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SPECIAL ISSUE

Gotcha!

Strange but true:
This is the golden
age of hoaxes

=

BY THOMAR ITAYIFEN

he strolls onto the stage ax if
1alo her own living roem, casu-
ally elegant in a twinkling,
black tunic top and matching
tronzsers, *1 lowve you, Sylvial®™
eriea an exuberant yonng sasman, lser en
thusinsm riging above the applanse of
2,400 paying awlience members, Sylvia
Browne —=psychic, medinm, prolific ans-

thor— aCeps e anfMiromat i H.I'J.ﬂ'rIII]_\"
amd kakes the podinm, 1 want to talk to
yo abonet nngels, wloul spirit guides, aml
aloait T 10 hecome more peychie”
Shulder. This is precisely the conversa-
tion ve spent mast of oy life avoading.
But I was trapped in o sea of believers,
amd having, pairi STR.G0 of 1.5 MNewss
muoney for ny seat in the Atlantic City
oyt boa Center aaditorioem, 1 didn’
dare nitempl nn csenpe,

What is a haax, exacthy? When does a
o] dleal become oo good to be troe, and
where does heleel enad anad {'r'oduliiy
hisrin? In the stories that follow, we pre-
sent elaborate swindles, outrageous gags,
andd nsidions disinformalion campsaigns.
They're all hoaxes—prood there's a sap for
every 2eann arlisl, an easy ok for every
nesstintechank, a |'hl.|mp for every charla-
tiw. Thiz mstion that the Eskimos have
10 weords For "snow” lanT iroe—more
urban legend than hoax—but English eer-
tinly has a telling number of mods feste

FROTOGREAFH BY FREDRIK BROERN FOR DENGWE
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HOAKES

hoax: a sensational lie that catches
the attention of the public

. e

for stretchers of the truth and the suckers who
believe them. And it is a collaboration; histary
shows that a successful hoax often depends
mot 86 much on the guile of the hoaxer as on
the gullibility of the hoaxed,

Life iz full of decizions to believe or not to
belicve, When it comes to psyehics, 'm quick
to adopt a skeptical stance. Vet despite any
number of analyses exposing the pevehics art as, a1 best, a
clever party trick, many people—perhnps even vou, dear
reader?=clearly believe this stufl. Splvie Browne’s Book of
Direams (Datton, §25.08), about connecting with loved ones

on “the other gide,” s on the New Vork Times
bestseller list. John Edward, who also of-
fiers a link to the dead, has a hit with his

LET THE
PARADE OF HOAXES

BEGIN: 20 GREAT
SCHEMES, 5CAMS,
AND SHAMS

Al Tirst glance, il looks
&0 real. But the jot snd
thee World Trade Center
tourisi ane part ol
811 pholo hoe

television ghow \'."mm'.llgtl.'l wr, and other dah-
hlers in divination and ECTOMANCY Are peren-
nial favorites on 1V talk shows. [ went 1o ses
Browme not 50 much to best her psychic powers
as 1o test my own ability to resist the tempia-
tion to believe in them, real or naot. Sadly, may
statues as a4 hardened skeptic did not surdve
unblemished, but more on that kater,

Scale o' Hes, The word hoax is theoght to derive from the
old magician's incantation “hocus pocus.” Nailing down a pre-

| cise definition is mo easy task, but on the spectrom of mendae-

ity, most hoaxes fall somewhers between a scam on one side
and a practical joke on the other. Unlike urban legends, notes
Abex Boese, who maintains the Web site oo v Mwos cee-

| .com, a hoaxshould be traceable back to a perpetrator who's

LLSNEWS & WORLD REFOLT, AUGUST 38 / SEFTEMREE 2. 20473

kn.mﬁnpll:..'l:rrl.-':hg:._.;Ii_u-:-.--il.u-l:hullu.ll:llir.l:'l?l-:u,-a-:-..q Ph. T, sfui-
dent at the Un tversity of Colifornin-San Dicgo, has a book
ecoming oul this fall based on his haex research. By coine-
dence—or k5 it —he shares Brovne’s publishers. ) When tall
tabes, such as those spun by the infamows Charles Ponei
(story, Poge 57) are wsed to trick the unsuspecting out af their
money, they also become frand. But while some recent buasi-
TS I:|I:'.1|.i:|'|..q:-; = Enron’s ncoounting practices, that whole “new
econamy” thing—can certainly feel like hoaves, they rarely
risg mbove the level of dirty trichs or mass wishful thinking.
Whatever else can be said about hoaxes, they do have a

[LLUSTRATIONS BY CHEIS LENSCH FOR FENAWE



wonderfully democratizing effect. Doctors, lowyers, sclen- | sciemiists (story, Page 690, And in 1983, Mewsweck and the
tists, even (who are we iiﬂﬂin&: .pspg.n'ﬂﬂy_‘,l the media, are all | German nugu_i_ue Der Stern paid million to print exeerpts
just s susceplible to polished patter and an appealing story | froon o begus diary, purpoctedly the private musings of Adoll

as the rawest Victlorian rube shelling out his wages for a | Hitler (story, Page 62). "People saw great big headlines and
barker's snake ofl cure-all medicine. The “look,” a8 it's pats on the back, and perhaps something more substantive
knowmn in the trade, is often g laasibde sbory, taibore] to fit | s well™ BAVE One former Neersaverber. “11 was jusi loo tempt-
the victim's prejudicss, or to |1|;.1_-,'|:||1. greed, vanity, or desper- | ing to pass up.” Sometimes, it turns out, belisving is really

atiom. In the early 20th century, a erudely fabed fossil skull | just seeing what you want to be trae.
tricked anthropologists into belleving that modern humans | Arewe morevalnerable to hoaxes in the information age, or
originated in England=an appealing thought to European | bess 507 With modern conumunications, hoaxes can be de-

34 ULENEWS & WORLD REFORT, AUGUST 26 [ SEPTEMEER 2, 3003



urban legend: a widely known, often
lurid story based on hearsay

buankes] ms rapialy as they wre created. Soveral
Wieh gites track electronie hoaoes
{(hoaxbusters.cliac.org s a good one), but if the
nnmber of phony virs alert E-mails T recefve i
any indication, the Internet’s power is mors
readily harmessed to prolikenes hoaes than (o
|:|||.'|sh theeme, For the pecord, Ball Gates wall not
give you i thousand dollars for testing an E-mail

tracking applicatbon, and you shouldn’ trost that dude in Mige-
rin Wi swienrs he needs your help to transfer eillions oot af the
countey. YWith E-mall, notes Boese, “anybody can potentially
hiave moopss te I'rti'.'|i.-l;l-rl~i.l:ﬂ'|:|¢-|}|'!-:|l'." Whien that amhqd}' h.]ppu:-m:

to be a hoaxer, the results can spread for years,

The events of September 11 have provesd to be particalarly

v S e

The press fell for Joey
Siaggs"s pedal-pow-
ered “porboless.”

Highl: Paychic Sylvia
[Erowne 5 3 Besisedlar,

rich fodder for Internet hoases. The most fa-
mus features a photo of a tourdst on a Workd
Trade Center observation deck, o mene instant
hefore an aifliner slams into the bailding.
Even if the film could have sundved the horrif-
ie fires that day, the image is an olvious fabri-
catinm, The airplane ks approaching from the
wrong direction, the WTC chservation deck
was closed when the attacks took place, and
the touriet is wearing winter clothes on a
warm day. The photo, phony as it was, worked
a5 & haax not beenwse it was helieable but be-
canse it capiured the public mood perfectly;

the hapless tourist stood in for all of us, suck-
er-punched out of the blue on a perfect late-
SWmmer mOormimg.

Fertile ground. Cdher 9711 hoaxes were more
sinister. False claims of lost relatives, desigrned
to elicit srmpathy or daim undeserved com-
pensation, were the most tawdry. A series of
anthrax hoases, following the all too real
postal attacks, exploited people’s justifiable
fear. And 21st-century spins on the notoriouns
Protocols of the Elders of Zion hoax {story,
Page 45) abounded. That Israel was behind the
nitmcks anad that Jewish 1.'mp|ﬂ:w{'$ WP
warned 1o stay hoime that day are patently
ridicalous claims, When lies are planted in o
fald of ugly prejudics, even the moat insidious
hoapes can take oot

Other, more benign de-
ceptions are designed 1o
ATguUe A pOInL. I 15h,
phvsicist Alan Bokal wsed
a clagshbe hxer's tonl =

SVLVIAY

impeccable credentials— ~

BROWNE>

[ 1,I|,;|:u:!]1.u editors of Sp-
il Tert, a Tespeaced
academic journal of cal-
tural etisdies, Any number
of observers=not all of
them eranky and conserv-
ative=mainbain that the
entire field of postmodern, post-stracturalist
theory belomigs o another class of hoax, name-
Iy highfalutin Mimflam. But Sokal went them
one better. In his paper Trarsgressing the
Baundaries: Touard o Trangformeatioe
Hermeneutics of Cruanturm Graviby, Sokal ar-
gued that recent advances in quantum physics
support the idea that physical reality &= noth-
ing mixre than a social constrwct, The editors

o't follow much of the science, they later admitted, bt
wiere pleased to publish a contribution fram an established
scienlisl. Too bad the article was a sham, In revealing his
heoax, Sokal invited those who believe the laws of ;l-]l.:l.':‘-'il.':c are

cultural conventions to test them from his 212t-floor win-

3 FENWEWS & WORLD REFORT. AUGUAT 24 / SEFTEMEER 3. 001

dhovw, Sokal became a media daring—it’s hard to resist o story



rumor: an unsubstantiated report in
general circulation

scooped, hlew the |kl off (Flass's hacker yarmn. Twain parlayed
exposure o call for greater intellectual rigor in academia, | his ereative flair into one of the greatest literary careers of all

with the punch line “take that, smarty-pants!®—and wsed his

T thie hamds of an it anu_-tntmg_ a b can even be- |
come an art form. New York artist Joey Skages has con-
vineced reporters that, among other things, he was & roving
priest offering “religion for people on the go™ with his tricy-
cle-mounted “portofess” confessional and a Korean entrepre- |
neur saliciting live dogs from animal shelters for his soap
busincas. Skaggs is o hoaxing purist; he constrocts his stories

with a moral —usually o variation
an the themes of questioning as-
aumptions and revealing preje
dice=and deconstructs his eforis
at his Wb site, jeeyskaggs com.
“Revelation i= the most importani
nspact of the process, ™ he says.
“That's the point where con-
gchonsness can change.” You'd
think the resulting embarmass-
ment would sharpen reporters’
sheptbelam, but ask Skaggs if he
has ever fooled anyone twice mmd
he laughs. “Twice is nothing,” he
gays. “The media's job is to ques-
then o premise, hut information
overload and the girain to geta
story first gets in the way of get-
timg it right.” For the record, he
has foaled {75, News only onee—
something about the Japanese
snapmng up gesduck clams—=and
that wos way back in 1947,
Twain's toles. The media have
perpetrated their share of Boues,
too. No less an icon then Mork
Twain was Enrmons for passing off
tall tales (n priscsome massacre, o
“petrified shoh™ foumd in the hilks
of Nevada) as reparied foct in his
newspapering days. But in the Late
140, the novelist was outdone by
an auclasiows young staff writer at
the Neww Reprublic, Stephen Glass,
the magazine said, invented all or
part of eoma 27 separate stories he
wrode for that magazine. A Vigas
casine offering adds on a space
ghuttle malfunction? A New York
bond trader so committed to
vartching the market tickers that
I keept a portable urinal at his
desk? A 15-year-old hacker extort-
ing @t cors and pormography
from & soltwsre finn? Faboications
all, bust (Glasa's shories were so ap-
pealing that editors simply
couldn’t resi=t them—until an en-
terprising tech reporter, feeling

SKEEPTECISHM 101

and
verify

oiies anel
hadd scienes can't

heat the forees of focts and logie.
These resources offer a bountiful sopply.

Bigtoot bashers. Skeptical fnquirer
{six issues yearly, $35, B00-634-1610) and
Skeptic (quartecly, $£30, 626-794-3119 or
wwnw sheptic.com), Alternative medicine,
Bigfoat, creationism, recovercd memories—
mume the chatin and these journals have
looked into it. The tone of the former can
vamder into curled-lip territory and some
articles in the latter are droyly academic, but
thetr pagitions are solidly researched.

Clone zone. The Borderfands
Hﬁm&mﬁiﬂﬂm{!mw
University Press), Michac] Shermer uses
real isswes like human oning 1o shiow how
i dissect arguments that may be less rea-
sonable than they sound.

Carl’s light. The Demon- Haunted World:
Setence ws o Candle i the Dork (1597, Bal-
lantime). The kxte Carl Sagan

Shades of truth. MadSc Network
(W madgeiorg) posts replics from scien-
tists bo questions from anyome on subjects
from astronomy bo zoology {The answer 1o 8
abont people see ghosts: active

niagination, icl imhalance, dream-
lile state of conscousmess, or braim mjnmn.
=Avery Cormrrmal

58 NENEews & WoreD REroRT, AGUST 268 / SEFTEMRER 3, 30i0¢F

I:E||1r=: the disgraced Glass dedicated hinself to law achool.
Many hoaxes seem abvious in retrospect. But surely rea-
sonable people can disagree about whether Sylvin Brovne
and other high-profile psychics qualify as a hoax? Millions of
people do seem to believe the improbable notion that thess
self-proclaimed seers can divine the future and speak with
the dead. I canght up with Browne on a lecture tour to see if

I could figure out why.

All sorts of deceit is on offer in
Atlantic City—1 passed upa
eomie-ap, several ustles, and a
seam on the way to the conven-
thon center—but Browne claims to
offer the real deal. She's a gra-
cious woman, with a gravelly
viriee and a knowing, world-weary
AT, and genﬂnu.:]!; imeited me
backstage. 1 introduced mysell as
a journalier but didn't reveal that
my ruuaaine WHS wu-rl:i.ur_ o
isse phout hoasxes. (This wis ot
in itself a houx on my part, jist a
cheap deception.) A few minules
mio ihe inferview, Browne starl-
ed “reading” me. “Watch out for
viuir right ear,” she warned, *You
i il I'q-grrring_ an infection.”
{Plansible envugh—a good, safe
apener.] “You've got a problem
with your meck and shoukder,”
{CHten troe, but what ill-postured
reparter, frantieally scribbling all
this into a notebook, wonldn
have neck and shoulder prob-
lemis?) She maved on to specifics:
“There's a problem with the disk
between the fourth and fifth ver
tehrne in your boweer back.” Shic-
e, I had spent the entire preced-
ing weelk flat on my back with
lower-back pain—could she be on
to something? Well, maybe statis-
tics, “About 80 percent of herni-
ated disks cocur between thase
vertehrne” or the oext disk down,
says Scott Beden, a professor of
arthopedic surgery at the Emory
University Schoal of Medicine in
Atlanta. Given the prevalence of
dick problems, he says, Browne’s
diagnosis “would be statistivally
safe.”

The reading continged; 1m &
perfectionist (my editors would
bﬂp'lq.m-u'd 3, and I'll soon move. T
confies 1 fell amsther chill, even



ag ghe raised a8 knowing evebrow. I am mov-
ing this month, and given the lousy howsing
options in Washington D.C.. 1T probably
keop leapirogging. The parting shot: “0h, and
vour love life sucks.”™ Sheesh. Strictly speak-
ing, my love life dossn’t guck, it simply
doesn’t exist, bul close enough. She conjured
vague wotions of somenne short and blond
though, with big greenish eyes. (Yowza—finally we get to
the “tell "em what they want to hear” part!) But I don't get
aut enongh, she chided, and can’t just sit around waiting
for somothing good to happen.

This final chastisement is central to Browne's appeal —safe
predictions and comforting messages combined with tough
lowve, *I don't care if you feel meisernble,” she tells the andi-
ence lnfer that night. “Snuile amoway . . . Get over iL" Sound
adhrice, and it comes with full theological backing. Think
your life ia towgh? It should be—we're in bell! But don
worry, this lifie is just o way to test our strength and fortify
our spirits before returning vo heaven, This is liberation the-
ology for the daytime-Tv crowd —the hard times will soon be
ower and vour deceased loved ones are |1i||:lj'l:I-'. =0 =lop whin-
ing, gt of f the couch, and go help someone,

Bocd show. Despite the tingles of recognition | felt during
her reading. 1 dida't leave fecling convineed of Eroeme's
powers. But neither did 1 fecl ripped off —she puls on & good
show. (I might have felt differently if 1'd paid the $700 fiee
for a private telephone consultation, but with the waiting list

The robod is fake.
Fake, fake, fake. Yot
folks wani 1o bebioye,

s artist Paul
Guinan [in wnitonm).

full wmtil 2000, 1 didn’t have & chanee to find
ok One wamnn, whose hosbhond died in the
World Trade Center attacks, told me that de-
spite her family's misgivings, BErowne's mes-
sage gave heee 6 sensie of pesee nndd elosure,
mding, “TE you don't meed it you won't come
looking for it

And that=whether Browmne is for real or
not- pu:.iu.l;s to the first law of constructing o hoas; find a
need and fill it with a good story, and the world will beat a
path to your 1-900 number,

Ghven the current Bt of “pecounting i rn-gn.lil:riti.-l'.n.' L
might think we'd leam to be p little more skeptical. And yet,
pulling off a loax is sometimes so simple, it can even happen by
accident. Just ask Paul Gainan, a Portland, Cre,, artist whose
Wb site (s fpredfurie comyboilerpleie) fontores a “me-
chonical man” nomed Boilerplate, supposedly ereated in the
1EH0E. The site, a joke from start to finich, includes photos of
thix fh;'n:mi_r@ robot meeting Pancho Villa and journeying to
Antarctica. Guinan was shocked —and a Bittle chastened—io
final his innocent site duped many visibors, inclading histori-
ama. [ felt loth pride and embarcassment that [ fooled all these
|'h_'|:||:|||_-.- he says. “If | can dioat, | guess amyone can.” A sncker
born every munube? Shoot, if you believe that lowhall estimate,
I'd Eloe 1o talk with vou about baying the Eiffel Tower, &

Wit Theodore Blern in Sasbelush, Mother Shiplon in medienn!
Yorkshire, ana Lemaony Sntokel in the eillupe -'g_l"l'F-l'-'.
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