan newspaper published a long article entitled “McCartney Is Dead,” adding even more coincidences.5
The story exploded on that national scene on October 21, when a major newspaper, the Chicago Sun- Times, published the story. Fans began looking at their Beatles records and album covers in a different light, under the assumption that they may contain hidden clues. On the Sergeant Pepper  album, McCartney is wearing an armband with the letters OPD. Some suggested that it stood for “Officially Pronounced Dead.” 
On their Abbey Road  album, there is a car in the background with the license plate “28IF,” a reference, some said, to the fact that Paul would have turned 28 if he hadn’t died.6 McCartney (some said his look- alike) eventually appeared and denied the rumors, which he called “bloody stupid.” He 25. Urban Legends and the Media
133
observed: “I picked up that O.P.D. badge in Canada. It was a police badge. 
Perhaps it means Ontario Police Department.... The Volkswagen just happened to be parked there.”7 The hoopla quickly died out after McCartney appeared on the cover of Life  magazine, with the unusual task of denying his own death!8
CHAPTER 26
The Curse of the Crying Boy
by David Clarke
In 1985, a British newspaper published a report of fire badly damaging a house in South Yorkshire. Miraculously, a cheap painting of a crying toddler was found amongst the remains, perfectly intact. The story claimed there had been a pattern of fires in homes after hanging prints of the Crying Boy. What’s more, in each case the prints were untouched by the devastation around it. Folklorist David Clarke looks into the origins of this urban legend and the role of the media in spreading it. 
This is the story of how a newspaper reported on and spread an urban legend rapidly across Great Britain, and how with the advent of the Internet, it continues to titillate readers around the world. “True stories” about curses inflicted upon tomb raiders who have looted gems from ancient temples and idols were a staple theme of Gothic horror fiction during the Victorian era —
the span between 1837 and 1901, during the reign of Queen Victoria. More recently legends of jinxes visited on modern explorers have become a popular subject for Hollywood movies. Fascination with this type of urban legend peaked in the 1920s when Britain was gripped by fear of a “Pharaoh’s curse” 
after the deaths of archaeologists who were present at the opening of King Tutankhamen’s tomb. 
In urban legend, curses are not confined to Egyptian relics, or to the fictional adventures of Indiana Jones, but are told by real people of real events or are supposedly “based on a true story.” In older traditions, coincidences, jinxes, mysterious deaths and runs of bad luck are common. These beliefs
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have become so deeply rooted in the human psyche that some people come to believe that certain inanimate objects have become enchanted with supernatural powers. Portraits are frequently the focus of this type of story. The common experience of being in a room with a portrait whose eyes “seem to follow you wherever you go” has become a staple of many horror films. In folklore, the notion that a picture falling from a wall is an omen of impending death — particularly if it is a portrait — remains one of the best known modern superstitions and can be traced back to the 17th century. In some areas of Britain it is still regarded as unlucky to hang portraits over a door or bed. If you believe a portrait can symbolically represent a real person and that sudden and unexplained happenings are always ominous, this type of supernatural cause and effect becomes understandable. These superstitions are always associated with human likenesses rather than paintings of animals or inanimate objects such as landscapes or bowls of sunflowers. Artwork possessed by, or associated with, evil acts have naturally become a popular theme in literature and film. Oscar Wilde drew upon this theme in The Picture of Dorian Gray (1890), which did its owner’s ageing for him, locked safely away in an attic. 
The most chilling adaptation of the idea was in M.R. James’s ghost story The
Mezzotint (1904). This tells the story of a collector of topographical pictures who acquires an obscure illustration of an eighteenth- century manor house. 
As the owner learns about the house’s history, his terror rises as the haunted mezzotint evolves to display a story of murder and revenge from beyond the grave. 
A Tabloid- Triggered Scare
A modern variation of the “jinxed painting” legend appeared on British breakfast tables on the morning of September 4, 1985. On this day The Sun, at that time the most popular tabloid newspaper in the English- speaking world, published a story headlined: “Blazing Curse of the Crying Boy.” The story told how a couple, Ron and May Hall, were blaming a cheap painting of a toddler with tears rolling down his face for a fire which gutted their home in Rotherham, a small mining town in South Yorkshire. The blaze broke out as a grease fire in the kitchen and spread rapidly. Although the downstairs rooms were badly damaged, the framed print of the crying boy wasn’t touched by smoke. It continued to hang, seemingly untouched even by smoke, surrounded by a scene of devastation.1
Normally a story about a grease fire would merit nothing more than a couple of paragraphs in a local newspaper. What transformed this story into headlines in Britain’s leading tabloid was the intervention of Ron Hall’s brother 136
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Peter, a firefighter based in Rotherham. A colleague of his, Rotherham fire officer Alan Wilkinson, knew of similar cases where prints of the crying boy had turned up, undamaged, in homes destroyed by fires. Prior to the blaze Peter Hall had warned his brother to get rid of the painting, telling them that
“he and his mates had seen the print too often in houses where there had been blazes.” 
Accompanying the story was a photo of a crying boy, with a caption that again underlined the message: “Tears for fears ... the portrait that firemen claim is cursed.” In reality, the firemen concerned had not made this claim, but the report gave the story a further boost of credibility. The curse appeared to be vouched for by members of a professional fire and rescue service whose judgment many Sun  readers would not think to question. The paper further claimed that an estimated 50,000 crying boy prints, signed “G. Bragolin,” 
had been sold in branches of British department stores, particularly in the working- class areas of northern England where copies were offered as prizes at bingo games. Prints could be seen hanging in the front rooms and lounges of family homes across the nation and one story suggested a quarter of a million had been sold. 
The mass media, and newspapers in particular, have played a major role in the transmission of rumors and urban legends. Tabloid news and the over-riding priority to provide a good story, have often taken priority over journalistic accuracy, particularly in stories that emphasize the uncanny or bizarre. 
Peter Chippindale and Chris Horrie in their warts- and- all history of Britain’s Sun  tabloid, Stick It Up Your Punter! (1990), credit Sun  editor Kelvin MacKenzie as the father of the crying boy myth.2 During the mid–1980s the Sun  was engaged in a nasty battle for readers with its Fleet Street rival, the Daily
Mirror. It was also responsible for publishing a series of legendary, horrific and bizarre stories with tenuous origins, of which some — such as “Freddie Starr Ate My Hamster”— lived on in the popular imagination in a similar manner to the more enduring urban legends. Constantly hungry for news, MacKenzie was on the lookout for what journalists call “a great splash.” The splash for him was an exclusive story that none of his rivals would dream of publishing first. MacKenzie’s stroke of genius was in spotting mention of the
“curse” in routine copy about the Rotherham blaze in a “filler” sent to the paper by a regional news agency. They wrote that to the surprise and the con-sternation of the news staff who thought that MacKenzie “flipped his lid,” he ran the “Curse of the Crying Boy Picture” on the front page, asking readers to phone the paper with their own mishaps or fires involving the picture. It worked. The next day the paper was flooded with phone calls. “MacKenzie cleared more space to print the strangest and most horrifying tales, and appealed for yet more. ‘This one’s got legs,’ he confidently announced, using 26. The Curse of the Crying Boy (Clarke) 137
his phrase for a story that would ‘run and run.’”3
What happened next is a testament to the power of the media. On September 5, 1985, The Sun  ran a follow- up, reporting that “horrified readers claiming to be victims of the ‘Curse of the Crying Boy’ had flooded [the paper] with calls.... They all feared they were jinxed by having the print of a tot with tears pouring down his face in their homes.” Readers were left with an overwhelming impression of a supernatural link. The language used by the newspaper, “curse,” “jinx,” “feared,” and “horrified” was laden with sinister foreboding. Typical of the new stories was that told by Dora Mann from Mitcham, Surrey, who claimed her house was gutted just six months after she bought a print. “All my paintings were destroyed — except the one of the crying boy,” she said. Sandra Kaske of Kilburn, North Yorkshire, claimed that she, her sister- in- law, and a friend had suffered disastrous fires since they acquired copies of the mass- produced print. Another family, from Nottingham, blamed the crying boy for a blaze which had left them homeless. Brian Parks, 22, whose wife and three children needed treatment for smoke inhala-tion, said he had immediately destroyed his copy after returning from hospital to find it hanging undamaged on the blackened wall of his living room. 
As the stories accumulated, sinister new details began to emerge, adding to the idea that simple possession of a print put owners at risk of fire or death. 
One London print owner claimed she had seen it “swing from side to side,” 
while another from Paignton said her 11- year- old son had “caught his private parts on a hook” after she bought the picture. Mrs. Rose Farrington of Preston, in a letter published by The Sun, wrote: “Since I bought it in 1959, my three sons and my husband have all died. I’ve often wondered if it had a curse.” 
Another reader reported an attempt to destroy two of the prints by fire only to find, to her horror, they would not burn. Her claim was tested by secur -
ity guard Paul Collier who tossed one of two prints he possessed onto a bon -
fire in his girlfriend’s garden. Despite being left in the flames for an hour, Collier claimed it was not even scorched. “It was frightening — the fire wouldn’t even touch it,” he told The Sun. “I really believe it is jinxed. We feel doubly at risk with two of these in the house [and] we are determined to get rid of them.” 
A Natural Explanation
Collier’s story harkened back to comments by the firemen who recalled the aftermath of a number of house fires dating back to 1973, where the print inexplicably appeared to have escaped damage. The real mystery, from their perspective, was how  the picture had survived fires that were in themselves 138
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explainable. In most cases straightforward explanations of carelessly discarded cigarettes, overheated frying pans and faulty electric heaters had been found during the subsequent investigation. Rotherham fire station officer Alan Wilkinson who, it emerged, had personally logged fifty crying boy fires over a twelve- year period, dismissed supernatural explanations. Wilkinson, who had 33 years’ experience in the brigade, said he wasn’t superstitious and had satisfied himself that most of the fires had been caused by human carelessness. 
Despite his pragmatism, he could not explain how they had survived the inferno of a house fire which generated heat sufficient to strip plaster from walls. His wife had her own theory: “I always say it’s the tears that put the fire out.” 
The Sun  was not particularly interested in a rational explanation and claimed that “fire chiefs have admitted they have no logical explanation for a number of recent incidents.” The story, as MacKenzie had predicted, “had got legs” and soon migrated onto TV news, encouraging the paper’s Fleet Street rivals to publish their own crying boy stories. This development had two immediate effects. First, many more examples of house fires where crying boy prints had inexplicably survived came to light, all pre- dating the Rotherham incident by months or years. The earliest was from Ripley, Derbyshire, in 1980. At this stage, the fact that firefighters in Rotherham had records of fires as far back as 1973 was not publicly known. This fact established that a rumor linking the prints with uncanny fires pre- dated The Sun’s promotion of the curse in 1985. 
Then it emerged that the cursed prints were not all copies of the same painting, nor were all the prints by the same artist. The picture that survived the fire in Rotherham which initially triggered the tabloid campaign was apparently signed by the artist, G. Bragolin. The Sun  claimed the original was
“by an Italian artist.” In fact, Giovanni Bragolin was a pseudonym adopted by Spanish painter Bruno Amadio, who is also known as “Franchot Seville.” 
Attempts to trace him floundered as art historians said he did not appear to have “a coherent biography” which added to the mystery. To make matters more confusing, other crying boys — part of a series of studies called “Childhood”— were painted by the acclaimed Scots artist Anna Zinkeisen (1901–
1976), whose work had been exhibited by the Royal Academy. The only common denominator shared by this motley collection was that they were the first example of cheap, mass- produced prints sold in great numbers by English department stores during the sixties and seventies. The geographical cluster of fires simply reflected the popularity of the prints among working- class communities in the north. Art historians consulted by the media dismissed the stories as “coincidence and superstition.” One said he had never heard of a curse connected with the print, which one described as good example of 26. The Curse of the Crying Boy (Clarke) 139
kitsch: “a mawkish continental urchin with globular tears coursing down his podgy cheeks.” 
Despite accusations of bad taste the crying boy remained an extremely popular print, particularly for working- class families, and existed in at least five different forms. At least two of these had companion studies of “crying girls” and some people owned copies of both. Others in the series included pictures of girls and boys holding flowers, most of them sad in tone. In defiance of the tabloid headlines, some female owners had developed such an emotional bond with the print that they refused to dispose of them. “I’ve never cared for the picture myself because of its sadness,” the partner of one proud owner was quoted as saying. He then went on to pose two questions which many anxious Sun  readers wanted answered: “Why would you want a picture of a child crying? Why was  the child crying?” Naturally journalists turned to
“experts” in the field of folklore for an explanation. When a tabloid journalist approached Folklore Society member Georgina Boyes who lived in Rotherham, the interview faltered when she refused to provide a suitably Satanic explanation for the crying boy. As a result, the journalist “went off in search of ‘a witch’ or ‘somebody into the occult’ who might make a better headline.” 
Roy Vickery, secretary of the Folklore Society, was ironically the first “expert” 
quoted by the press who supplied a possible reason why  the crying boy was crying. He suggested that the original artist might have mistreated the child model in some way, adding: “All these fires could be child’s curse, his way of getting revenge.”4
It was a print of Zenkeisen’s Crying Boy  that became the center of the next fire reported by The Sun. This destroyed a council house in Rotherham, a town which had emerged not only as the geographical location of many of the reported fires, but also as the source of the whole phenomenon. Kevin Godber, 23, his wife Julie, 19, and their two small children were left homeless in October 1985 when a fire swept through their council house in East Herringthorpe. Firemen traced the source to an electric fire in the couple’s bedroom, but not before the family had found the print still hanging, untouched by fire, in the charred ruins of the house. Kevin said the family had only been in the house for a few months. “There were pictures on either side of the Crying Boy  picture, and these were destroyed — yet the mystery print was intact,” he told the press. 
The same story quoted a fire brigade spokesman reassuring owners of the print that although there was no “cause for alarm ... these incidents are becoming more frequent.” The feeling of anxiety which publication of this article sparked off led a senior official in the South Yorkshire Fire Service to put out a hasty denial, debunking the connection between the fires and the prints. It pointed out that the most recent fire reported from Rotherham was 140
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started by an electric fire left too close to a bed. A large number of these pictures had been imported into Britain, it said, and “any connection with the fires is purely coincidental.... Fires are not started by pictures or coincidence, but by careless acts and omissions.” The statement revealed another more definitive explanation: “The reason why this picture has not always been destroyed in the fire is because it is printed on high density hardboard, which is very difficult to ignite.” 
Journalist Stephen McClarence did his bit to pour cold water on the flames when a crying boy turned up in an exhibition titled The Bad Taste
Show  at Sheffield Polytechnic in December that year. Reviewing the show for the Sheffield Star, he repeated the fire chief ’s theory that the print had survived due to its fire retardant qualities. “But there’s another reason — apart from the Revenge of Good Taste — why the Crying Boy  turns up in so many house fires,” he explained. “There are so many millions of copies of the picture in living rooms all over the country — almost as many as there are Haywains —
that you’d be hard put to find a combustible home without one or other of them.” 
A skeptical stance was also taken by agony aunts (British journalistic jargon for someone who writes responses to distressed readers) known as the Old Codgers in The Sun’s rival Daily Mirror. An elderly woman reader wrote to them for advice about what to do after her son presented her with a framed print of the crying boy. “I can’t think why such a lovely picture could suddenly be thought to be jinxed,” she wrote. “Yet everyone seems to think that wherever the picture is hung there is a fire, so I should get rid of it.” The Codgers told her to ignore the advice: “It’s one of the those silly irrational rumours which spring up from time to time. We old pair of legend busters would have thought it wiser to hang onto the picture because if there were any truth to the story it would be the one safe object to cling to! As for other tragedies —
there is such a thing as coincidence.” 
These skeptical voices did little to put an end to the legend which The
Sun  was happily working up. Soon after the Godber story was published, news came of a crying boy that had survived a fire which gutted an Italian restaurant in Great Yarmouth. “Enough is enough, folks,” announced the editor: “If you are worried about a crying boy picture hanging in YOUR home, send it to us immediately. We will destroy it for you — and that should see the back of any curse.” According to Chippindale and Horrie’s account: “Worried readers rang in to ask if they should get rid of their copy to stop their houses burning down. ‘Sure,’ MacKenzie replied. ‘Send them in — we’ll do the job for you.’
Bouverie Street was swamped.... The Crying Boy s were soon stacked twelve feet high in the newsroom, spilling out of cupboards, and entirely filling a little- used interview room.”5
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Most amazing of all, the saga revealed how the cynical, worldly wise MacKenzie had come to believe in his own “curse.” Up to that point his team couldn’t work out how much credence their boss really attached to the story. 
This question was answered when the paper’s assistant editor took down a picture of Winston Churchill, which had been hanging on the newsroom wall since the Falklands War, and replaced it with a Crying Boy. According to Stick
It Up Your Punter! : “MacKenzie, bustling into the newsroom at his normal half- run, stopped dead in his tracks and went white. ‘Take that down,’ he snapped. ‘I don’t like it. It’s bad luck.’” 
Fireman Alan Wilkinson reacted similarly when, as a joke, his colleagues presented him with a framed crying boy on his retirement from the brigade in 1986. Although, like Kelvin MacKenzie, he denied being superstitious, he immediately handed the picture back to his boss, divisional chief officer Mick Riley, with a note saying: “No thanks, you can keep it.” Even Riley, who was responsible for the statement debunking the “curse,” wouldn’t accept it, saying his wife “wouldn’t like it, it wouldn’t fit in.” Interviewed by his local paper, during The Sun  campaign, Wilkinson admitted that he had been presented with a print by a worried woman who turned up at his home one night. He took it to work and “as a joke” hung it in the office of the fire station. Within days was ordered by his superiors to take it down. Heaping irony upon comedy, the story continued: “The same day an oven in the upstairs kitchen overheated and the firemen’s dinners were burned.” 
Kelvin MacKenzie faced a similar dilemma. At the end of a six- week crying boy campaign, the superstitious editor of The Sun  had to devise a way of disposing of 2,500 copies of the print that readers had sent in. A plan to burn them on the roof of the paper’s Bouverie Street offices was vetoed by both the London and Thames Valley fire brigades. Both refused to co- operate and denounced the whole campaign “as a cheap publicity stunt.” The reasons for their reluctance were clear. It emerged that nationally the fire service had been the focus of hundred calls and visits by anxious folk who believed the prints were cursed, or that they were made of a dangerous flammable material. 
Eventually reporter Paul Hooper, with photographers and “page 3 girls” in tow, left The Sun  HQ with two vanloads of prints for burning on a makeshift pyre near Reading. 
The Sun  splashed the story appropriately on Halloween, under the headline: “Sun Nails Curse of the Weeping Boy for Good,” bylining Hooper as the tabloid’s “fine art correspondent.” A photograph depicted a scantily clad
“red hot Page Three beauty Sandra Jane Moore” feeding the bonfire as bemused firemen looked on. Fire officer Barry Davis, who reluctantly supervised the stunt, was quoted as saying, with tongue planted firmly in cheek:
“We all listened for muffled cries, but all we heard was the crackle of paintings 142
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burning. I think there will be many people who can breathe a little easier now.” 
The Halloween burning was widely believed to have exorcized the curse of the crying boy and the number of tabloid stories began to decrease. But in March the following year a columnist in the Bristol- based Western Morning
News  pointed out that the industrial turmoil faced by News International (owners of The Sun), which involved strikes and violent picketing at their new Fort Wapping production plant, began shortly after the paper’s bonfire. 
Poking fun at its Fleet Street rival, the paper implied the jinx so feared by Kelvin MacKenzie had finally been visited upon its creator! 
Crying boy fires continued to be reported into the spring of 1986 but they were fewer in number. In the most serious linked to the curse, a pensioner, 76- year- old William Armitage, died when flames swept through his bedsit [one- room apartment] in Weston- super- Mare. According to The Sun, firefighters found the print as they fought their way through thick smoke to the rescue Armitage. One of the officers, Bob Hatherley, found the print on the floor near the man’s body. He said Armitage had been smoking, but nev-ertheless it was a “very weird feeling” when his men spotted the picture. At the scene of one them had gasped out loud: “Oh my god, it’s that picture!” 
The Legend Morphs
As tabloid interest waned, so crying boy curse tales began to morph into a modern legend. New versions of the story appeared, including one which suggested those who were kind to the print were rewarded with good luck. 
In March, Sun  reader Bob Cherry revealed how he had “defied the curse” and been rewarded by the crying boy. He recognized one of the prints when he pulled his barely functioning car into a layby (pull- off ) near Glasgow, where it was propped up against a dustbin, and decided to take it home. “When I put the picture inside [the car] it started first time and I haven’t had any bother since,” he said. Within days Cherry won three unexpected cash prizes at a bingo game, on the football pools and on fruit machines. “It might not seem a lot of money, but three wins in a row is more than coincidence — especially when I’ve not been lucky before,” he said. His story echoed ancient and widespread ideas surrounding good and bad luck which are basic to folk beliefs, but take no account of chance or coincidence. Another example was the idea that placing a picture of the crying girl next to that of the crying boy would bring good luck or avert bad luck. 
What the story lacked in 1985–86 was a coherent narrative or story that explained how the crying boy came to be a source of fire. After the initial 26. The Curse of the Crying Boy (Clarke) 143
flurry of media interest the story appeared to die a natural death. But, as with many other urban legends, the arrival of the Internet gave it a new lease on life when a narrative appeared to complete the legend. One web- source claims that during the nineties crying boy fires began to be reported outside the British Isles. It also reflects how the basic story was being molded by professional storytellers and paranormal investigators for a new audience : “A medium claims the spirit of the boy is trapped in the painting and it starts fires in an attempt to burn the painting and free itself. Others claim the painting is haunted or attracts poltergeist activity. Stories of the artist’s and subject’s misfortune had attached themselves to the painting.” 
The idea that the crying boy had been badly treated by the artist was gaining popularity. It can be traced to a speculative theory offered to The Sun by a member of the Folklore Society a decade earlier. Early in the new mil-lennium this idea re- emerged in an account published by Tom Slemen in his series of books called Haunted Liverpool. Slemen’s books are a mixture of fact and fiction and are presented in an entertaining, narrative style which appeals to a mass readership. In his entry “The Crying Boy Jinx” he summarizes the stories before stating as fact that the “head of the Yorkshire Fire Brigade” had told national newspapers that the uncanny print turned up in the rubble of houses that had “mysteriously burnt to the ground.” According to Slemen, when journalists asked him if he believed the picture was evil, “the fire chief refused to comment.”6
This factually incorrect account nicely introduced the narrative which explained why  the picture was evil. This was discovered by “a well respected researcher into occult matters, a retired schoolmaster from Devon named George Mallory” in 1995. Mallory traced the artist who had painted the original portrait, “an old Spanish portrait artist named Franchot Seville, who lives in Madrid.” Seville, as astute readers will recognize, was one of the pseudonyms used by Bruno Amadio, otherwise known as G. Bragolin, whose signa-ture appeared on some of the prints. So far so good. According to Slemen, Seville/Amadio/Bragolin told Mallory that “the crying boy was a little street urchin he had found wandering around Madrid in 1969. He never spoke, and had a very sorrowful look in his eyes. Seville painted the boy, and a Catholic priest said the boy was Don Bonillo, a child who had run away after seeing his parents die in a blaze. The priest told the artist to have nothing to do with the runaway, because wherever he settled, fires of unknown origin would mysteriously break out; the villagers called him ‘Diablo’ [devil] because of this.”7
The painter reportedly ignored the priest’s advice and adopted the boy. 
His portraits sold well and made him rich but one day his studio was destroyed in a mystery blaze and the artist was ruined. He accused the sad little boy of 144
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arson and Don Bonillo ran off, naturally in tears, and was never seen again. 
“Then, from all over Europe came the reports of the unlucky Crying Boy paintings causing blazes. Seville was also regarded as a jinx, and no one commissioned him to paint, or would even look at his paintings. In 1976, a car exploded into a fireball on the outskirts of Barcelona after crashing into a wall. The victim was charred beyond recognition, but part of the victim’s driving licence in the glove compartment was only partly burned. The name on the licence was one 19- year- old Don Bonillo.”8
Could this be the same orphan taken in by the jinxed artist, the one villagers knew as “Diablo”? The original author and date of this ingenious story is unknown and the mysterious George Mallory proves to be as untraceable as Franchot Seville or Giovanni Bragolin. It completes the metamorphosis of the curse of the crying boy from tabloid obscurity to a fully fledged urban legend whose elements are accessible to anyone via the Internet. 
The complete lack of any factual basis for the Don Bonillo story has done nothing to erode its popularity, stoked by supernatural discussion boards on the World Wide Web. In 2002, I was invited to comment on the latest crying boy story in my dual roles as a journalist and “expert” on urban legends on a reality TV series known as Scream Team. The series, modeled on the more successful ITV series Most Haunted, plucked six young people from hundreds of hopefuls, then sent them out in a silver bus to travel around Britain investigating legends, curses and haunted places. The premise was to encourage the skeptics and believers in the group to resolve each puzzle by drawing upon the collective knowledge of assorted “experts.” For the curse of the crying boy, the team was dispatched to Wigan in Lancashire where the owners of a transport café, Eddie and Marian Brockley, had recently suffered a disastrous fire which the local media had linked to what they claimed was
“one of the last surviving copies” of the print. Eddie believed the link was pure coincidence but his wife was more anxious. She had heard of similar fires associated with the crying boy and refused to allow the offending print — a copy of Childhood  by Zinkeisen — back into the café. Although the couple were largely ambivalent about the idea of a curse, they played along with the TV show’s plan to draft in their teenage investigators. Then along came the skeptical journalist (the author!) who did his best to place the story in its true context as an evolving urban legend. I summarized the various evolving legends surrounding the print, including Tom Slemen’s account of the infant fire- starter. There was no factual evidence, I emphasized, that “Don Bonillo” 
ever existed outside the imagination of Tom Slemen or whoever his source may have been. 
Inevitably, the next guest was a trance medium whose task was to “tune in” to the jinxed painting whose history, the program assured viewers, she 26. The Curse of the Crying Boy (Clarke) 145
knew absolutely nothing about. Nevertheless, within minutes she was able to divine the link between the painting and a real artist who lives in Spain, a sensation of burning and a car crash. She was even able to name the little boy as “Din, Don or Dan,” which was enough to convince the more superstitious members of the team that there really was something in the curse. The program ended with the team agreeing to destroy the Brockley’s copy of the crying boy outside the café and disperse any surviving evil influence it might retain. The print was duly doused with petrol and attempts were made to ignite it. Three attempts were made without success, before the print finally succumbed, no doubt to the great relief of the Scream Team. 
Is the crying boy still out there, looking for new victims? A Google search suggests that belief in this urban legend, itself just part of a wider genre of haunted/jinxed paintings, is alive and well. Prints occasionally turn up on the Internet auction site eBay, while a Dutch “Crying Boy Fanclub” website briefly appeared, then disappeared in 2006. Meanwhile discussion boards across the world continue to debate the reality of the curse. 
CHAPTER 27
Photos of the Gods
by David Clarke
Since the advent of photography, people have claimed to have taken photographs with ghostly images. In recent times, such photos have reached cyberspace. Folklorist David Clarke looks at three famous photos supposedly of Jesus Christ: The Miracle in the Snow, The Hidden Christ Picture, and “the picture that took itself,” and asks the question, what’s going on? 
A psychological phenomenon involving vague and random stimulus (often an image or a sound) being mistakenly conceived as recognizable. Common examples include images of animals or faces in clouds, seeing the man in the moon or faces on Mars, and hearing hidden messages on records played in reverse. 
— Steven Godstein, 1994
Soon after the invention of photography, stories began to circulate of miraculous or supernatural images captured by accident on camera. During the 19th century these photos became the focus of stories and rumors aimed at explaining how the images appeared — stories that often drew upon folklore about life after death and sometimes contained a religious message. This type of urban legend became a popular subject for newspapers which were, for the first time, reaching a widening readership. At the same time, as access to and understanding of the photographic process increased, so did the use by mediums of photography to produce pictures of “spirits” and deceased persons. 
The craze for “spirit photography” peaked after World War I as mediums responded to a demand for images of loved ones killed in the conflict. 
David Clarke is a senior lecturer in journalism at Sheffield Hallam University (UK) (see page
134). 
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A “miracle photograph” of a statue of Jesus at Holy Love Ministries near Cleveland,
Ohio, taken in 2007 by a pilgrim. The photographer, Kim Tran, believes that the
mysterious glowing image around the statue reveals the presence of Jesus (collection
of Benjamin Radford). 
Today “spirit photographs” continue to be published as genuine supernatural images on the Internet, often appearing as orbs or peculiar patches of light. In most cases the photographer claimed to have detected the image only after  processing. Where they take on a human form they are frequently identified as figures or faces, or as souls of the dead, spirits, angels, demons and 148
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other supernatural entities. The perception of supernatural images in photos or other visual representations is a type of psychological phenomenon that has become so common it has generated its own technical term, pareidolia, from the Greek word para (“amiss, faulty, wrong”), and eidolon, meaning “image.” 
The identification of human faces and figures in natural phenomena such as clouds and rock formations (known as simulacra) is also well known, as is the motivation to attribute catastrophes to evil forces beyond our control. In 2001, for example, many people claimed they could see the face of Satan, complete with eyes, nose and horns, in a photograph showing smoke billowing from the blazing south tower of the World Trade Center following the 9-11 atroc-ities. The picture was taken within 40 minutes of the terrorist attacks by photographer Mark Phillips, who sold it to the Associated Press. He later told the AP that he never noticed a face or any images when he looked at the photos, but after it was published he received hundreds of e- mails from people across the country who said they could clearly identify Satanic features in the smoke. 
During the twentieth century a wide range of supernatural or divine phenomena, including angels, Marian apparitions, fairy folk and mysterious creatures such as the Loch Ness Monster, have been perceived in photographs and film footage. For some, photography provided a method to substantiate the reality of the supernatural via the use of an image as “proof,” drawing on the old adage “the camera can’t lie.” A more apt quote when dealing with images such as these is that “every picture tells a story.” 
One important type of supernatural or miraculous photograph that bridges the gap between “spirit photography” and more recent examples of supernatural photography are a perplexing set of images that Bob Rickard calls “Photos of the Gods.” In this category there are at least three separate photographs allegedly showing Jesus. All three were widely published and circulated during the twentieth century and have provided the trigger for elaborate stories told by numerous individuals who own copies of the photographs, which seek to explain the origin and meaning of the image. Some of these stories are so widely circulated that newspapers must have played a major role in creating this type of urban legend.1
Perhaps the most famous image from this group has been dubbed “Christ in the Snow,” “The Miracle in the Snow,” “The Hidden Christ Picture,” “the picture that took itself,” and by doubters, “the fake photo of Jesus.” The image is a familiar one to Christians of all denominations. It shows Jesus in the
“Sacred Heart” pose with his right hand raised in benediction and his left hand clutching his robe as though about to expose his chest. However, even the “Christ in the Snow” label is a misnomer for the very idea  of a snow scene is partly a product of perception and partly the result of the constant copying and recopying of the image over a period of half a century or more. The 27. Photos of the Gods (Clarke)
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picture has been circulating since the 1920s and some versions trace its origins to World War I. 
In 1976 Maurice Barbanell, editor of the London- based spiritualist weekly newspaper Psychic News, testified that he had tried without success for 40 years to pin down the origins of what he called “the fake photo of Jesus.” 
In that time he could find no evidence to support any of the stories which claimed to identify the original photographer. For example, when in 1978 he traced one lady who claimed to have the original negative, it turned out to be only a copy of a copy. Barbanell recalled how Psychic News  published the photograph for the first time in its Easter 1936 edition, under the headline
“The Strange Face on the Picture”: “This supernormal face appeared on a picture taken by two girls who knew nothing of spiritualism, when out for a ramble. They were using a film bought that afternoon, and the roll was finished before they returned home, so they left it with a local chemist to be developed and printed.... When they found this picture among their snaps, they thought the chemist had mixed up their negatives with those of another customer, but he assured them it was no mistake.” 
Publication of the picture brought a flood of letters to the London offices of the magazine from correspondents across the world. Most of them told different stories. In one, a writer claimed the photograph was “of a tree near which an old woman used to sit reading the New Testament and on it the mysterious face appeared.” Another sent a copy of the same photograph which was circulating in faraway New Zealand. This time the story was that a mother was taking a snap of her two children and, after preparing the camera, turned away for a moment. Just then she heard a clicking sound and reprimanded the children for messing with the camera. But they denied going near it. She rolled up the film and took the photograph using the next frame. The mysterious picture was found on the unexposed film when it was processed at the lady’s drugstore. On another occasion a visitor to Barbanell’s office claimed his daughter worked in the same telephone exchange as a girl who said that she saw her dead mother in a dream and was told to photograph a tree at the end of the garden. She had the same dream three times before taking the picture on which the figure of Jesus appeared. Barbanell added: “The liftman at the telephone exchange, I was told, was doing a roaring trade by selling postcard copies at 4d. each.” 
All the versions of the photograph that came to light following the Psychic
News  stories in 1936 were copies of copies. Bob Rickard says that a basic genealogy of the image can be reconstructed by comparing the way the light and dark patches have become blocked in.2 The clearer the image is, the older the version appears to be. Using such a method of analysis, it is possible to determine that, while the version printed in the U.S.-based Fate Magazine  in
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This “Miracle in the Snow” photograph has circulated for decades. Many of the faithful believe it is a genuine photograph of Jesus. 
1955 is one of the earliest and clearest versions, one of the most recent print-ings, in Sunday People (1977), is a heavily cropped part of a larger, earlier image. The fact that many versions of the photograph have been circulating for almost a century is the only definite fact that can be established with any degree of certainty. In the Fate  article Albert Brandt declared that his version of the photo was taken by Mildred Swanson, a Seattle, Washington, housewife, on a bright, sunny day in July 1920. His version of the story is similar to that reported from New Zealand in 1936:
Mrs. Swanson wished to take a photo of her seven- year- old daughter Karin, and having loaded her Brownie camera with fresh film, put it down while Karin posed against a flower bank. Of its own accord the shutter clicked. Fearing she had ruined a frame, Mrs. Swanson advanced the film to the next frame. It clicked again on its own. The rest of the film behaved normally and she obtained the required photos of Karin except, when the film came back from the druggist in Rochester, NY, the two spoiled frames contained the image. Mrs. Swanson tried to duplicate the events with a second film, but that developed normally. 
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Bob Rickard discovered another variation of the same photograph was published by a Canadian newspaper during 1976. This version notably different from the Swanson photo and is distorted in a slightly different way.3
Some 21 years later, journalist Julian North included the photo in an installment of his “Incredible but True” column in a Canadian newspaper, The Victorian. His version of Mildred Swanson’s story is notably different and his version of the photo is distorted in a slightly different way. North traces its origins to 1937 and claims Swanson lived in Winnipeg. He says she wanted to send a snap of her flower garden to her daughter in Seattle. She put the camera down while she adjusted some flowers and heard it click on its own. 
Initially, she thought her cat might be responsible but it was not in sight. She continued to take pictures normally and, after development, was surprised to find the enigmatic image in place of a spoiled print. The manager of the store asked for and was given permission to sell reprints of “the picture that took itself,” and several thousand were sold at a nickel each. 



These stories, dated 1920 and 1937, say the background of Mildred Swanson’s photo was a bank of flowers, not a snow scene. This leads Rickard to suspect that the idea of an image of Christ appearing miraculously in a photograph of a snow scene was invented by someone at a later date, in order to explain the contrasting black and white areas that appear on copies of the print. If you compare several versions of this image, and there are more than a dozen of them in existence, you immediately notice that the real cause of this high black/white contrast is successive copying. Every time the print has been copied and republished the contrast increased.4
But who took the original photograph and when? Maurice Barbanell told Bob Rickard that a print had been sent to Sir Arthur Conan Doyle in 1926 by someone who had obtained it in Vancouver, British Columbia, “where
[even then] it was causing a sensation.”5 The photograph was displayed in the Conan Doyle Museum, then part of Sir Arthur’s psychic bookshop in Victoria Street, London, for at least ten years and on the back of the print was an account which is identical to the Mildred Swanson story. Psychic News has reprinted the photo many times since its first outing in 1936, and each printing brought forth further variations of the same image, each accompanied by a unique claim as to how it was taken and by whom. Every time the photo is reproduced, its quality reduces, but it never fails to generate a new batch of impossible claims. A few examples include stories claiming the photograph was
• taken in a garden, either of a bank of flowers or a rose bush, versions reported from Canada, New Zealand, Australia, California and Britain. 
• taken unexpectedly in a wood or of a bush or hedge covered in snow. 
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• taken during a snowstorm, or of a snow scene taken from the air. 
• taken during thunderstorm, either of clouds or of a flash of lightning. 
• as an example of spirit photography (in one case of the photographer’s father, who died in 1919). 
• taken by an atheist who exclaimed: “If God is everywhere, I’ll take his picture.” When the film was developed one negative contained the image of Jesus. As a result the skeptic either dies of shock, goes mad or is con-verted to Christianity. 
• taken by someone either desperately seeking God or experiencing a spiritual crisis. The person is saved or healed as a direct result of taking the picture. 
In one version of the tree story the photograph is taken at a prayer meeting by a group of Christians. They notice an exceptionally beautiful rose bush and take a picture of it. They explain the picture by reference to scripture:
“For where two or three are gathered together in my name, there I am in the midst of them” (Matthew 18:20). However, in the vast majority of stories the photographer is either a woman taking a photograph of her daughter, or a group of girls on a ramble. Significantly, nothing is seen at the time but the camera (sometimes a Brownie) behaves mysteriously — either the shutter clicks of its own accord, or slips from the hands of the photographer. 
In 1937 hundreds of Daily Mirror  readers wrote to say they possessed identical copies of the print after columnist Godfrey Winn announced he had acquired the “genuine original.” Other journalists have reported similar experiences. To celebrate their 5000th issue (on 13 November 1977), the London Sunday People  printed one of the cropped versions showing just the face, saying it was “the most famous picture we have ever printed.” It shows, they said, “a snow scene in the Alps, taken from an aircraft (in which) the face of Christ is etched in the melting snow.” The editor explained how People  had first published it on 10 October 1958, again the following week, and for a third time on 19 September 1965. As a result, the paper received 30,000 requests for copies of the picture “and sackfuls of requests more arrive almost every week.” Just before Christmas 1977 the paper published a selection of letters from readers in response to yet another printing. One claimed that the photo was taken by a Chinese man troubled by the anti–Christian feelings in his country at that time. As he was walking through snow- covered mountains he called out: “Lord, if only I could see Thy face, I would believe.” Then he heard a voice saying: “Take a photograph.” Fortunately, he just happened to have his camera with him and snapped a hillside of melting snow and black earth. On seeing the “face” in the developed photo, he became a Christian. 
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One letter writer claimed the photo was “unexpectedly secured in the trenches in France” by a padre serving on the western front in World War I. 
This pushes the dating back to 1917 and links the photograph with the legends concerning apparitions seen during wartime such as the “Angels of Mons.” 
Yet another story claimed the picture is “an aerial view of a WW2 snow scene” 
over London taken by an amateur photographer who was later killed in the bombing of the city during 1940. 
These examples are just a sample of the many urban legends associated with the Jesus photograph that have been published and told by “friends of a friend” during the 20th century. The Sunday People  newspaper claimed they had identified more than 40 different stories from the sacks full of letters they received in 1977. But the specific details, as few as they are, look more dubious the more closely they are examined. The names of the photographers involved are unknown and all attempts to trace their origins are frustrated at every turn. 
The ubiquitous, perhaps even archetypal, nature of the Jesus photo legend suggests it may be an example of what the psychologist Carl Jung called a visual rumor, a phrase he applied to collective visions of phenomena such as the Angels of Mons and flying saucers. Its forms have spread far and wide and there are other examples of photos allegedly showing Eastern deities, allegedly taken in similar ambiguous circumstances by photographers in China and Korea. Where they turn up they seem to exert some strange amnesia over their owners. Precise details of how their copy was produced is replaced by a more personal origin legend which is often quite elaborate, while appealing to wider emotional, religious and mythical needs. 
Another characteristic of visual rumors is their ability spawn myriad conflicting and contradictory accounts each time they are published. These are stories whose origin can never be satisfactorily pinned down. Each claimant believes, often very emphatically, their copy of the photograph is an original or that they know the true story of its origin. These accounts are always given on the authority of a “friend of a friend” or some even more esoteric chain of relationships. Each of these explanations is mutually exclusive, and therefore, not all of them can possibly be true.”6
Despite the extraordinary claims, the photographic evidence falls far short of proof for anyone but the faithful. Like every phenomenon with a hint of the miraculous, the subject of miraculous photography appeals to frauds and fanatics. At the same time, it increases the happiness of large numbers of religious and spiritual people who are comforted by such images. One researcher who tried and failed to trace the original, Lewis Anthony, concluded: “There are several opinions one can take of this matter. One that I prefer is that the duplication of the pictures is further proof of the existence 154
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of Christ.” And duplication it certainly does well. Back in the 1930s thousands of prints were made of the photograph and some versions even appeared as postcards. One account from 1958 describes how: “scores of young people carry copies of it in their wallets and handbags.... In universities and public schools it is passed on from hand to hand as the picture that turned the scoffing student to God.” 
Photos of the Gods remain one of the most popular in the “visual rumor” 
type of urban legend. In 1980 an advertisement in the U.S. National Enquirer offered a poster showing “The Hidden Face of Christ,” already displayed in thousands of homes across the United States, at just $3 each or two copies for $5. The poster was promoted variously as “a conversation piece for every Christian home,” “an optical illusion that will delight you and your friends,” 
and was “ideal as a church fund- raiser.” 
Inevitably, copies of the image have now migrated onto the Internet where one was spotted in 1998 being sold “for healing purposes.” Another variant of the image, in the form of a white- on- black negative, appeared in 2003 and was circulated as an e- mail forward with the title: “Optical Illusion.” 
The London Daily Mirror  published a version which it described as “an extraordinary miracle image [which] burns the face of Christ onto your mind’s eye.” The instructions were: “Concentrate on the set of four dots near the centre of this image for between 30 seconds and one minute. Then close your eyes and tilt your head back. Keep your eyes closed and you will see a circle of light. Keep staring at the circle of light: What do you see?” The widespread appearance of these and other so- called miracle images are a reminder of the propensity for human beings to see what they want to see. They would appear to be powerful reassuring symbols of hope and faith.7
Section Six
It Came from Everywhere
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CHAPTER 28
The Satanic Cult Scare
In the early 1980s, the fear of Satanic cults swept across the American landscape. Thousands of people eventually came forward to claim that they too had been the victim of Satanic ritual abuse. It soon became evident that the real culprit was a group of overzealous therapists who spread their fuzzy message with the aid of an unwitting media. 
Starting in the early ’80s, wild stories began circulating across America about a network of satanic cultists who were kidnapping and murdering children in ritual sacrifices. By the end of the decade, thousands of people had come forward with their own stories after attending psychotherapy sessions and revealing their own “hidden memories” of ritual abuse after being placed under hypnosis. 
By the early ’90s, it was clear that the accounts of organized ritual killing and abuse were imaginary, created from the fantasies of suggestive patients placed under hypnosis by overly aggressive therapists. Many journalists were unaware of the dubious techniques that were used to uncover these “hidden memories,” instead relying on the views of certain “experts,” as they helped to spread the Satanic cult myth nationwide. During the scare, there were absurd claims that upwards of 50,000 children a year were the victims of kidnapping and ritual sacrifice at the hands of covens. Incredibly, many journalists repeated these claims or suggested they were true, despite the glaring absence of even a single verified case. Sure, there was the odd story of satanic murder or kidnapping by wayward youths calling themselves satanists, but as part of an organized network, none. 
At the height of the scare, researchers at the State University of New York at Buffalo surveyed clinical psychologists nationwide, asking them if they had treated victims of ritual abuse. Some 800 therapists reported over 5,700 cases.1 An obvious question springs to mind: How could so many psychologists and patients be wrong? First, we must understand the scope of the 157
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problem. Eight hundred is a big figure, but the number of psychologists sampled was some 31,000. 
Here’s how the satanic cult scare happened. In 1980, Canadian psychiatrist Lawrence Pazder published Michelle Remembers, a heart- wrenching account of a woman who was brutally abused at the hands of a Satanic coven in Canada. Dr. Pazder describes how he began treating Michelle Smith in the late 1970s using regressive hypnosis, when he uncovered “repressed memories.” 
Michelle Remembers  was especially popular among Christians, and served as a cautionary tale against the evils people can do once led astray. 
In the book, Michelle describes a tortured childhood at the hands of alcoholic parents. Her mother died when Michelle was 14, after which her father abandoned the family, leaving them to be raised by her grandparents. 
Michelle’s story was nothing short of incredible. Over the next several months, Michelle told of being stripped naked and locked in a cage filled with snakes. 
She claimed to observe the butchering and burning of stillborn fetuses and the killing of kittens, and said she was forced to perform perverse sex acts. 
But this was tame compared to what she told Dr. Pazder next: that the cultists surgically attached horns to her head and a tail on her spine so she would resemble the devil! Dr. Pazder, who later married Michelle, was convinced that she had blotted these events from her conscious memory.2
Soon, based on publicity from Michelle Remembers, which sold over 100,000 copies, seminars and workshops began popping up across North America on satanic ritual abuse. At one point, satanism workshops were standard features for therapists, social workers and even police officers who thought they were keeping up with the latest developments in their fields. Armed with this information on the reality of satanic cults abusing children, therapists returned to their practices with lists of questions to ask their patients while under hypnosis. It comes as no surprise that a torrent of ritual abuse claims quickly followed.3
By the late ’80s, hundreds of reports of satanic ritual abuse were being recorded in psychotherapy offices across the United States. Some victims appeared on such popular TV talk shows as Geraldo Rivera, Oprah Winfrey, and Sally Jessy Raphael. Sally aired such sensational shows as “Baby Breeders,” 
“Devil Babies,” “I Was Raised in a Satanic Cult,” and “They Told Me I Have the Devil Inside Me.”4 Geraldo was even more sensational, with “Satanic Breeders,” “Investigating Multiple Personalities,” and the NBC special “Devil Worship.”5 Larry King Live  also fueled the scare with “A Satanic Cult Survivor” 
and “Sex in the Name of Satan.”6
Satanic cult stories also became a staple feature of many church revivals. 
The myth of satanic ritual abuse had entered the popular consciousness. A typical example was the story of Lauren Stratford, who was a guest on several 28. The Satanic Cult Scare
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TV talk shows, promoting the publication of her book, Satan’s Underground, which sold over 130,000 copies. Among her claims: Two of her babies were murdered in porn films, while a third died in a satanic ritual sacrifice. When journalists began delving into her story, they found it didn’t check out: None of her friends, relatives, pastors, roommates or neighbors could confirm her pregnancies, but did verify that she had engaged in self- mutilation. In 1990, Harvest House Publishers withdrew the book from the market on the grounds that it was fraudulent.7
The entire foundation of the ritual abuse scare was based on dubious science, as there is no clear evidence that hidden memories exist. But if this is so, how could patients reveal such detailed accounts of ritual abuse? Easy. 
They were fantasies based on therapist suggestions and news reports of ritual abuse. During the satanic cult scare, the news media played a key role in publicizing what was often described as a hidden epidemic. Sociologist David Bromley notes that most media coverage of ritual abuse claims during the decade- long scare were “uncritical and sensationalist,” and even where charges were filed but dropped, the early reports of satanic abuse “receive much greater fanfare than subsequent declaimers.”8 The satanism scare coincided with the explosion of the satellite and cable TV markets as more and more shows were competing for a smaller audience share. Lower advertising revenues translated into lower budgets, as many programmers turned to the economical talk show format, which can be done on a shoestring as it does not require elaborate equipment or sets.9 During this period, there was a rise in fundamentalist Christians buying radio and TV stations, both of which became more talk-oriented, and satanism naturally was a common topic.10 Also receiving significant media coverage during this time were testimonials from “survivors,” 
and workshops and conferences on satanism.11
The satanism scare is reminiscent of other imaginary episodes that were cultivated by overzealous therapists. For instance, during the 1970s and ’80s, regressive hypnosis in the hands of a small group of psychotherapists fueled reincarnation and UFO abduction manias. 
Is it possible that some accounts of satanic ritual abuse are real? Perhaps, but not a single account has been confirmed. There are reports of “Satanists” 
killing people, but these are rare and usually involve attention- seeking youths who call themselves satanists in name only. The account of Michelle Smith was typically dubious. Despite claims of incredible abuse at the hands of so many people over so many years, neither of her two sisters could recall any of the “abuse.”12 Further, there was not a single shred of independent evidence to corroborate her claims. It shouldn’t be too difficult to identify Michelle’s abusers, since cultists supposedly amputated the middle fingers on their left hands to show their obedience to the devil.13 This isn’t to say that Michelle 160
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was lying. Like most people who saw therapists during the satanic cult scare, they didn’t walk into offices with a conscious recall of abuse. Well- meaning therapists asked leading questions and placed their clients under hypnosis to release their suspected hidden memories. The result was an influx of abuse claims. 
Even if hidden memories do exist, they do not appear to be common. 
Most child sex abuse victims can  vividly recall their molestation. For them, the problem is “they can’t forget what happened to them, not that they don’t remember it.”14 The evidence for repression is not supported by any known theories of memory, which involves a rather straightforward process of encoding, storing and retrieving. Psychologist Terence Campbell observes: “Do traumatic experiences interfere with the encoding state of memory, and if so, how does this interference occur?” The same questions can be asked for the storage and retrieval stages of memory. Campbell says: “Current theories of trauma and memory loss neglect to answer these important questions. These theories suggest why  people might engage in repression, but they fail to specify how  repression supposedly occurs.”15
Another important consideration in assessing the satanism scare is the Bugs Bunny factor. There is no evidence to suggest that memories are stored away like a DVD, waiting to be recalled and played back. On the contrary, it is easy to alter what we think we remember, especially when it comes to traumatic events. A dramatic example of this process occurred when psychologists Elizabeth Loftus and Jacquie Pickrell reported that they were able to get a significant number of people to believe they had met and shook hands with Bugs Bunny at Disneyland when they couldn’t have. About one in three subjects exposed to a bogus print ad picturing Bugs Bunny at Disneyland said they had met the character. However, this scenario is impossible as the Bugs Bunny trademark is property of Warner Bros. Pickrell said she found the study frightening because “it suggests how easily a false memory can be created.” Pickrell views the findings as potentially important for several areas of research. “It’s not only people who go to a therapist who might implant a false memory or those who witness an accident and whose memory can be distorted who can have a false memory. Memory is very vulnerable and mal-leable. People are not always aware of the choices they make. This study shows the power of subtle association changes on memory.”16
Most social scientists studying the satanic cult scare have come to a similar conclusion: There never was a network of satanic kidnappers and killers. The media eventually turned skeptical on the claims of ritual abuse given the absence of concrete evidence. But it took nearly a decade for many media outlets to figure out what was really going on: They were witnessing a dispute between a relatively small number of vocal therapists and the mainstream psy-28. The Satanic Cult Scare
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chological community. There were many victims of what sociologist Jeffrey Victor termed the “new psychotherapy fad” of finding satanic ritual abuse patients. The patients themselves were given false hope as their underlying problems remained unaddressed. Equally bad were the mothers and fathers who, Victor observes, had to “live with painful confusion and distress after being falsely accused of ritual abuse by their adult offspring. Some parents ... 
found their personal and professional reputations in ruins.”17
David Bromley notes just how absurd things got during the satanism scare — absurdities that were often not challenged by journalists. When confronted with where all the bodies were, he said proponents would argue that they were carefully disposed of in ways that would make it difficult to find, such as special graves. Bromley continues: “Challenges to this argument are met with assertions that bodies are burned. The observation that bodies cannot be burned in ordinary fires is then countered with the assertion that they are cremated. The problem of gaining access to crematoriums lead to contentions that satanists use special portable crematoriums.” Near the end of the scare, the media, faced with such an overwhelming lack of confirming evidence, grew skeptical, as the claims grew more improbable, such as the use of mobile crematoriums. The tide had turned, but it was little consolation for the trail of shattered lives. Could better journalism have stopped the ritual abuse scare before it even began? Probably not. But more aggressive questioning of wild accusations and claims by proponents such as where all the bodies were, and verification by friends and relatives, would have gone a long way towards cut-ting the scare short. It’s still hard to believe that trained journalists working in the most sophisticated country on Earth helped to foster a therapeutic witch hunt that persisted for a decade. The episode was tantamount to a modern- day incarnation of the infamous Salem witch hunts. 
CHAPTER 29
Halloween Panics
Each year on Halloween, politicians, police, and the news media join forces to scare parents and their children about the dangers posed by evildoers preying on children and poisoning candy. It turns out that the reality is far different than the perception. 
Talk of the devil and he is bound to appear. 
— proverb
Across the country, the big question for children at Halloween is that of picking the right costume: ghost, Spider- Man, witch, princess or pirate? For many parents and police, the question is far more serious: how to protect children from the unique threats and dangers that Halloween brings. Amid the make- believe witches, ghouls, and goblins, there are supposedly real- life villains who lay in wait all year, scheming about the death and mayhem they will wreak when October 31 comes around. 
These threats involve innocent children — the most vulnerable among us — and stories about them circulate among concerned parents, helpful neighbors, and local police. The news media also play an important role in spreading word about the potential danger; newspapers and nightly newscasts are always eager for a story that worried parents will tune in for. The history of Halloween scares in America is too broad a subject to cover in this short chapter, but an examination of the most prevalent panics is instructive. 
Poisoned Candy Panics
While Halloween costumes are fun for kids, they are simply a means to a much more important end: getting candy. The most familiar Halloween scares involve contaminated candy, and every year, police and medical centers across the country X- ray candy collected by trick- or- treaters to check for 162
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razors, needles, or contaminants that might have been placed there by strangers intending to hurt or kill children. Special school- and police- sponsored events are held that offer kids “a safe Halloween,” suggesting that there are real lurk -
ing dangers. 
Yet year after year, few if any sinister foreign objects are found. This threat is essentially an urban legend; the few cases that turn out to be false alarms often get front- page billing, though when they turn out to be duds, they often get buried on page 23. For instance, in 1975, when a 13- year- old Missouri boy collapsed and died with a bag of Halloween candy by his side, there were a flurry of media stories that the culprit was tainted sweets. After his death, police urged parents to destroy all of their Halloween candy. Several days later the Jackson County Medical Examiner announced: “The poison candy scare is over. Kevin Perry died from sniffing deodorant.” The exact cause of death was heart failure. His brother admitted that he had a habit of sniffing such substances and a deodorant can was found shoved between the cushions of the couch near where he collapsed.1 Yet another tainted candy scare turned out not to be what it first seemed. 
Despite e- mail warnings, scary stories, and Ann Landers columns to the contrary, there have been only two confirmed cases of children being killed by poisoned Halloween candy, and in both cases the children were killed not in a random act by strangers but intentional murder by one of their parents. 
The best- known, “original” case was that of Texan Ronald Clark O’Bryan, who killed his son by lacing his Pixie Stix with cyanide in 1974.2 In this instance, the holiday was used as a cover to throw off police to get them to look for a random attacker after the candy was given to other children who were trick- or- treating with Timothy O’Bryan, in an attempt to collect on a $70,000 insurance policy.3
Yet the fear continues. There have been a few instances of candy tampering over the years, and in most cases the victim turned out to be the culprit, children doing it as a prank or to draw attention. With the exceptions noted above, to date no child is known to have been killed or seriously harmed by contaminated Halloween candy. There are several problems with X- raying Halloween items to find harmful objects. For one thing, it would be obvious to even the most sugar- addled child or teen if a razor blade or pins were stuck in an apple or candy bar. Secondly, X- raying provides a false sense of security, since the process would reveal metal, and possibly glass, but would not detect poison. Third, and most obviously, it’s unnecessary: If in doubt, throw it out! 
Like any other food, if you have even the slightest good reason to suspect that a piece of candy is not safe, it’s easiest to simply toss it. There’s no need to waste medical facility or police time making sure that a small free candy bar is safe to eat. X- raying candy helps parents feel like they are protecting their 164
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children, but in fact parents are simply wasting resources and feeding children’s fears unnecessarily. 
One infamous incident involving supposed tainted Halloween candy took place in Albany, New York, in 1905. Miss Elsie Smith received a box of poison candy after serving as the queen of a Halloween celebration — apparently from a girl who was not happy with the relationship she had struck of up the carnival’s king, an apparently charming man by the name of Clayton McKinley. The tainted candy, which she had not eaten as the poison had oozed out, was given as a Christmas present and cannot be classified as a Halloween poisoning scare. Secondly, this was certainly no random act of malice but carefully targeted a single individual, although other people could have been inadvertently sickened.4 In their investigation, police noted that Mr. 
McKinley was so popular that at least ten girls were suspects! 
The Best and Horiuchi Study
In their review of news stories on Halloween sadists between 1958 and 1983, Joel Best and Gerald Horiuchi found the threat to have been “greatly exaggerated.” The researchers discovered that the fear of razor blades in apples and poison candy was a scare fueled in part by the media, beginning in the early 1970s. As a response to this new exaggerated threat, laws were passed to punish Halloween sadists and children were trained to inspect their sweets carefully. As a result, what had once been a fun holiday filled with candy had become an event that was eyed by children and parents alike with fear and trepidation. In reality, the incidence of unprovoked, random attacks on small children during trick- or- treating, is rare, and deaths virtually unheard of. 
Based on their examination of major newspapers of record — The New
York Times, Los Angeles Times, Chicago Tribune  and Fresno Bee— there were but two deaths during this period labeled as Halloween related. In 1970, it was reported that a five- year- old boy had died after eating heroin from tainted Halloween candy. It turned out that little Kevin Totson had died after finding heroin in the home of a relative, not from his Halloween cache. Of course, the other case, involving Timothy O’Bryan, which we have already discussed, also had nothing to do with Halloween sadists. Despite this, in 1975, Newsweek reported that “several children have died” at the hands of Halloween sadists. 
Best and Horiuchi concluded that “there were no reports where an anonymous sadist caused death or a life- threatening injury; there is no justification for the claim that Halloween sadism stands as a major threat to U.S. children.”5
Best and Horiuchi concluded that most reports of Halloween sadism appear to be imaginary. They note that the dangers of tainted candy are well 29. Halloween Panics
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known to children, and the child who produces an adulterated treat stands to gain great sympathy and attention from friends, parents, police and the media. They believe that of the 76 reports, many were frauds, as 75 percent of children reporting bad candy were not even injured. They note that following Halloween in 1972, the newspaper and magazine industry conducted a study of Halloween sadism reported in local papers, concluding that virtually all were hoaxes! Indeed, according to a study on tainted Halloween candy reported during 1982, there were 270 supposed incidents. When the Food and Drug Administration analyzed the candy, it found that over 95 percent of the time, there was no evidence of tampering, leading an FDA official to characterize the situation as an episode of “psychosomatic mass hysteria.”6 In those cases where children weren’t perpetrating deliberate hoaxes for mischief or attention, a knick on an apple or innocent tear of a candy wrapper was redefined as the work of the sadist. 
Terrorist Candy
The media- fueled fear and panic over tainted candy has been a staple of American Halloweens for decades. However, following the September 11, 2001, terrorist attacks and the resulting hypervigilance about terrorism, the candy scare took an interesting twist in mid–October, when rumors circulated that two suspicious Arab men had purchased $35,000 worth of candy from a New Jersey wholesale store. E- mails spread across the country, warning parents that their children’s candy might be tampered with by Middle Eastern terrorists. One person wrote, “I just personally found out through a police department that the FBI has taken over an investigation in our area. Arabs bought thousands of dollars worth of candy at a local CostCo [ sic] store. Well, what’s right around the corner??? Halloween!! BE CAREFUL!”7
Prompted by the public concern over potential terrorism, the FBI acknowledged that it was “investigating the cash purchase of ‘large quantities’
of candy from Costco stores in Hackensack and Wayne.... ‘We have been advised and we are looking into the incident of a gentleman buying large quantities of candy,’ said Sandra Carroll, an FBI spokeswoman in Newark. 
Carroll declined to identify the purchaser, but indicated that he is in federal custody for immigration law reasons not related to the purchase of the candy.... 
‘We have no evidence or information for us to suspect there is any reason to cancel scheduled events,’ Carroll said when asked if the FBI had concerns about the safety of Halloween.”8
A week before Halloween, on October 22, the FBI cleared up the rumors. 
It was one man, not two, who had bought $15,000 worth of candy, not
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A widely forwarded e-mail from 2001 warning of suspicious Halloween purchases
made at a Costco warehouse. 
$35,000. The man’s nationality was not revealed, so he may or may not have been Arab or dark- skinned or even had an ethnic name. The man was a wholesaler who planned to resell the candy, and the purchase was a routine, legitimate transaction that had nothing to do with terrorism. 
Sex Offenders
Though the fears over poisoned candy (whether by malicious neighbors or foreign terrorists) never materialized into a real threat, the reputed Halloween evil took a new form in the 1990s: sex offenders. This scare, even more than the candy panics, was fueled by alarmist news reports and police warnings. In many states, convicted sex offenders were required not to answer the door if trick- or- treaters came by, or to report to jail overnight. In many states including Texas and Arkansas offenders were required to report to courthouses on Halloween evening for a mandatory counseling session.9
The theory behind such laws is that Halloween provides a special opportunity for sex offenders to make contact with children, or to use costumes to 29. Halloween Panics
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conceal their identities. This has been the assumption among many local politicians and police for years. Yet there is no reason to think that sex offenders pose any more of a threat to children on Halloween than at any other time. In fact, there has not been a single case of any child being molested by a convicted sex offender while trick- or- treating. 
Ironically, a group of children dressed in costume at a sex offender’s doorway are probably safer than at many other places they could be, including their own homes. This is because, contrary to popular belief, most attacks on children occur in their own home by someone they know. Furthermore, the simple logistics of trick- or- treating make an assault very unlikely. A sex offender would have great difficultly molesting a child who is in costume, outside his or her front door, and in front of other people. 
A 2009 study confirmed that the public has little to fear from sex offenders on Halloween. The research, published in the September 2009 issue of Sexual Abuse: A Journal of Research and Treatment, examined 67,307 non-family sex offenses reported to law enforcement in 30 states over nine years. 
The researchers wanted to determine whether or not children are in fact at any greater risk for sexual assault around Halloween. The answer was a conclusive no: “There does not appear to be a need for alarm concerning sexual abuse on these particular days. Halloween appears to be just another autumn day where rates of sex crimes against children are concerned.”10
Not only is the hype and fear unwarranted, but the study also suggests the taxpayer dollars spent monitoring sex offenders on Halloween are wasted. 
All the mandatory counseling sessions, increased police presence, and so on had no effect at all on the incidence of sexual abuse on Halloween. These measures provide a false sense of security, since there is no evidence that the policies actually make children any safer. As the study’s authors note, traffic accidents are a far greater threat to trick- or- treaters than sex offenders. 
(Despite widespread popular belief, research has consistently shows that sex offenders are no more likely than other criminals to re- offend. The idea that sex offenders are incurable or likely to prey on children after their release simply has no basis in fact.)
So why all the fear, panic, and concern? As we have seen, much of it comes from well- meaning (but poorly informed) police, parents, and journalists who adopt an alarmist tone when talking about Halloween threats to children. These measures are popular and well- intentioned — but ultimately ineffective — publicity stunts offered by police and politicians to placate parents. 
Texas housewife Helen Perez summed up the panic mentality when she said that she once let her kids trick- or- treat without worrying, but won’t let the kids go out without adult supervision or to homes that she haven’t per-

Cpl. Brandi Richardson of the Jasper County Sheriff ’s Department displays signs
registered sex offenders are required by state law to display in their homes on Halloween (photograph by and courtesy of John Hacker/ The Carthage Press). 
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sonally checked out first. Why? “All those stories of poison candy and razor blazes in cookies. Those things happen. We’re not taking a chance with our kids,” she said. Of course, no one can blame a parent for being safety conscious, but there must be a balance with reality, least we diminish the quality of our lives.11
The reality is, most kids are very safe at Halloween and have little to fear from strangers. Yet, our children are told the scary myth that their neighbors are likely to poison, hurt, molest or kill them. Poisoning is  a real concern for our children, but not from Halloween sadists. According to the Centers for Disease Control, there has been an upswing in recent years in children dying after taking poison. It seems that so many people are taking medications these days, more and more children are dying after swallowing these drugs.12 The real threat to children on Halloween isn’t poisoned candy or sex offenders; it’s being hit by a car crossing a dark street or wearing a flammable costume or taking a relative’s medication. Each year hundreds of children drown in swimming pools across the United States. Unlike belief in the tooth fairy and the boogie man, some myths have real consequences. If there were more of a focus on car, pool, drug and fire safety instead of mythical strangers, without a doubt more of our children would be alive in order to enjoy their candy. 
CHAPTER 30
Stranger Danger and the
Predator Next Door
One of the most common panics in America over the past decade involves sexual predators. The news media feature a barrage of alarmist, misleading, and greatly exaggerated reports of the threat of predators. 
If you believed many of the near- daily news reports that circulated in the mid–2000s, monsters who prey on children lurk everywhere: in parks, at schools, in the malls — even in bedrooms, through the Internet. An underground legion of predators supposedly lays in wait, hoping for the chance to abduct or sexually assault the most innocent among us. 
While such horrific crimes certainly do occur, the news media (and therefore the public) have dramatically overestimated the actual threat posed by predators and sex offenders. Like all media scares, predator panics wax and wane over time. The most recent panic waxed in the mid–2000s, peaking in 2005 and 2006 when many media broadcast sensational news stories suggesting that predators were everywhere. 
On the April 18, 2005, CBS Evening News  broadcast, correspondent Jim Acosta reported that “when a child is missing, chances are good it was a convicted sex offender.” Acosta is incorrect: If a child goes missing, a convicted sex offender is actually among the least  likely explanations, far behind runaways, family abductions, and the child being lost or injured. On his hidden-camera “reality” series “To Catch a Predator,” Dateline NBC  reporter Chris Hansen claimed that “the scope of the [predator] problem is immense” and
“seems to be getting worse.” In fact, Hansen stated, Web- based predators are
“a national epidemic.” Hansen teamed up with a group called Perverted Justice to lure potential online predators to a house with hidden cameras. The program’s ratings for the 2005 and 2006 seasons were so high that it spawned a half- dozen follow- up “To Catch a Predator” specials. 
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The New York Times  helped launch the predator panic media scare. On December 19, 2005, reporter Kurt Eichenwald wrote a front- page article about Justin Berry, a California teen who earned money as an underage Webcam model, seduced by an online audience who paid to watch him undress. Berry’s story made national news, and he appeared with Eichenwald on many television programs including Oprah, Larry King Live, the Today Show, and in front of a Senate committee. Berry’s story was compelling and alarming, but was essentially an anecdote about one person, not an “epidemic.” Was Berry’s case unique, or did it represent just the tip of the sexual predation iceberg? 
Eichenwald suggested that Berry’s experience was typical of many children, but he was vague about how many other teen porn purveyors like Berry he found during his six- month investigation. Three or four? Dozens? Thousands? Eichenwald’s article stated merely that “the scale of Webcam pornography is unknown.” 
Many journalists reporting on the predator panic often resorted to sensationalism, cobbling a few anecdotes and interviews together into a trend while glossing over data suggesting the problem may not be as widespread as they claim. But good journalism requires that personal stories — no matter how emotional and compelling — must be balanced with facts and context. 
Eichenwald’s crusading investigation was widely criticized (“to many, it seemed alarmist and overblown, an invitation to a kind of sexual witch hunt,” according to New York  magazine writer David France1), and it was later revealed that he had violated New York Times  journalism policies by paying Berry for his story. In the wake of questions about his conduct and research for his Internet predator investigation, Eichenwald resigned from the newspaper the following year. 
Flawed  Today Show “Experiment” Spreads Fear A few months after Eichenwald’s New York Times  article suggested that Internet predators were everywhere, one of America’s top morning news shows conducted an experiment designed to boost ratings and play on parents’ fears of child abductors. In late March 2006, the Today Show  broadcast a segment featuring security specialist Bill Stanton, who wanted to know if the public would help if a child was being kidnapped by a stranger. The experiment was filmed for the TV show so the viewers could see for themselves. 
With the help of a seven- year- old named Rachelle, Stanton staged an abduction on a city street to see if the public would take action. Rachelle’s mother watched from a surveillance van as Stanton approached the girl, who stood alone in the middle of a sidewalk playing a video game. Stanton walked 172
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up to Rachelle and took her by the arm, saying things like, “There you are, young lady! You come with me,” while Rachelle protested, “No, no ... you’re not my daddy!” Stanton and Rachelle repeated the scenario many times; as hidden cameras showed, rarely did bystanders intervene. Some kept walking, others glanced briefly at the scene, but few approached.2
The Today Show  anchors called the results “shocking,” and to Stanton, Rachelle’s mother, the show’s producers, and probably to much of the audience, this seemed a clear and tragic case of uncaring bystanders reluctant to help a child in need. “It’s frightening that no one will help,” Rachelle’s mother said. 
Yet there may be a very good, logical reason why people didn’t get involved, a reason completely missed by Stanton and the Today Show  producers: The bystanders didn’t believe that they were actually seeing a child being abducted. Because the test abduction was poorly staged, it’s more likely that those who witnessed the scene simply (and correctly) recognized that the child was not in danger. From the hidden camera footage that aired, it was clear that the girl they used was not an actress and didn’t act scared or terrified when Stanton approached her. Her protests sounded like a typical child’s whines instead of panicked pleas for help. The adult did not strike the child or hurt her in any way, and Rachelle didn’t scream, kick at, or fight off the adult supposedly trying to abduct her. In short, other than her words, which weren’t always clear, she didn’t do anything that would convince the average person that she genuinely did not know the adult and was in danger. 
The problem goes far beyond the seven- year- old’s acting; the problem is that the test was badly conceived and conducted by Stanton and NBC
News. The Today Show’s hidden camera test would be only valid if the bystand ers actually believed that the child was in danger. 
The Today Show  test is a good example of a demonstration that seemed convincing on its face (and surely scared many parents), yet had no scientific validity. Bad science led to bad journalism, and the Today Show  helped create a media scare. The episode aired as part of a series called “Who Can You Trust?” and the show’s conclusion is exactly the opposite of the truth. The pro gram suggested that strangers can’t be trusted, that they are likely to either kidnap a child or fail to stop a real abduction. In fact, strangers are less likely to harm a child than a family member. 
The “One in Five” Myth
In a social climate where parents and the public were already fearful of child abductions, the news media seemed to offer a steady stream of reports 30. Stranger Danger and the Predator Next Door 173
that confirmed their worst fears. Two months after the Today Show’s misleading and alarmist “abduction” test, the news media was abuzz with a new scary statistic. According to a May 3, 2006, ABC News report, “One in five children is now approached by online predators.” This alarming statistic was widely cited in media stories about prevalence of Internet predators. Parents (quite understandably) wondered if their child was among the one in five. 
But a closer look at the statistic reveals that the threat was greatly exaggerated. The claim can be traced back to a 2001 Department of Justice study issued by the National Center for Missing and Exploited Children (“The Youth Internet Safety Survey”) that asked 1,501 American teens between 10
and 17 about their online experiences. Among the study’s conclusions: “Almost one in five (19 percent) ... received an unwanted sexual solicitation in the past year.” Not a single one of the reported solicitations led to any actual sexual contact or assault. Furthermore, almost half of the “sexual solicitations” came not from “predators” or adults but from other teens. When the study examined the type of Internet “solicitation” parents are most concerned about (e.g., someone who asked to meet the teen somewhere, called the teen on the telephone, or sent gifts), the number drops from one in five to 3 percent.3
This is a far cry from a “national epidemic” of children being “approached by online predators.” As the study noted, “Much of the offending behavior comes from other youth [and] from females.” Furthermore, “most youth are not bothered much by what they encounter on the Internet.... Most young people seem to know what to do to deflect these sexual ‘come ons.’” 
In fact, according to a study by researchers at the University of New Hampshire’s Crimes against Children Research Center, this and other information about the threat posed to children regarding Web- based sex predators is wrong. The study concluded that “the stereotype of the Internet ‘predator’
who uses trickery and violence to assault children is largely inaccurate.” Janis Wolak, lead author of the study, said, “To prevent these crimes, we need accurate information about their true dynamics. The things that we hear and fear and the things that actually occur may not be the same.”4
Public Panic
These are only a few of the high- profile alarmist news stories that fueled the “stranger danger” fears. The panic generated by the scares quickly translated into public pressure on lawmakers and police to do something to keep America’s children safe — no matter how remote the danger. States and communities across the country responded by passing a slew of laws aimed at protecting children. Every state has notification laws to alert communities about 174
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former sex offenders (also known as “Megan’s Laws”). Many states have banned sex offenders from living in certain areas, and are tracking them using satellite technology. Other states have gone even further; Ohio lawmakers, for example, have suggested forcing some sex offenders to use specially colored license plates on their vehicles. State emergency leaders in Florida and Texas developed plans to route convicted sex offenders away from public emergency shelters during hurricanes. “We don’t want them in the same shelters as others,” Texas Homeland Security Director Steve McCraw said. (How exactly huge numbers of desperate and homeless storm victims are to be identified, screened, and routed in an emergency is unclear.) Other states locked them up overnight on Halloween night (see “Halloween Panics,” Chapter 22). 
Predator Panic in Perspective
Of course, there is a grain of truth to the claims; there are rare but high-profile horrible crimes against children. Despite popular belief, children are safer than ever. Sex assaults on teens dropped significantly (over 50 percent) between 1990 and 2005. Ironically, the news coverage of sex offenses jumped dramatically over the past decade — just as the attacks themselves plummeted. 
While the abduction, rape, and killing of children by strangers is very, very rare, such incidents receive a lot of media coverage, leading the public to overestimate how common these cases are. Most sexually abused children are neither victims of convicted sex offenders nor Internet pornographers, and most sex offenders do not re- offend once released. 
Indeed, according to a U.S. Bureau of Justice Statistics study ( Recidivism
of Sex Offenders Released from Prison in 1994), just five percent of sex offenders followed for three years after their release from prison in 1994 were arrested for another sex crime. A study released in 2003 by the Bureau found that within three years, 3.3 percent of the released child molesters were arrested again for committing another sex crime against a child. In the largest and most comprehensive study ever done of prison recidivism, the Justice Department found that sex offenders were in fact less  likely to reoffend than other criminals. The 2003 study of nearly 10,000 men convicted of rape, sexual assault, and child molestation found that sex offenders had a re- arrest rate 25
percent lower than for all other criminals. 
The news media’s tendency toward alarmism only partly explains the panic; after all, many other media scares that appeared around the same time (such as shark attacks, heat stroke, and SARS disease) were relatively short-lived. The predator panic, by contrast, has shown a remarkable resilience because America was in the grip of a moral panic over sexual predators, and 30. Stranger Danger and the Predator Next Door 175
remains so, to a lesser degree, to this day. A defining characteristic of the panics is that the “concern about the threat posed by moral deviants and their numerical abundance is far greater than can be objectively verified, despite unsubstantiated claims to the contrary. Furthermore, during a moral panic
“most of the figures cited by moral panic ‘claims- makers’ are wildly exaggerated.”5
Indeed, this exact trend appears in the media scares over predators. News stories invariably exaggerate the true extent of sexual predation on the Internet, the magnitude of the danger to children, and the likelihood that sexual predators will strike. 
One tragic result of these myths is that the panic over sex offenders distracts the public from a far greater threat to children: parental abuse and neglect. The vast majority of crimes against children are committed not by released sex offenders, but instead by the victim’s own family, church clergy, and family friends. According to the National Center for Missing and Exploited Children, “based on what we know about those who harm children, the danger to children is greater from someone they or their family knows than from a stranger.” If lawmakers and the public are serious about wanting to protect children, they should not be misled by “stranger danger” myths and instead focus on the much larger threat inside the home. 
CHAPTER 31
The School Safety Panic
The odds of being killed at school in the United States are greater than a million to one. Yet, media portrayals give the impression that shootings are far more common than they really are. Occasionally the media even reports on school shootings that never happened. 
Each day several American children are murdered at the hands of their parents — upwards of 3,000 each year. This statistic receives little fanfare despite family violence being the leading killer of kids under 13, and females of all ages. Yet, the issue is barely on the radar screen of most journalists.1 On the other hand, murder at school — a much rarer event — takes center stage. 
From the early 1990s and into the first decade of the 21st century, the number of school shootings have actually declined despite media- generated images to the contrary. Forensic psychologist Dewey Cornell observes that the juvenile arrest rate for murder in the United States stood at 3,284 in 1993, yet by 2002, it had plunged to 973. During this same period there was a similar plunge in school homicides, which totaled 42 in 1993, but just eight in 2001, two the following year, and four in 2003. While the murder rate in schools varies from year to year and a single mass shooting can up the fatality rate dramatically, overall, the trend was clearly down. Dewey places the school homicide rate in perspective by using the infamous Columbine shootings in Colorado as an example. “In 1999 — the year of the Columbine shooting —
17 students were murdered at school.... In that same year, however, there were 21,373 deaths of persons 5 to 19 years old ... so that school homicides constituted .0008 percent of the total deaths.”2
Schools are one of the safest places to be, and always have been; they are far safer than the home. The odds of a school- age child (ages five to 19) being murdered at school for any given one- year period are well over a million to one. In contrast, while many parents worry about their child being shot as they send them off to school, these same kids are at double the risk of being 176
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struck and killed by a flash of lightning.3 Well over 99 percent of school- aged deaths occur away from school. The average student has a 1 in 100 chance of dying of an automobile accident in his or her lifetime, and a 1 in 8,000 chance of dying in a motor vehicle crash in any given year. The odds of being murdered outside of school in a given year is one in 21,000; dying of cancer —
one in 33,000; dying from an accidental fall — about 1 in 400,000.4
School shootings are exceptionally rare, but when they do occur, they make headlines, giving the impression that they are more common than they are. Of course, we should do everything we can to make our schools safer, and there is no acceptable number of school shootings, but let’s get a handle on the extent of the problem. The media has always had to make choices about reporting tragedies; there are just too many to squeeze into news programs. For instance, according to the United Nations over 40,000 people starve to death every day. Yet, few people would know this from watching the evening news or reading their daily newspaper. The media will devote huge amounts of time to school shootings, making it appear that they are more common or likely to happen than they actually are. An analysis of the genocide in Darfur, Sudan, is a classic example. A 2004 study of the major American TV network’s coverage of this tragedy revealed much more time being devoted to celebrities. ABC devoted 18 minutes to Darfur on its nightly news, and NBC just 5 minutes. As for CBS, it was 3 minutes — a figure which works out to roughly 100,000 deaths per minute. During the same period, food and home decor guru Martha Stewart received 130 minutes of coverage by the big three networks.5 A study of school- related violent deaths between 1992 and 2000 found a general decline.6 In 1992 the number peaked at 56, while in 2000 the number was at just 22. Between 2002 and 2003 the figure were essentially unchanged.7
The media has a remarkable capacity to make it seem that crime is spiraling out of control. Part of the problem is clearly caused by crime shows. 
Based on the dozens of popular TV crime shows that have bombarded the American public in recent decades, one could easily get an impression that violent crime in America is far worse than FBI statistics indicate. Shootings by police are a good example. How many times might a foreigner or even an American citizen guess that U.S. a police officer fires his or her gun in the line of duty over their 20-year career? The answer is zero. As hard as it may seem to believe, over 90 percent of cops in the United States go through their entire career without ever firing their gun unless it’s on the practice range. Occasionally they may upholster it, but actually firing it is a rarity. 
A 2010 study of American school shootings found that between 1996
and 2006, there was an average of 21 murders in U.S. schools per year. Considering that there are over 125,000 elementary and secondary schools across 178
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the country, “any given school can expect to experience a student homicide about once every 6,000 years.” These 21 homicides represent less than 1 percent of the total of annual homicides among American youth between the ages of 5 and 18.8
The panic over school shootings and the widespread assumption that they are more common than they are has led to some embarrassing incidents, such as the shooting that never happened. 
“Breaking news — possible school shooting!” It’s every parent’s worst nightmare. The story broke in San Antonio, on the morning of November 9, 1999. At 8:27 A.M., KENS- TV reported on the story that literally stopped people in their tracks. Possible shooting at a local elementary school. Within five minutes, KSAT- TV confirmed the initial account and said that there were at least 14 casualties. Other area media outlets quickly jumped on the story, based on these earlier reports. It wasn’t long before parents began to swarm Coker Elementary School.9
How could professional news journalists with years of training and experience get the story so mixed up? It turned out to be a series of very unfortunate events. Journalism, like hand grenades and horseshoes, can be unforgiving. 
Here is how the bungle unfolded. The journalists were doing what they normally do: routinely monitoring police and emergency service chatter. 
While driving to work, a custodian at Coker got into a confrontation with another driver whom, in a fit if rage, shot out his window. The custodian escaped with very minor cuts, then drove on to the school to phone police and report the incident. As police discussed the encounter over the radio waves, journalists got the story garbled. Some reporters then rang police dis-patchers to confirm the shooting. Police responded that they were busy and couldn’t talk. In the rush to break the story, they assumed the worst. 
One of the reasons the San Antonio media assumed the worst is the intense coverage that shootings receive in the United States — and rightly so. 
These are tragic events. But it’s important to put these incidents into perspective. When it comes to school shootings, perception is different than reality. Statistics tell the story. 
CHAPTER 32
“Out of the Water!” 
Media Shark Frenzy
During the Summer of 2001, American beachgoers were besieged by sharks — or so it seemed from the newspaper and TV blitz on the flurry of shark attacks. But a review of attack statistics portrays a normal summer — with above normal interest by the media. 
It began with one of the most dramatic shark attacks on record. It ended two months later with a fizzle. In the summer of 2001, Americans went shark crazy. At the water cooler, in supermarket checkouts and in bank lines, people talked of little else. Cable TV, talk radio, newspapers and the Internet were abuzz with news of the latest attacks and sightings. Some TV stations even had Internet sharkcams so people could monitor hotspots any time of the day or night. It was a slow news summer and the media had to talk about something: Sharks fit the bill perfectly. 
The frenzy began with a remarkable incident involving a little boy named Jessie Arbogast whose arm was ripped off by a bull shark in the shallow waters off Pensacola, Florida. Incredibly, his uncle grabbed the shark by the tail and wrestled it to shore, with Jessie’s bloody arm still wedged in its mouth. A passing park ranger took out a gun and shot the fish dead, then grabbed his baton, jammed it into its mouth and began prying open its powerful jaws while a lifeguard pulled out the arm. Jessie, covered in blood and looking like a rag doll, was rushed to the hospital barely clinging to life. A team of surgeons worked feverishly in shifts for eleven hours, saving his life and reattaching the arm. Jessie remained in recovery for weeks, during which we received daily updates on his condition, where to donate money, and how to avoid being shark bait ourselves. It was an extraordinary story, and there were heroes everywhere. The trouble was, after news of Jessie’s storybook rescue hit newsstands and airwaves, any shark- related incident, no matter how minor, became news 179
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fodder. Time  magazine epitomized the hysteria with its cover story: “The Summer of the Shark.” Even the ordinarily subdued Discovery Channel got into the act by announcing a series of programs during “Shark Week.” Further fueling the scare was the release of two books recounting a series of infamous shark attacks off New Jersey in 1916: Close to Shore  by Michael Capuzzo, and Richard Fernicola’s Twelve Days of Terror. 
The great shark scare of 2001 was a media- generated frenzy that had little grounding in reality. Statistically, shark attacks are rare events. To put the risk into perspective, between 1948 and 2005, there were eight shark fatalities in Florida. Eight. Twice as many Floridians died of alligator attacks during the same period.1 Between 2000 and 2004, there were over 3,600 hunting accidents in the U.S. resulting in 354 deaths. During this same period, the sum total of shark- related deaths was just seven.2 Or, how about this one: Between 1990 and 2005, there were over 10,000 U.S. bicycle fatalities. During this same span, just nine people died from sharks.3 From 1959 to 2005, 1,900
Americans were struck and killed by lightning. The number of fatal shark attacks during this same period: 23.4 There are many things to worry about, but clearly, shark attacks are not one of them. 
In the wake of the media feeding frenzy by reporters desperate to latch onto a hot story during a slow news summer, people began to lose all sense of proportion. Shark expert George Burgess of the Florida Museum of Natural History observed that after the media shark blitz, he was receiving calls from people worried about sharks living in such remote areas as Montana and Idaho, where, he says, “there hasn’t been a shark attack since the Miocene
[Age].”5
Australia has a similar reputation for being a magnet for killer sharks attacking unsuspecting surfers. The reporting pattern is also similar: a few spectacular incidents followed by reports of sightings, “close calls,” and endless speculation about how the beasts are on the rise and suddenly attacking humans. Yet, the threat of being killed by a shark down under is infinitesimal.6
Between 1995 and 2005, the average number of shark attack deaths in Australian waters averaged just over one (1.3 to be exact). 
Considering that each year millions of people spend billions of hours at the beach, one begins to realize just how rare these incidents are. Scientists estimate that there are about 370 species of sharks. Of these, just 32 have any interest in eating humans; fewer still are even capable of attacking and eating someone.7 The vast majority of shark attacks can be traced to just four species: the great white, ocean whitetip, tiger and bull shark.8 Sean Van Sommeran of the California- based Pelagic Shark Research Foundation compares the fear of all sharks to that of cats. He says when someone thinks of the word “cat,” 
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they don’t necessarily jump to the image of a tiger or leopard or lion, which certainly are cats.” In reality, only a small number of felines pose a danger to humans. Yet, when people think of sharks, most are “ignorant of the other vast number of species, which are not menacing or glamorous at all. And typically they will conjure up the image of a big white shark.”9
Shark fatigue had set in by the first week in September as media reports started to dwindle. Then on September 11, stories of sharks and shark attacks suddenly dropped off media radar screens as the far more menacing threat of terrorism was thrust into the national media spotlight. 
It could just as easily have been the summer of the bee sting, dog bite, or of a hundred other threats. One juicy story at the right time — during a news lull — and the media spotlight was focused on sharks as the new public enemy number one. A couple of spectacular rock slides or vicious coyote attacks could have led reporters sniffing in an entirely different direction. 
Each year journalists fall in love with a handful of new media darlings. 
After a month or two, these scares usually run their course as the public grow weary. The problem is, few journalists are experts on the topics they write about. At first, reporters tend to focus on those experts making the most sensational claims. But after a while, once a number of experts have been interviewed, a more conservative consensus emerges and reality takes hold. Indeed, each year about 15 times more people around the world are killed by falling coconuts than sharks. In the end, killer coconuts engender little fear; sharks do, even though they account for remarkably few deaths.10
At the height of the scare, Jaws  author Peter Benchley was asked by a pack of hungry reporters what he thought about the number of shark attacks. 
He didn’t give the expected answer. Wondering instead what all the hoopla was about, Benchley noted that sharks aren’t going to attack you in your home; you have to go out of your way to put yourself at risk.11 But Howard Rosenberg summed it up best, observing that during the summer of 2001, bloodthirsty predators swarmed American beaches. “Following their primal instincts, they attacked ferociously, the size of their massive jaws and razorlike teeth creating waves of panic.”12 He was referring to the media, of course. 
CHAPTER 33
The Great Puerto Rican 
Chupacabra Panic
In 1995 Puerto Rico, sensational news reports on television and in tabloid newspapers helped launch a mythical vampire monster into global prominence. 
Many people around the world believe in the existence of a terrifying, bloodthirsty beast called el chupacabra. Some refer to it as the Hispanic version of Bigfoot, but with a bizarre vampiric twist: The chupacabra is said to kill its prey and suck out its blood (chupacabra means goat sucker  in Spanish). In addition to goats, it has also been blamed for attacks on sheep, rabbits, dogs, chickens, hogs, and other animals. Like Bigfoot, there is no hard evidence of its existence, making the popular belief in the legendary creature all the more curious. Descriptions of the chupacabra vary widely, but many believe the fearsome creature stands about four to five feet tall, with short but powerful legs, long claws, red eyes, and spikes down its back. 
The chupacabra first gained international notoriety in Puerto Rico. Many believe it is the result of secret genetics experiments by the U.S. government, or that it’s an extraterrestrial alien, or even a sign of the coming apocalypse. 
The Puerto Rican chupacabra panic began in March 1995 when some of the island’s residents discovered farm animals that had apparently been drained of blood.1 About five months passed before the chupacabra was finally sighted. 
The first and best- known description of the bipedal creature was reported in August 1995 by eyewitness Madelyne Tolentino. In fact, that sighting provided much more than a glimpse; it was a detailed description of what became the world- famous chupacabra. As researcher Scott Corrales notes, “The first descriptions of this mysterious creature came about six months into the mutilation epidemic.... Sightings by Madelyne Tolentino, a housewife of Cano -
vanas — a city to the east of the island’s capital, San Juan — and others gave 182
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it a form and a name.”2 Another scholar noted that “The chupacabra craze had its own significance to the inhabitants of Canovanas who were at first flattered by the international attention they received; a mood which shifted to sour betrayal upon discovering just how quickly their narratives could escape their ownership and control.”3
The News Media Scares Up a Story
Tolentino’s chupacabra sighting might have remained a scary personal story, except that it found a very receptive audience. UFO promoters and tabloid reporters were keen to report the woman’s dramatic, first- person account with the goat sucker. The Puerto Rican tabloid news media eagerly reported this and later chupacabra reports, warning their readers and audience about this new bloodthirsty monster with sensational stories. 
Tolentino’s account became the most important and influential eyewitness report of the Puerto Rican chupacabra. She worked with a UFO
researcher named Jorge Martin to develop a widely circulated drawing of the creature that she’d seen. Martin’s drawing was published on the front page of San Juan’s El Nuevo Dia  newspaper, and as Scott Corrales (1995) noted, it
“prompted the [chupacabra] into global notoriety and perhaps a permanent place in Puerto Rican myth.” Indeed, “by November 1995, the now- famous portrait by the island’s leading UFOlogist, Jorge Martin, had flashed around the world courtesy of the Internet.”4
The drawing, published with authority on the front page of the newspaper, had a powerful effect on Puerto Ricans who believed in the creature and who had followed the news (or rumor mill) about the beast. It told them what the chupacabra looked like, and therefore what to expect to see if they encountered it. In psychological terms, the public was primed to see Tolentino’s version chupacabra — whether or not it existed. 
Soon other people began reporting similar sightings that closely matched Tolentino’s description, which is not surprising since widespread stress and panic can make people more vulnerable to “groupthink,” conformity, and social imitation.5 As this relates to chupacabra reports, one writer notes that
“these conditions lead people to mimic the beliefs and behaviors of their neighbors and friends in order to maintain a collective identity and strengthen vital social bonds.”6
In Puerto Rico, many of the first chupacabra reports were spread through the typical folklore routes of rumor and gossip: over back fences and among neighbors and friends. But the creature’s fame skyrocketed once local newspapers picked up the story and began printing sensational headlines. Among
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the four newspapers that served Puerto Rico in 1995, El Vocero  was among the most popular. It was “a tabloid whose headlines, in bright, red, uppercase letters, often surmount a grotesque photograph of a murder or automobile accident [with] consistent UFO / paranormal coverage.”7 El Vocero, the National Enquirer  of Puerto Rico, crassly promoted any lurid, shocking, or sensational story that would sell papers. And a mysterious animal- killing vampire was just the thing. No one
was safe! What was this
strange vampire beast? Would
it soon hunt humans? Who
would be next? 
This strong bias toward
sensationalism affected the
information that most Puerto
Ricans got about the monster. 
The mainstream newspapers
largely ignored the chupacabra
stories, leaving the tabloids to
fill the void with their own
dramatic reporting. While
level- headed government offi-
cials were occasionally quoted
as trying to quell the fear, 
panicked housewives and gun-
toting farmers were always
favored and highlighted. Fear
and panic sell; skepticism does
not. One scientist, Puerto
Rican zoologist Edwin Velas -
quez, lamented the news
media’s role in fueling the
chupacabra scare at the time:
“When the humble, ignorant
people of our rural areas hear
there is a bloodsucking crea-
ture on the loose, they believe
it. Hysteria sets in. We should
not be so sensationalistic. The
A famous depiction of the terrif ying vampire media, for whatever reason, 
beast el chupacabra, based on an eyewitness sighting in Puerto Rico in 1995 (illustration by Ben -
only gives one part of the story
jamin Radford, after a drawing by Jorge Martin). 
rather than the whole story.”8
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The majority of chupacabra news reports that circulated in Puerto Rico in 1995 were written by only a handful of people; one reporter for El Vocero tabloid accounted for nearly half of the news stories. This reporter made a cottage industry of the chupacabra, cranking out story after story, each more sensational than the last. 
With the chupacabra hysteria in full swing on the small island, all reports, no matter how outlandish, were widely reported by the news media. People often jumped to illogical conclusions, attributing anything odd to the dreaded chupacabra. Take, for instance, the following report, from November 7, 1995:
“Striking at a junkyard, it killed a cat and a sheep, and apparently swallowed an entire lamb, since the third animal being kept by the junkyard owner was never found.” Exactly why the cat and sheep were assumed to have been chupacabra victims is not clear (no mention is made of drained blood), but in the case of the lamb, there was no evidence at all that the chupacabra, or any other creature, had even encountered it. 
Some people reported merely finding dead animals; others claimed to have seen a gargoyle- like beast. One account states that “several witnesses swore that the goatsucker’s eyes emitted beams of light that illuminated noc-turnal landscape like flashlight beams.... Many who saw the chupacabras said it has a web of skin that connects its wrist to its knee or ankle, and this web forms a ‘wing,’ like that of a flying squirrel when it raises its arms, and that this structure allows it to glide like a hang glider.... One witness claimed that the extremely rapid movement of small, feather- like appendages along its backbone propelled it like a bumblebee.”9
In one of the most outlandish chupacabra- related claims (yet one that was reported as a straight news story), “Although five chickens were found entirely drained of blood in the back yard of the property owned by Julio and Julia Gonzales, the most spectacular event appears to have been the strange mark placed on the forearm of the couple’s daughter... Oralis Gonzales, five years old, was marked with a tattoo- like impression that read, ‘OJO-10-OJO’
after an alleged encounter with non- human entities. While the child is reluctant to discuss exactly what transpired ... it is generally acknowledged that this event has triggered the child’s IQ, causing her father to describe her as a prodigy.”10 The story, which appeared in the November 13, 1995, issue of El
Vocero, suggests that the story has been confirmed by a police officer, lending it some credibility. Despite this outlandish claim, nothing more is mentioned about the girl, her family, or the experience. If this story — which is almost certainly a hoax — is treated with the same seriousness as all the other chupacabra stories, what credibility do any of them have? 
The public’s reaction to the chupacabra panic varied widely. Some people ignored it, believing the stories to be merely rumor and gossip. Others (espe-
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Dead chicken believed to have been attacked by the chupacabra, near El Paso, Texas,
in 2010 (photograph by and courtesy of Jay Koester). 
cially among the UFO- believer community) were certain that the sinister mystery was a very real threat to the Puerto Rican public. Many people perhaps fell in between these extremes, not quite believing all the stories, but suspecting that something  strange was out there. 
It is known that many people who believed the spoken and published rumors did panic, taking up arms against the chupacabra. Concerned citizens formed patrols and vigilante mobs, armed with rifles, machetes, pitchforks, and baseball bats, hoping to find and kill the chupacabra. In one case “a massive mobilization of searchers was outfitted with infrared lights, shotguns, electrical equipment, helmets, and riot shields.”11 Furthermore, local authorities “led 200-strong search parties on nightly forays” to capture the chupacabra. No sign of the creature was found. 
The Puerto Rican chupacabra panic largely subsided by the end of 1995. 
Public interest in the beast waned, and therefore the news media reports declined as well, which in turn led to fewer sightings. The monster was soon reported in other countries, and eventually the Puerto Rican chupacabra reports dried up entirely. To this day chupacabra sightings still surface on occasion, even in North America — a lasting reminder of the power of the news media to create a panic around a non- existent threat. 
CHAPTER 34
YouTube, Popcorn and 
the Killer Cell Phones
Modern technology has brought us incalculable benefit: Computers and cell phones have become modern essentials. But are these technologies safe? Or do they harbor invisible killers, causing cancer and other dread diseases? 
We take modern conveniences for granted. Microwave ovens, computers, and cell phones have become essentials for our everyday lives. But what if these necessities of modern life are secretly killing us? That’s the basis for one of the greatest media scares of the past few decades, the panic over cell phones. Since the 1990s, some people have claimed that cell phones can cause cancer. One of the most vocal promoters of this idea is a man named George Carlo, an epidemiologist who built a career out of selling fear. Though he was never able to offer concrete evidence or proof of his claims, he insisted that more research was needed, and that the threat posed by cell phones was serious. 
Carlo was the primary source for the ABC TV newsmagazine 20/20, which in 1999 aired a sensationalized, alarmist report on the subject. As Dr. 
Ian K. Smith noted in Time  magazine, “After spending six years and millions of dollars, Carlo produced only an inconclusive report offering no more than suspicions of health risks. Even so, 20/20  accepted it as medical fact. ‘We have direct evidence of possible harm from cellular phones,’ he told ABC’s correspondent, who cast Carlo as an ultraethical scientist breaking ranks with his bosses because they wouldn’t let him tell the truth.”1 Carlo cast himself as a persecuted hero, breaking a scientific conspiracy of silence. 
Carlo’s 2002 book added to the media scare over cell phones. Titled Cell
Phones: Invisible Hazards in the Wireless Age: An Insider’s Alarming Discoveries
about Cancer and Genetic Damage, it contained much speculation and the 187
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claim that a study on cell phone safety published in the prestigious Journal
of the American Medical Association ( JAMA) had found that cell phone use tripled the risk of one type of brain cancer. The public was eager for information about the dangers of cell phones, and his book sold well. 
There was just one problem. The lead author of that JAMA  study, Joshua Muscat, noted that Carlo had his facts wrong. The study came to exactly the opposite conclusion of what Carlo claimed: “We found that regardless of how frequently the phones were used per month or how many years that the phones were used, there wasn’t any relationship with the developments of brain cancer.... Radio frequency waves are low- energy waves. They are not like X- rays, which have been shown to cause genetic damage. They don’t produce any harmful physiological effects that we know of.”2
The scientific rebuttal did little to stem the public’s fear, and the media scare continued to pick up steam and publicity. Larry King devoted a segment on his top- rated CNN show Larry King Live  on August 9, 2000, to the case of a man named Larry Reynard, who told a scary story about how his wife had developed brain cancer several months after first using a cell phone. (Both King and Reynard missed the fact that brain cancers generally take years —
not months — to develop, and that Reynard’s wife probably had the cancer before  she began using her cell phone. If using a cell phone for only three months is enough to cause brain cancer, nearly every American adult should be afflicted with the disease!)3
The Internet and the Popcorn Panic
For a while it seemed that scary cell phone stories were everywhere in the news media. The main panic calmed by the mid–2000s, but never went away. When the World Wide Web became ubiquitous, the Internet was soon used to spread the concern. Scary warnings about the dangers of cell phones circulated in the form of forwarded e- mails around the world. Some were cautious about the cancer dangers, but others contained new myths about the dangers of cell phones. According to Snopes, an urban- legend reference Web site, one warning that circulated in 2004 stated, “Don’t answer a cell phone while it is being charged! A few days ago, a person was recharging his cell phone at home. Just at that time a call came through and he attended to it.... 
He was rushed to the nearby hospital, but was pronounced dead on arrival. 
A cell phone is a very useful modern invention. However, we must be aware that it can also be an instrument of death. FORWARD THIS TO THE PEOPLE
THAT MATTER IN YOUR LIFE, I JUST DID!” 
In June 2009, the cell phone panic jumped into a new medium, YouTube, 34. YouTube, Popcorn and the Killer Cell Phones 189
and went viral. That’s when, as Tracy King, a British media researcher, noted, 
“A series of videos on YouTube appeared to show four cell phone users popping a table full of corn kernels simply by pointing their ringing phones at them. The implication for the casual observer was clear: If cell phones emit enough radiation to pop corn, imagine what they are doing to your brain!” 
The video generated huge publicity, and was seen worldwide. Exactly as they had done with the earlier hoax e- mail warnings, friends who saw the video forwarded the link to other friends, either as a silly gag or out of sincere concern for their safety. Since the video was anonymous, many wondered if it was posted by a well- meaning cell phone scientist who wanted to warn the world but was afraid of repercussions for his career if his employers found out he was alerting the public to this horrific danger. These people were of course reading from a conspiracy theory script George Carlo had written a decade earlier. 
As it turns out, the video was a hoax. Not only was it a hoax, it was an advertisement, a bit of clever marketing (or scare- mongering, depending on your point of view) by a company called Cardo Systems, which sold wireless Bluetooth headsets for cell phones. “The creative team at Cardo who created the popcorn videos exploited existing concerns about cell- phone radiation and made them legend. The ‘anonymous’ videos were viewed nearly 10 million times in just two weeks before Cardo stepped forward to take credit, although not, initially, to debunk the pseudoscience. Cardo claims that traffic to its Web site doubled in the days the videos were active.”4
Despite the alarm and media scares, repeated studies have found no link between cell phone use and disease. In fact, as one physicist noted, the power in a standard cell phone would not be enough to cause problems: “The small amount of power being transmitted by the phone is traveling several kilometers to the tower. Also, the cell phone has to transmit this very little power in all directions. The small power in the direction of the tower passes through several walls and other obstructions, even people, without impeding the communication.”5 Thus, cell phone signals are everywhere — and probably passing through you as you read this. If the signals were carcinogenic, nearly everyone would have cancer. In the end, “unless one is willing to discard ... the entire body of quantum physics, it is simply not possible for the photons associated with a cell phone to cause cancer.” 
Though repeated studies have failed to find any link between cell phones and cancers, researchers are still doing tests to determine if there might be any long- term effects. Since cell phones are a relatively recent development, it is impossible for scientists to compare current health or cancer rates of cell phone users to those 20 or 30 years ago. 
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Fear of Technolog y
The cell phone scare, like all media scares, did not appear in a social vac-uum. In fact it exploits one of the most common and ingrained anxieties in America: the public’s fear of technology. People tend to be fearful of new technologies, especially devices that they don’t fully understand. The public often rushes to embrace new scientific advances that make their life easier —
but at the same time they distrust them. The efficacy of these new products can’t be disputed: A microwave oven clearly heats food more quickly than a conventional oven. The visible benefits and results can’t be denied, but it’s the things we can’t and don’t see — such as radiation — that people fear. 
Humans have always feared things they couldn’t see. For thousands of years, one of the world’s greatest threats was an invisible killer that could not be seen, smelled, tasted, or touched: disease. Humans naturally became fearful of invisible, undetectable forces that could harm or kill them. Of course, with modern technology we can now see and identify microscopic bacteria and viruses that killed off our forefathers, but people still fear things they cannot detect with their own bodily senses. 
The public’s fear of radiation is not irrational or illogical; indeed, radiation is carcinogenic and can be deadly under certain conditions and in high doses. It’s not silly or stupid to be concerned about radiation and microwave exposure, but the public should be informed about what radiation is so they can understand the risks. 
There is no way to avoid exposure to radiation, as it is everywhere. There is radiation in sunlight. People on airplanes are exposed to more radiation than people on the ground. And so on. Ideally, humans should be exposed to as little radiation as possible, but the exposure from power lines and cell phones is so low that it does not pose a significant health hazard. 
The Cell Phone Panic Cools
As we have seen with other cases discussed in this book, politicians and lawmakers are often pushed by a panicky public to address scares they see in the media. Sometimes the politicians see themselves as crusaders, being proac-tive against an underreported threat. In December 2009, a state legislator from Maine, Rep. Andrea Boland, proposed that cell phones sold in her state should be required to include a printed warning about the health dangers of cell phone use. Taking a cue from graphic cigarette advertising, Boland also proposed that the phones include a full- color graphic of a child’s brain, with the word WARNING in large red letters imposed over the picture. 
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There’s no question that cell phones can be dangerous. Many scientific, reputable studies have proved that. In fact, cell phone use has been banned in many states for exactly this reason. But the chief threat of cell phones is the distraction they cause, not the electromagnetic fields they emit. Drivers who are busy texting on their cell phones are six times more likely to get in an accident than those who do not.6 In one study, drivers needed 30 percent more reaction time while texting, and 9 percent more time when they were talking on a cell phone, compared to undistracted drivers. It is the non-chemical equivalent of drunk driving. 
CHAPTER 35
Someone Stole My Kidney! 
Organ Theft Scares
According to alarmist news media reports, body- snatchers lurk in the most unlikely places, waiting to lure the innocent into evil traps and steal their organs. 
The idea of being murdered and butchered by a stranger is terrifying, a universal fear commonly exploited in gory horror and slasher films. Most of us know that only happens in the movies — but what about stories of people being killed for their organs? Are there really heinous murderers out there employing medical doctors who are happy to cut your heart, kidneys, liver, or any other vital organ and transplant it into the highest bidder, like some gruesome eBay auction? 
Many people do believe this happens, because they hear horrific “true crime” news stories in the news media. While many people encounter incidences of organ theft as legitimate news stories in mainstream media, the horrific nature of the crime has inspired many fictional depictions as well. One of the earliest and most famous examples was the 1978 medical thriller Coma, which starred Michael Douglas as a young doctor who discovers a hospital taking organs from the comatose. An episode of the hit television show Law
and Order  also featured the theft of a kidney. Airing on April 2, 1991, it was titled “Sonata for Solo Organ.” The show’s writer said he had heard it from a friend, and the friend assured him that the story was a true account that had come from a newspaper.1 The following year, a film titled The Harvest involved a screenwriter in Central America who uncovers a black market in kidneys. Organ- snatching was also an element in Walter Salles’s acclaimed 1998 Brazilian film Central do Brasil ( Central Station) in which a young boy escapes an “adoption agency” that actually uses children for their organs. 
Guillermo del Toro’s 2001 Mexican horror film El Espinazo del Diablo ( The 192
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Devil’s Backbone) also makes reference to bodily theft, when a character suggests the fate of a missing boy: “They sell the blood to rich people to cure their tuberculosis.” The line between fact and fiction can be blurry, and for people whose fears are fed on a steady diet of sensationalized crime stories in the news media, any outrageously evil act may seem plausible. 
News Media Spreads the Panic
When rumors of organ thefts first emerged, the stories were met with some skepticism. After all, the idea that ruthless, evil gangs would kidnap and murder innocent children for their organs was too terrible to be true. 
Surely no humane person could slit a young boy’s throat just before a doctor — a trained man or woman of ethics and medicine — carefully removed his small organs. Of course, the organ theft stories (whether true or not) were too lurid and sensational for the news media — and especially the tabloids —
to pass up. Fear and sensationalism sells newspapers and increases TV audiences; the pressure of the marketplace launched the organ theft panic into the global sphere. Children who claimed to have been victims (or attempted victims) of organ theft were tracked down by newspaper or television reporters looking for a sensational story. One famous case was that of Pedro Reggi, an Argentine boy who claimed that his corneas had been forcibly removed during his stay at a mental institution. The claim surfaced in a British/Canadian television program titled “The Body Parts Business,” and was later broadcast on a French television program titled “Organ Snatchers.” On November 25, 1993, four days after the original claim was broadcast, Reggi and his half-brother, Mario Barretto, went on the Argentine television program Hora Clave to retract the allegation. Barretto revealed that an ophthalmologist examined Reggi earlier that day and found that his corneas were in fact intact, but they had been damaged by disease. Subsequent investigation uncovered Reggi’s medical records, which confirmed that the sight loss was due to natural causes.2
A second claim that aired on the “Body Parts Business” was that of eight-year- old Honduran Charlie Alvarado. The boy claimed that he had been kidnapped by foreigners who wanted to sell his organs, but he managed to escape after four days. The documentary aired the claims without a hint of skepticism, and panicked many viewers. Eventually investigative journalists from Germany’s Spiegel television examined the claims, including that of Charlie Alvarado. As Todd Leventhal, formerly of the United States Information Agency (USIA), reported, “According to a June 20, 1993, Spiegel television broad -
cast on this subject, an investigation of Alvarado’s claims by the Honduran 194
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courts ‘revealed that Charlie’s story was a fabrication.’ Alvarado could not remember the day on which he was allegedly kidnapped, he had no bruises from the ropes with which he claimed he had been bound tightly for days, and the two foreign workers he accused of kidnapping him were released for lack of evidence.”3
The “Organ Snatchers” documentary also featured a Colombian woman, Mrs. Luz Dary Vargas, who claimed that her young son Weinis Jeison had also been the victim of this horrible crime. She said that when Jeison became ill she took him to a local hospital, where his corneas were taken from him. 
But when the Colombian Office of Human Rights investigated the theft, the story began to unravel. In a report issued February 4, 1994, the office found that in fact Jeison had gone blind due to natural causes. In early February 1993, the boy was hospitalized with numerous health problems including
“severe bilateral eye infection,” which led to complete blindness well before the allegations of cornea theft were made. The report also found that, in a clear breach of journalistic ethics and protocol, a French journalist paid his mother for the story.4
Over and over, a close examination proved that the organ theft claims were myths. Yet, as often happens with such sensational claims, the original inaccurate stories received widespread international attention, while the debunking follow- ups refuting the claims were little noticed. 
The organ- snatching legend reached a peak of popularity in the mid–
1990s, when several prominent organizations gave the rumors credibility. As noted earlier, several media outlets ran stories about child organ trafficking, including the Brazilian newspaper Correio Braziliense  and a book published in Spain titled Niños de Repuesto  ( Spare- Parts Children). Further credibility was lent when the World Organization against Torture issued a report by its director, Eric Sottas, in March 1994. The paper, titled “Trade in Organs and Torture,” listed six Latin American countries as confirmed traffickers in child organs. Sottas rehashed numerous accounts, many of them long since disproven, of organ trafficking. Sottas included, for example, the case of Pedro Reggi, the Argentine boy mentioned earlier who had lost his sight to disease, not cornea thieves.5
Consequences of Organ Theft Panics
Beliefs about organ theft are alive and well — especially in Latin America — and not just in cinematic fiction. Slayings in several places including Juarez, Mexico, and Altamira, Brazil, have been attributed to organ traffickers and Satan worshippers. At times, innocent people have been attacked and 35. Someone Stole My Kidney! Organ Theft Scares 195
killed by those who fear organ thieves; in fact several unprovoked attacks on foreigners occurred in the mid–1990s. In March 1994, Melissa Larson, a woman from New Mexico, was hiking in Guatemala when she was taken to a police station for routine questioning. Rumors quickly spread in the town of Santa Lucia Cotzumalguapa that she had been detained for selling babies and baby organs. When she was transferred to a larger jail, townspeople rioted, believing that she had bribed guards to be let free. The riot left sixty people hospitalized and led to fifty arrests.6 The following month, Alaska native June Weinstock was beaten unconscious and stabbed by a mob of about 300 angry villagers in western Guatemala. The 52- year- old woman suffered multiple stab wounds, three skull fractures, a broken arm, and a broken leg. She fell into a coma shortly thereafter and remains disabled. Weinstock was accused of abducting an eight- year- old boy who was actually at a religious procession and later returned home safe and oblivious to the village’s concern.7
In the Guatemalan highlands, an elderly Japanese tourist was killed in 2000 after stroking a baby’s head. The baby’s mother panicked, believing that the foreigner was a bloodthirsty satanist who might stab her child and rip out its heart for use in a ritual. Perez Mendoza, a street vendor, incited a mob to kill not only the tourists but the Guatemalan police who tried to protect them. Another Japanese tourist and a Guatemalan bus driver were hacked to death with machetes; the bus driver’s remains were then burned with gasoline. 
Such is the fear that rumors can create. 
First- World Organ Theft Panics
While many of the organ theft rumors are set (and spread in) Latin American third- world countries,8 sometimes the organ theft stories appear elsewhere. One high- profile allegation of an organ- theft case made headlines in December 1989 when a Turkish man named Ahmet Koc claimed that three months earlier, he had been brought to London, England, with the promise of a job. When he went in for a medical check, he was given an injection which he believed to be a blood test, but he woke up the next day to find that a kidney had been removed. He was told that he should not go to the police because he would be well paid for his kidney. 
The story hit the British tabloids like wildfire, and once again the ugly
“reality” of organ theft and bodily violation was exposed. Yet, once again, predictably, there was less to this story than met the eye. Under police questioning and mounting public pressure to explain his story, Koc soon admitted he lied. He had not been the victim of organ theft; he had voluntarily sold his kidney, but wanted more money and went to the press with his fictional 196
SIX : IT CAME FROM EVERYWHERE
story when he was refused. Although transplanting brokered kidneys was legal at the time in Britain, three London doctors who participated in the transplant were found guilty of professional misconduct.9
In late 2009, a Swedish tabloid journalist claimed that Israeli soldiers and doctors in Tel Aviv killed Palestinians for their organs. The story was immediately refuted as anti–Semitic propaganda, but the Israeli government was eventually forced to acknowledge that there was some truth to the claims when an American anthropologist released an interview she had conducted in 2000 with the former head of Israel’s main forensic institute, Dr. Jehuda Hiss. Hiss stated that body parts were taken from the dead (not just Palestinians, but Israelis and others as well) without consent during the 1990s and transplanted into wounded soldiers. The Israeli military then admitted the procedures had been done but stated that the practice had ended a decade earlier. 
Yet the claims about Israel’s organ theft are not quite rumor, but not quite fact. There is no evidence that the premise of the original newspaper story — that Israeli soldiers killed Palestinians for the purpose of harvesting their organs — is true. Often the very act of killing the victims would render many of their organs unusable. However, the admission by Dr. Hiss, especially in light of previous governmental denials, exposes a very real (and unethical) organ scandal. Were body parts taken from victims without their consent? 
Yes. Were people killed for their body parts? No.10 Especially in the polarized world of Middle East politics, such nuances are often ignored in favor of sensationalized claims of body- parts theft. 
Like all media scares, the organ- theft panics come and go. They appear now and then, fueled by anti–Western sentiment, political agendas, hoaxes, bad journalism, misunderstandings, and tabloid sensationalism. These horrific stories tell us nothing about the trade in stolen organs, but much about the social and cultural climate in which these panics appear. 
CHAPTER 36
Killer Vaccines
by Felicity Goodyear- Smith 
and Helen Petousis- Harris
Vaccines are good and have spared hundreds of millions of people around the world from the ravages of disease. The social and economic benefits resulting from the development and wide- scale introduction of vaccines is well documented and undeniable. It has been calculated that as a direct result of immunization, every dollar spent to purchase measles- containing vaccine in the United States has saved $10.30 in direct medical costs and $3.20 in indirect societal costs.1 The ten vaccines universally recommended and funded for New Zealand children, offering protection against diseases which previously have decimated human populations, have led to dramatic declines in numbers of cases. New Zealand has been free of poliomyelitis (polio) for many decades.2
Prior to its development in the 1950s, just the mention of the word would send chills through the spines of schoolchildren around the world as classmates would be suddenly and inexplicably stricken by this crippling illness. Vaccines are the biggest area of investment for the Bill and Melinda Gates Foundation (over $800 million every year). They write, “Vaccines are one of the most effective health interventions ever developed. We are committed to research on new vaccines, and the delivery of existing and future vaccines to those who need them.”3
Felicity Goodyear-Smith is an associate professor and Goodfellow Postgraduate Chair in the
Department of General Practice and Primary Health Care, University of Auckland. The author
of more than 150 journal articles, she is an active member of the New Zealand skeptics. 
Helen Petousis-Harris is the director of research at the Immunization Advisory Centre,
Department of General Practice and Primary Health at the University of Auckland. Her specializations include molecular medicine and vaccinolog y. 
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The First Vaccine
In 1721 the practice of varioation was introduced, whereby someone was inoculated with smallpox to produce immunity to the disease. As might be expected, this was not an exact science and serious illness and death from varioation was common. In 1774, English farmer Benjamin Jesty used a needle to transfer material from a cow pustule to a scratch on the arms of his family as an inoculation against smallpox. His neighbors were disgusted by his introducing an animal disease into humans and some feared that they would metamorphosis into horned beasts. He was assaulted for this inhumane act.4
A few years later scientist Edward Jenner was consulted by Sarah Nelmes, a dairymaid, about a rash on her hand. Jenner suspected cowpox rather than smallpox and Sarah confirmed that one of her cows, Blossom, had recently had cowpox. This led to the first official vaccination. Jenner made scratches on the arm of James Phipps, the eight- year- old son of his gardener, into which
The Cow Pock; Or, the Wonderful Effects on the New Inoculation. Edward Jenner
among patients in the Smallpox and Inoculation Ward. Colored etching after J. Gill-ray, 1802 (courtesy Wellcome Images). 
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he rubbed material from Sarah’s pock. A few days later James became mildly ill but soon recovered. Jenner learned that cowpox could pass both from cow to person and from person to person. The next step was to see if this would protect young James from the dreaded smallpox. He boldly inoculated James with smallpox on several occasions but the boy did not develop the disease.5
Jenner conducted several similar experiments and published his findings.6
Initially this new proven method to protect against smallpox did not catch on as Jenner had hoped. Firstly, cowpox was not common and doctors had to obtain the material from Jenner. Secondly, cowpox samples often became contaminated with smallpox, leading to claims that cowpox was no safer than smallpox and thirdly, varioation was a profitable business which was threatened by Jenner’s safer, more effective cowpox method. It took an Act of Parliament in 1840 outlawing variolation to establish vaccination and make it free for the poor. In 1853 smallpox vaccination was made compulsory for all babies, with fines or imprisonment for defaulting parents. Vaccination against smallpox has proved immensely successful. In the 20th century between 300 and 500
million people died from smallpox.7 Vaccination resulted in the worldwide eradication of smallpox in 1979,8 the only successful globally eradicated infectious disease. 
Vaccines and the Media
Despite overwhelming evidence of their general efficacy and safety (the benefits of preventing illness and death from vaccine- preventable diseases greatly outweighing any rare adverse effects), there has always been an anti-vaccination lobby. Mandatory smallpox vaccination sparked protests and violent riots from those who wanted the freedom of choice. The Anti- Vaccination League was founded in 1853 and the Anti- Compulsory Vaccination League in 1867, with many others to follow. In 1878 the National Anti- Compulsory
Vaccinator Reporter  in the UK claimed that the smallpox vaccine contained dangerous poisons, caused serious illnesses, represented wicked medical des-potism, reduced neither the incidence nor the severity of smallpox, and was a futile substitute for healthy living.9 History has proved this wrong. However, the same claims that vaccines are dangerous, that they do not work, or that mandatory vaccination violates civil liberties are still promoted in the media by the anti- immunization lobby today.10 At the end of this chapter, in Table 1, we outline some of the arguments against vaccination and their modern-day equivalents found in New Zealand media. 
Most people obtain information about health issues from the mass media in various modalities including radio, television, print and the Internet.11 The 200
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media can have either positive or negative influence on immunization uptake.12
In New Zealand the mainstream print media reaches all homes in all regions, including free, regional newspapers, at least weekly, although these papers may not be read in every home. A recent review concluded that the mass media is a tool which might promote the use of health services proven to be effective and discourage those of unproven effectiveness.13 However, this result depends on accurate reporting. 
The media is a powerful agent in influencing public opinion about controversial health concerns.14 When a topic affects most of the population, as opposed to a small sector, it becomes relevant to the media and, from a news perspective, immediately “hot.” If one moves from a health topic relevant to a smaller segment of society, such as a new treatment for a rare cancer, to one with more universal appeal, such as a mass childhood immunization program, then the number of people to whom the story is relevant increases exponentially. If one adds personal adventure/mishap, controversy such as two sides that can pit one against another and graphic or emotive images, then immunization becomes an excellent topic for media attention. 
Media reports which question the safety of vaccines may greatly increase the concerns of parents.15 Vaccine opposition typically expands as the prevalence of the diseases declines, and the experience of epidemics leading to disability and death recedes from social memory over time. Typically the media focus shifts from a fear of disease to a fear about vaccine safety.16 Other areas of opposition relate to religious concerns around interfering with God’s will and issues around individual choice.17
Measles and Mumps
Children are vaccinated against English measles (morbilli), mumps and German measles (rubella) in a triple vaccine called MMR, typically given between age one to two, with a second shot before starting school at age five. 
Effects of Measles and Mumps
In the past, epidemics of measles have decimated populations. The Times records the rapidly rising death rate in English children through such an epidemic in 1922.18 Measles was even more devastating for populations such as New Zealand Maori and Pacific people in Polynesia, introduced through immigration by Europeans from the 1840s onwards. With no natural immunity, measles ravaged populations of both children and adults. While German 36. Killer Vaccines
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measles is a relatively benign disease, it can cause serious damage to the unborn child if a woman catches it during the first three to four months of her pregnancy. It may cause miscarriage, stillbirth, or birth defects such as deafness, brain damage and heart defects. Mumps is seldom fatal but can have complications such as inflammation of the brain (meningitis), miscarriage if contracted in pregnancy, and, if contracted in young men, inflamed testicles with subsequent infertility. 
The Wakefield Saga
In 1998 Andrew Wakefield and colleagues published an article in the esteemed medical journal The Lancet. Their paper described 12 children with gastrointestinal and developmental problems. According to the parents of eight of them, the onset of their symptoms had followed their MMR vaccine.19
On the day of publication Wakefield began a media campaign against the continued use of MMR. The mass media rapidly disseminated the message that MMR was causing autism and the story grew over the next decade. Internationally the media was rife with stories of healthy children suddenly becoming autistic following MMR. Prior to this scare, the vaccination rate for two- year- olds receiving MMR in the United Kingdom (UK) was about 91
percent. Parental fear led to this rate plummeting. The resulting measles outbreaks resulted in the death or permanent disability of a number of children in the UK and Ireland. 
In 2004, 10 of the 12 original authors of The Lancet  paper published a retraction to clarify that no causal link had been established between MMR
vaccine and autism.20 That year it was made public that Wakefield had received
£55,000 of funding from solicitors seeking evidence to use against the manufactures of vaccines, and by 2006 it was revealed that he had received over
£400,000 and that payments had started two years before the 1998 paper. 
Additionally, several of the parents in The Lancet  study claiming that MMR
had caused their children autism were litigants. Wakefield had not declared this conflict of interest to his co- investigators nor to The Lancet. Additionally, in 1997 Wakefield had filed for a patent for a single vaccine against measles (without the mumps and rubella components) and for a treatment of inflam-matory bowel disease and then set up a company to produce and sell it. Apparently the managing director was the father of one of the children in the study. 
Wakefield had tried his new vaccine on the child without ethical permission and arranged for friends of his son to give blood samples at a birthday party for which he paid them each £5. 
Finally in 2010 the General Medical Council declared that Wakefield had 202
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abused his position of trust as a medical practitioner, failed in his duties and brought the medical profession into disrepute. He and two colleagues were charged with serious professional misconduct. The editors of The Lancet  announced that the 1998 paper had been fully retracted from the published record.21
Numerous robust studies, some involving hundreds of thousands of individuals, have been conducted and all demonstrate that there is no causal association between MMR vaccine and autism nor any other developmental disorder. Tragically, there is continued widespread public belief that MMR
causes autism. 
The New Zealand Meningococcal B Story
In the 1990s New Zealand experienced a ghastly epidemic of meningococ -
cal B disease. Caused by the bacterium Neisseria meningitidis, infection leads to blood poisoning (septicemia) characterized by a rash, sometimes progressing to gangrene and limb loss and/or to infection of the lining of the brain (meningitis). The epidemic resulted in significant death and disability, including brain damage, deafness and limb amputation in around 11 to 19 per cent of cases. At its height, 648 cases were reported in one year, with over 5500 cases throughout the course of the epidemic. Pacific (Polynesian) children were at greatest risk, with a 1 in 68 chance of contracting the disease by age five. 
Although there are a number of different strains of meningococcal bacteria (A, B, C, W...), most of the New Zealand disease was caused by a single subtype of group B. There are vaccines against other strains of meningococcal bacteria, but group B poses more difficulty. There is no vaccine available for general meningococcus B. After a meeting of New Zealand health authorities and the World Health Organization in Geneva in 1998, it was proposed that a vaccine be produced to control the epidemic. In 2000 manufacturers were invited to submit proposals to develop and bring to licensure a tailor- made vaccine against the meningococcal strain causing most of the New Zealand disease. The vaccine would not work against other strains. In 2004, following successful phase 1 and 2 clinical trials proving the safety and capacity of the vaccine to protect against disease, the MeNZB vaccine was rolled out in a staggered fashion to the whole New Zealand population aged 20 years and under. The objective was to bring the epidemic under control. 
The Media Response
The prospect of a vaccine to control this devastating disease was discussed with excitement in the mass media during the time leading up to the roll- out 36. Killer Vaccines
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of the vaccine. The illness was severe and often graphically horrific. Many stories were told of children battling the disease in intensive care units around the country while traumatized parents stood on watching helplessly as their children’s blackened limbs were amputated and their brains suffered permanent damage. The fact that medical science had developed a vaccine to end this scourge was viewed in a positive light. Analysis of the press clippings shows stories to be scientifically accurate and not misleading. 
Predictably this “honeymoon” of accurate reporting came to an abrupt halt on the day that the vaccine became publicly available. In 2004 there were over 1000 articles discussing MeNZB in the New Zealand print media and in 2005 this increased to over 4000 articles. Sadly, instead of all press reporting being scientifically accurate, 42 percent contained at least some unsubstantiated information. 
Even though a journalist may have crafted a well written and accurate article, the headline often bore little resemblance to the story. Two cases below illustrate this practice. 
Case Study 1
On 8 November 2004 the launch of the mass meningococcal B vaccination campaign starting that day was publicized. The vaccine was being offered to children under five in Central Auckland, a large New Zealand urban area. Essentially, the story announced the launch, discussed vaccine safety (the independent safety board, adverse reaction monitoring and clinical trials findings all had reported no major safety issue), then quoted the opinion of an anti- immunization lobbyist who told stories of children reputed to have had reactions to the vaccine. This story generated eight articles on the same day for which there were three accurate (“Preschoolers get jabs,” “Meningitis jabs begin” and “Vaccinations begin”) and five misleading headlines (“Dispute over vaccine risk goes on,” “Mass vaccination proceeding despite concerns,” 
“Vaccine debate continues, 25,000 face needle,” “Vaccine row rages” and
“Meningococcal vaccine risk dispute goes on”). 
Case Study 2
In November 2004 two toddlers fully vaccinated with MeNZB™ were admitted to hospital with meningococcal C disease. The Ministry of Health was quoted that the vaccination is only against the strain specific B type, and that children need three doses. The story went national via the New Zealand 204
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Press Association distribution. This release generated 30 print media stories between November 22 and December 2, 2004. There were nine accurate headlines, six ambiguous headlines and 15 misleading headlines. 
The accurate headlines included “Vaccinated boy sick with another strain of killer bug,” “Vaccinated child catches different strain of disease,” “Vaccinated child catches different meningitis strain,” “Immunised tot catches another strain of disease,” “Vaccinated boy struck by another strain” and “Jabs can’t protect against all strains.” 
Included in the misleading headlines were “Toddler struck down,” “Vaccine fails,” “Vaccine fails to protect,” “Two children develop meningococcal disease despite being immunised,” “Sick children no surprise to anti- jab campaigner” and “Two meningococcal cases, despite immunisation.” 
Common Fallacies
Some techniques are used with monotonous regularity to mislead the reader. One is the error of omission, where information is cherry- picked and only a selected part of the truth is presented, ignoring data that may contradict the position. For example: “The Norwegian government decided against the use of this vaccine after researchers concluded it wasn’t effective enough to justify a national campaign.” In fact, the Norwegian government did not use the meningococcal vaccine because their meningococcal B epidemic was waning by the time the vaccine became available. 
Another technique is the non sequitur, for example, assuming because one event follows another in time it was caused by the first (called post hoc
ergo propter hoc). For example, “An Oamaru pupil says the meningitis vaccine caused him to collapse and spend a night in hospital.” Emotive language is often used to provoke fear: for example, about the MeNZB™ vaccination program: “How a nation can be so totally swayed by officials and advisors into spending quarter of a billion dollars for such a gamble that has delivered false hope to trusting New Zealanders.” 
Perhaps of greatest frustration to health professionals and those who have some expertise in vaccination is the false attribution. This is the appeal to irrelevant, unqualified, biased or fabricated source: “Ron Law a risk and policy analyst and former Ministry consultant, [said] that using the formula the Ministry proposed before the vaccine was rolled out, the effectiveness for the past 6 months is only 9%.” Law is a vocal anti- immunization lobbyist whose qualifications are a certificate gained working in a medical laboratory for 20
years and a Master of Business Administration degree. 
36. Killer Vaccines
205
On the Television
While there was considerable coverage about this vaccine in the national and local print media, television and radio also provided stories. By the end of 2006 the epidemic had waned and the school vaccination program was complete. The commitment by New Zealand’s health professionals had been staggering, the achievement admirable. New Zealand’s most at- risk children had been immunized. Hospital emergency staff were no longer seeing admis-sions for meningococcal disease. This cause for celebration was missed. 
Nobody congratulated themselves for a job well done. No stories about the absence of disease appeared. Instead, in early November 2006 a shockume-natry screened on TVNZ Channel 1. 
Opening Transcript
“Researchers dressed in white. Our guardian angels. In the service of the holy, the common science in an eternal battle against dangerous microorgan-isms, they are there to protect us against disease and death. A contract of faith for the good of public health. One of the researchers’ great feats is the development of vaccines. This is the story of a vaccine which Norwegian researchers call a success, and which they have been internationally recognised for. The story starts with a hope of saving the world from a fatal disease. It continues with a vaccine which was tested on Norwegian college children, but which was never used in Norway, and it ends in New Zealand, with accusations of low medical morals and claims that the Norwegian Institute of Public Health has been the guarantor of a mass experiment on more than a million New Zealand children.” The program included misleading material such as stating that 27 fully vaccinated people had contracted the disease, failing to mention that 158 unvaccinated or incompletely vaccinated people had contracted the disease; and making claims around serious adverse events, omitting to mention that a study around serious adverse events included 350,000 teenagers and compared vaccinated (145,000) with unvaccinated (110,000). There were 14
serious adverse events in the vaccine recipients and 43 in those who had not received the vaccine. The follow- up period for these events was over three years. 
Grassroots and the Internet
In addition to print, radio and television media there is also the Internet. 
Although difficult to analyze, it is possible that the use of this tool by opponents 206
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of the MeNZB™ vaccination program played the greatest role in the gener-ation of public outrage and fear about the vaccine. An example of Internet scares around this vaccine was a series of newsletters written by opponents to the program. Although the authors had no relevant medical or scientific qualifications, they were able to publish their opinions widely. The newsletters made claims around conspiracy and cover- up of the facts and generally used fallacies of omission and commission to paint a picture of a vaccine that was both dangerous and wouldn’t work. Rabid statements such as how New Zealand had enlisted hundreds of thousands of small kids into a gigantic experiment and how the vaccine program would lead to 95,000 adverse reactions severe enough to warrant going to a GP were made with impunity . 
What Was the Result of All of This? 
All in all, the negativity around the meningococcal B program left a nasty taste in the mouths of both the public and many health professionals. 
The myths perpetuated throughout the media gave an impression of a vaccine that was not tested thoroughly, did not work, and was not very safe. The reality is that the MeNZB™ strategy has been admired internationally as a gold standard approach. The safety monitoring of the vaccine was one of the best the world has ever seen. In 2008 vaccination with the MeNZB™ vaccine ceased. In 2009 there were a total of 31 cases of the epidemic strain of disease. 
The epidemic is over. 
The Latest Controversy: HPV
Since the quadrivalent human papillomavirus (HPV) vaccine Gardasil was added to schedules around the world in 2007, new media scares have emerged. As with any anti- vaccination campaign, there was a beginning. In the case of Gardasil this came from personal injury lawyers in the United States, presumably eager to obtain some of the considerable funds set aside for vaccine injury claims. Little time was wasted in disseminating a report making baseless claims about the vaccine.22 This material traveled fast and provided the basis for an evolving campaign which includes claims about idiopathic illnesses, unholy alliances for profit, poisonous chemicals, cover-ups, totalitarianism, duration of immunity, lack of effectiveness and the role of healthy lifestyle behavior as an alternative to vaccination. 
Initially media reporting about the vaccine against the cancer- causing HPV contained positive and accurate information about the science and the 36. Killer Vaccines
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purpose of the vaccine. Almost immediately after introduction of the vaccine, negative reporting started to appear, along with inaccuracies and pseudoscience. The considerable evidence behind the vaccine was twisted in creative ways. One example is the evidence around the duration of protection of the vaccine. At the time it had been about five years since the first recipients received the vaccine; therefore, it was known the vaccine lasted at least  five years. Additionally it was demonstrated that the immunity generated by the vaccine was still strong with no signs of waning. It was also known that based on other very similar vaccines, immunity was very likely to be very long-lasting, possibly for life. Unfortunately, opponents of the vaccine took the opportunity to claim that the vaccine only lasted five years. This was circulated widely in print, radio and Internet and rapidly became a popular belief among the public. 
Balance in the Media
The media often claims the need to “give balance” to their reporting. In reality this may result in balancing evidence from 15 to 20 years of scientific research followed by pivotal, large, randomized, controlled trials (RCTs) against one person’s opinion or anecdote. A graph that shows a dramatic drop in disease or an RCT demonstrating the safety profile of a vaccine balances poorly against a personal story of an individual who develops a dreadful neurological condition soon after receiving a vaccine, regardless of whether this is likely to be coincidence not effect. 
Misunderstanding between causality and coincidence creates many of the scares around vaccines. Whenever there is widespread introduction of vaccination campaigns into a community, it is inevitable that many adverse events happen after the vaccine is given. An example of a temporal association is eating cornflakes for breakfast and then being hit by a bus on your way to work that morning. The cornflakes are associated in time with the bus incident. 
Most people are sensible enough not to blame the cornflakes. An example of causality is reading the newspaper while walking in the middle of the road on the way to work and being hit by a bus. The accident was probably caused by not looking where you were going and walking on the road instead of the sidewalk. 
In September 2009 the BBC News reported that a 14- year- old girl had died in hospital following a cervical cancer vaccine at school.23 A subsequent postmortem found that the cause of death was a malignant tumor in her chest and was unrelated to the vaccine she had received, but by then the international media had reported that the girl “had appeared to be healthy before being
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given the jab,” that “a few other girls also reported being unwell after receiving the vaccine and some were sent home”24 and that this was the first reported death from the vaccine. A similar case in New Zealand involved the death of an 18- year- old girl who died six months after receiving her third dose of Gardasil. While the postmortem results are still to be released, there has been considerable media exposure that her death was caused by the vaccine and her family are convinced that the vaccine killed her.25 Media coverage includes a TV documentary “Close- Up.” 
The possible dangers of Gardasil are also prominent in advertising. In March 2010 a huge billboard in central Auckland advertising Fitness Life Magazine  showed the picture of an attractive young woman wearing a scanty bikini beside a headline that said, “Will Gardasil Leave Your Daughter Infertile?” 
The article in question contained misleading information about the fact that the vaccine contains polysorbate 80 which, when injected into the abdominal cavity in four- day- old mice, results in infertility. Whether or not the vaccine causes infertility is easily answered by the fact that during the large clinical trials there were equal rates of pregnancy, equal rates of live births and equal Researchers Felicity Goodyear-Smith and Helen Petousis-Harris display an image
from Fitness Life magazine that spreads fear of vaccines (image by and courtesy of
Felicity Goodyear-Smith). 
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rates of birth defects in both the group that received the vaccine and the group that did not. However, the infertility myth has now circulated both in New Zealand and internationally. 
Surveys asking people where they prefer to get information about vaccines and vaccination consistently show that the general practice is the source of choice.26 In contrast, surveys asking people where they heard about the Gardasil vaccine found that news items and unpaid media was the most common source. An analysis of this media, including print, radio and television, found that overall, 32 percent of articles were anti–Gardasil, 10 percent were neutral and 5 percent were mixed. Just over half (53 percent) were accurate and positive. Given that this is the primary source of information for most people, it is little wonder that public perceptions of this vaccine are at odds with the science. 
Conclusion
For 150 years public health has battled against a passionate and vocal lobby which continue to use the same tired arguments aimed at derailing immunization programs. In the 19th century there may have been valid concerns regarding civil liberty and vaccination practices which were fraught with risk. However, these arguments hold less weight in today’s world of informed consent and modern vaccination procedures. 
It is also important to recognize that medicine is based on the best evidence of the time, which is an evolving, not a static, situation. Medical errors have occurred, and will continue to do so. “Watchdogs” who review and challenge the dogma of the day have an important role in our society. While it can be frustrating to be beset by anti- scientific nonsense we must be mindful of the importance of genuinely listening to criticism and to continue to critique and re- critique the clinical data and analysis behind the decisions for immunization programs. 
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TABLE 1. ARGUMENTS PUT FORWARD BY 
ANTI- IMMUNIZATION LOBBYISTS HAVE CHANGED
LITTLE BETWEEN THE 19TH CENTURY AND TODAY
Arguments
Reasons to Support the National
Recent New Zealand Print
Anti-Vaccination League 
Media Anti-immunization
Arguments*
Vaccines cause 
That since Vaccination has been rendered
“I have seen case historie
idiopathic 
obligatory, infantile syphilis (under one 
of children, and spoken to
illness
year old) has been increased in England, 
other doctors whose children
according to a Parliamentary return, 
decompensated [regressed]
dated February 25, 1880, from 472 per
so drastically after the MMR
million of births in 1847, to 1,736 per
that you can’t deny that in
million in 1877, or fourfold; and that
some cases it happened.” 
other inoculable diseases, such aspyaemia, 
New Zealand Herald, 2006
scrofula, erysipelas, and bronchitis, were
also augmented in infants. In England, 
the increase of inoculable diseases was
20 percent, notwithstanding an expenditure
of 200 millions sterling since 1850 in 
sanitary works. Another Parliamentary 
return (No. 443, Session 1877) demonstrates 
that 25,000 babies are yearly sacrificed by 
diseases excited byVaccination.29
Cover up
The popularity of Vaccination has 
“They (health officials) don’t
disappeared.The practice has been unable
know if the vaccine works at
to face free discussion, and the only 
all.” Northern Advocate News, 
support of vaccinal tyranny, in the present
2004
day, is the dead weight of State-officialism, 
and the advocacy of an interested 
professional trades-unionism. The 
SCIENCE which occupies itself with 
providing substitutes for Municipal and 
Personal Cleanlinessis foredoomed to
failure.30
Vaccines are 
BECAUSE as fast as the numbers of 
“Statistics show the risk of
ineffective
those vaccinated in the United Kingdom 
vaccination damage is greater
have decreased, the smallpox death rate
than the risk of the disease.” 
has fallen.31
Ashburton Guardian, 2005
Unholy 
BECAUSE the League has no large
“The people who are making
alliance
endowments or Government grants.32
these vaccines and drugs are
for profit
getting millions of dollars a
year and I’m sure they love it.” 
Gisborne Herald News, 2005
*Reported although not necessarily endorsed by the referenced newspaper. 
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Arguments
Reasons to Support the National
Recent New Zealand Print
Anti-Vaccination League 
Media Anti-immunization
Arguments*
Towards 
BECAUSE by doing so you will help 
“Epidemic is a word health
totalitarianism
to free our soldiers and sailors from the 
authorities utilise to scare
burden of compulsion, which they detest, 
parents into vaccinating.” 
which frequently causes serious illness, 
Nelson Mail News, 2004
occasionally even death, and hinders
recruiting.33
Vaccines as 
BECAUSE those who will not take animal
“Vaccines contain toxic and
poisonous
flesh into their mouths should not allow 
entirely unnatural ingredients. 
chemical
animal poisons to be inserted into their 
Ashburton Guardian, 2005
cocktails
blood.34
Health lifestyle  BECAUSE by the abolition of vaccination, 
“The Society says breastfeeding
alternative
the way is made clear for attending to 
for at least 6 months and a 
sanitation, and adopting a better way of
healthy diet and environment 
living.35
for children provide better
protection [than
immunization].” The Press, 
2006
Vaccines 
BECAUSE it works for the abolition of
“Worldwide controversies
are an
one of the most absurd, yet disgusting, 
about autism, MS neurological
abomination
superstitions that has ever plagued 
diseases, depressed immune 
mankind.36
systems and the presence of 
heavy metals and formaldehyde
and many more allegedly 
caused by vaccines; at least 
the public has the right to 
know that some of us have
made a link, and can do their
own research and questioning.” 
Kapiti Observer News, 2004
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