
Water (3) Witching Can Be Fun 
R. Carlyle Buley* 

This is a review of a book plus some comments on the 
art of water witching, dowsing, divining, bletonizing, or  “rod 
walking.” The reviewer’s qualifications for this task are as 
follows: (1) he has read the book; (2) he is a “witch”- 
a right powerful one. Further, he believes that he has some 
“contributions,” suggestions, arguments, and questions, which, 
though they may not add mightily to the corpus of scientific 
knowledge, at least may serve further to obfuscate the issue 
and add to the fun. 

The art of water witching is an ancient and venerable 
one, and the literature on the subject is voluminous.’ Folk- 
lorists, students of magic, novelists, and even scientists have 
written hundreds of books and articles on the subject, yet 
“witching” remains as much of a mystery today as i t  was 
when Georgius Agricola wrote his treatise in 1556.2 

The book under review is Water Witching U.S.A., by 
Evon Z. Vogt and Ray Hyman (Chicago: University of 
Chicago Press, 1959. Pp. xl, 248. Illustrations, appendices, 
bibliography. $4.95). Dr. Vogt is associate professor of 
anthropology at Harvard University, and Dr. Hyman, a 
psychologist, is research consultant in behavioral studies, 
General Electric Company, New York. The authors do not 
tell us how they first acquired their interest in water witching, 
or  whether they are “witches,” but one concludes from inter- 
nal evidence that they are not. At any rate, they have pro- 
duced an interesting and worth-while book which contains 
almost all-but not quite-that any mentally astute, socially 
aware, and self-respecting citizen need know about the subject. 

Water witching, like the question of the proper way to 
make a mint julep (or a martini), or whether it is possible 
to make ice in the summertime-which almost started a feud 
in Kentucky-is a controversial one. As the authors of Water 
Witching U.S.A. comment, “Few subjects arouse such vigorous 
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and emotional debate as the question of the validity of water 
witching. . .” (p. 5). Though “geologists, water engineers, 
government officials, and other scientists have opposed this 
unorthodoxy ever since i t  became popular some four hundred 
years ago” (p. 3 ) ,  it  is only necessary to read extracts 
from the newspapers of our day (several are cited in Chapter 
I )  to realize that there are those equally educated, who hold 
that these “geological eggheads” and other “ignorami” should 
have some sense hammered into their heads. Most persons 
feel that they have to be either f o r  water witching or against 
i t ;  there seem to be few neutrals. 

The book is organized around six questions as follows: 
(1) “What is water witching?”; (2) “Does it work?”; (3) 
“What makes the rod move?”; (4) “Who is the witch?”; 
(5) “Under what conditions is water witching practiced in 
the United States?”; and (6) “Why does water witching 
continue to be practiced in the United States?” After study 
of the literature on the subject, the authors devised a question- 
naire (reproduced in the appendix) which was sent to five 
hundred county agricultural agents ; they observed and inter- 
viewed diviners in different states and corresponded with 
diviners in various countries. The basic data were sifted by 
TBM machines which tabulated the extent of water witching 
and the conditions under which i t  is practiced. 

In Chapter 11, “The Family Tree,” the history of water 
witching is traced and the techniques explained. Though 
some writers find evidence of the practice among ancient 
peoples, no positive evidence of water witching occurs until 
the fifteenth century. Witching apparently originated in the 
mining districts of what is now Germany (Luther issued a 
proclamation against the rod in 1518), then spread through- 
out Europe, to Africa, and parts of Asia, the Americas, 
Australia, and New Zealand. The technique has not changed 
since Agricola’s day. The practitioner takes a forked branch 
of live wood (almost any kind) with a butt end; he grasps 
the ends of the branches with his palms up, points the butt 
end up, springs (bends) the branches apart somewhat, and 
walks to and fro to find the spot at which the butt end will 
describe an arc of 180 degrees and point at the earth. A 
series of photo diagrams illustrates the technique. In Chapter 
I1 we are also introduced to Kenneth Roberts and his high- 
powered diviner, Henry Gross, who was reputed by his 
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discoverer to be able to locate water, estimate its depth, etc., 
even from a map. 

Chapters I11 and IV deal with “Does it work?”; that is, 
does the rod indicate water. Case histories are recorded, 
controlled experiments described, and the data interpreted. 
Result: case not proved. In one recorded experiment with 
seventy-five dowsers, not one did better than chance in return- 
ing to an “underground stream” with his eyes closed or in 
locating the same “underground water” that others had 
located. Here our argument begins. 

Before proceeding further, let us make two things abso- 
lutely clear. (After all, the reviewer thinks of himself as a 
more or less sane and law-abiding citizen and does not want 
to go too fa r  out on a l imb-o r  even a switch!) First, though 
he has had some twenty-five years experience with “witching” 
and has “discovered” some scores of “witches,” he has con- 
ducted no scientific experiments, recorded no mass data. 
He has not “witched” the Sahara Desert, the Empire State 
Building, or Wall Street. (That might be an idea!) He knows 
nothing about metal gadgets, mechanical divining rods, and 
perpetual motion machines. Second, though he admits to 
being a “witch” (“warlock” or “wizard” somehow do not 
seem to fi t) ,  he means merely that he is one in whose hands 
the rod twists; twists with a measurable physical force, a 
force strong enough not only to peel the bark off the rod 
and the skin off his hands, but, after a certain number of 
passes, to twist the rod in two above the hands. This force 
can be measured by holding a small spring scale in one’s 
mouth and attaching a string to it and to the butt of the rod; 
the force varies, of course, with the size of the rod and the 
“hotness” of the spot which affects the rod. The reviewer 
does not have the slightest notion what the movement of the 
rod indicates. I t  might indicate bubbles in the earth, extinct 
volcanoes, moles, or the meanderings of the devil. But it sure 
does indicate! 

What is the feeling like? Imagine, those of you who are 
not endowed with the power, you “non-witches,” that you are 
carrying a flexible cane fishing pole across a given area of 
land, holding i t  at an angle of 45 to 90 degrees. Suddenly the 
pole begins to bend and point towards the earth-about like 
the pull of a half-pound sunfish or bluegill, but more steady. 
Pass the spot and the rod straightens up again. That is the 
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feeling. The first time it happens i t  makes one feel foolish, 
silly, spooky, but in time one learns to live with “the power” 
and to accept it as a special talent which distinguishes him 
from the ordinary run of citizens-like being able to whistle 
two tunes at once or always to find a parking place. 

Perhaps the reviewer’s case may be of interest to other 
“witches,” active o r  potential-and the world is full of them! 
Though he grew up with a heritage of mid-western pioneer 
folklore-and loved i t - o n e  thing he could not swallow was 
“water witching.” For forty years he laughed and scoffed 
at the idea, not only of the rod locating water, but that i t  
moved from any other motivation than that given i t  by the 
person who held it. He even regarded persons who thought 
the rod might move because of reasons unknown as being 
slightly “tetched” or “hypoed”-and not entirely to be trusted 
either indoors or out in the rain. Then in 1937 he started 
to build a house in the country. Foundation stakes were 
driven and a stake set just off one corner to indicate the 
well site. 

When the well driller looked over the situation he asked 
whether it would not be a good idea to have the well location 
“witched.” The reviewer started to laugh, then suddenly 
realized that this was an opportunity to see, firsthand, some- 
thing which he knew would be a joke and a fraud, but, since 
the fee was to be only $2.00, fairly cheap amusement even at 
depression prices. The WPA worker selected to do the job 
did not keep his appointment, but the well driller said that 
sometimes the rod worked in his hands. So the skeptical house 
builder sat down on a stump, filled his pipe, and prepared to 
be amused. Within a minute, however, his eyes were popping. 
It was obvious that those gnarled hands gripping the ends 
of the rod until the knuckles were white were not making 
that rod dip. 

“Here, let me have that thing!” Back and forth over the 
same spots went the skeptic. There was no more result than 
if he had been carrying a WPA shovel. (WPA shovels were 
practically immovable objects.) Then the well driller said, 
“Sometimes i t  works if we join hands.” He was right. As 
long as inside hands were joined and each person held one 
branch of the rod with his outside hand, the “non-witch” 
was a “witch” and got the full feel of the power. Had there 
been any lingering doubt it was dispelled. But, if contact 



Water (P) Witching Can Be Fun 69 

were broken, even by a quarter of an inch, the “non-witch” 
was just an object, foolishly marching back and forth with 
a V-shaped switch in his hand. For two hours the performance 
went on. Fortunately the house site was about two hundred 
yards from the highway, otherwise passing acquaintances 
would probably have reported strange goings on in Richland 
Township by that college professor feller. Surely the well 
driller must have added several feet to the cost of the well 
for services rendered beyond the call of duty. Coincidentally, 
the spot where the well stake was driven proved to be the 
strongest pulling spot within a half-acre-it still is-and a 
five thousand-gallon-per-day well was brought in, but the 
well would have been drilled at that spot regardless, and 
there is no doubt that the amount of water would have been 
the same, “witch” confirmation or no. 

A few days later the mistress of the new home-to-be, 
though somewhat bored with a description of the foregoing 
events, was persuaded to try her success with the rod-the 
same one used by the well driller. No sooner had she tried 
to set it  in position than the butt end flew back and hit her 
in the face. The rod was simply uncontrollable. She was 
standing too close to the “hot spot.” So, with a “witch” in 
the family, a demonstrator was usually at hand for picnics 
and other social events, and the “non-witch” could always 
get a vicarious thrill by holding hands with the “witch.” 
Then one day about two years later when the reviewer picked 
up a switch and was wandering aimlessly about, there i t  
was. “The power” had suddenly descended upon him and he 
has been a “witch” ever since. 

But back to our book and the report of an experiment 
(p. 73) which showed failure of the diviners to “locate an 
underground stream” and return to it blindfolded, and failure 
of different diviners to agree on the “location of underground 
water.” Since we do not know what the rod indicates, let us 
take out the “underground water” (which generally is not 
in “streams” anyway) and substitute “spot which affects 
the rod”-hereafter called the “hot spot.” The reviewer will 
offer very fair odds in depreciated promises to pay-com- 
monly called dollars-that the rod in his hands will dip at 
the same spots in fair weather or foul, in broad daylight or 
darkest night, whether he is dressed in swimming trunks or 
formal clothes, blindfolded or both eyes wide open. Further, 
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he will offer even odds that the rod in the hands of any given 
number of “witches”- whether card carrying members of 
the union or mere neophytes-will indicate, pull, bend down, 
or flop at the same spots. He will map those spots in advance. 
(Given enough takers he feels confident that he can retire 
from his onerous duties as a teacher and devote his time to  
writing scholarly and non-remunerative articles such as this. 
He might even endow a home for retired “witches.”) 

Then comes this choice bit (p. 33) : “Another part of the 
folklore that crops up now and then in our American sample 
is the idea that a person who is not gifted as a diviner can 
temporarily gain the ‘power’ if he is in physical contact with 
a gifted person.” If by “folklore” is meant myth, something 
said or  believed which isn’t true, this statement itself is 
certainly “folklore.” Physical contact always works, or  at 
least it  has never failed in several hundred trials. Perhaps 
the ten-thousandth case might prove to be a blooper, who 
knows. At any rate we offer odds of ten to one on this one 
and should come out better off than the “house” or the 
government on the pari-mutuels o r  the “one-armed bandits.” 
Contact even “works” through a circle of persons. With 
one or  more “witches” inside the circle and end men who 
are “non-witches” grasping the ends of the rod, i t  some- 
times appears that the effect is more potent than in the hands 
of the “witches” singly. Surely the authors, who have delved 
into this subject so deeply, have not denied themselves this 
intriguing and confusing experience. 

Now for the most interesting-and controversial-part 
of the book. Chapter VI, “Why Does the Rod Move?,” presents 
two general theories : (1) that it  moves from physical causes, 
and (2) that the cause is psychological. 

Chief among the physical causes is supposed to be the 
internal stress or tension which the V-shaped rod suffers 
when the diviner “pushes the two forks toward one another 
to create the tautness in the rod,” ( i t  works better when they 
are pulled apart), and hence slight rotation of the wrists 
will cause the rod to move. Sounds good, BUT: Since the 
tension is present in anyone’s hands, why doesn’t the rod 
work for anyone? And why, in the hands of the “witch” does 
i t  work only at certain places? And why will the rod always 
go forward if the “hot spot” is in front of the rod holder 
and always go backward if it is behind him? Unless someone 
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can answer these questions by way of the laws of mechanics, 
we can drop the internal tension theory. 

Still more difficult to accept is the second theory that the 
rod moves because of unconscious “muscular activity” (“motor 
automatism,” “ideomotor action,” “cryptesthesia” or whatc 
not). 

According to this explanation, “the dowser. . . . is a person 
endowed with a supernormal cognitive faculty, which, its nature 
being unknown we call, after Professor Richet, cryptesthesia 
By means of this cryptesthesia, knowledge of whatever object 
is searched for enters the dowser’s subconcious and is revealed 
by means of an unconscious muscular reaction.”* 

Freely translated into English this statement would appear 
to mean that the “witch” has an idea in his head which some- 
way or other comes out through his muscles and effects the 
rod. This theory the authors agree with “in part.” 

So-they wind up with a chapter (V) on “From Talking 
Horses to Talking Twigs,” which in between these two topics 
covers revolving tables (from the laying on of hands), Ouija 
boards, and “mind reading” feats. This is an interesting 
chapter but in the reviewer’s humble ( ?) judgment has about 
as much to do with what makes the rod move as it would 
with planting potatoes or running a bulldozer. What if the 
counting horse’s trainer did reveal the time to stop pawing 
by some slight facial or muscular movement? (Talking horses 
are fairly common, but can one always believe what they say? 
Talking tables are scarcer but more easily housed, and i t  costs 
less to feed them.) And what would be the relation between 
the fact that some persons can make an Ouija board talk and 
the fact that a magnet will make a piece of iron jump through 
the air-but not a piece of copper. The authors admit (p. 120) 
that some persons might question whether these subjects 
have a common denominator with witching, hence they decide 
‘‘to look more closely at the behavior of the rod and also bring 
to  our aid laboratory experiments on suggestibility and hyp- 
nosis.” 

Even more questionable is the chapter which follows. 
In a section titled “The Psychophysics of the Divining Rod” 

8 Vogt and Hyman, Water Witching U.S.A., 127, quoting Sir William 
Barrett and Theodore Besterman, The Dzvintng Rod (London, 1926). 
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(pp. 130-131), we are told that we “should keep these aspects 
of the divining situation in mind” : 

(1) “The diviner learns his trade through diffusion or  
imitation.” 

This is about as true as the statement that the kitten 
learns to catch the mouse or  use the sandbox by watching the 
mother (or some other) cat, which any aelurophile knows 
is not true at all. 

(2) “The witching process involves intense concentra- 
tion and the focusing of attention upon the taak at hand. The 
eyes are typically rivited upon the point of the rod.” 

(3) “During this process the diviner is usually described 
as being in a trancelike state and oblivious of all distracting 
stimuli. Often the witching of the well is accompanied by 
physical exhaustion.” 

(4) “The muscles and the body of the diviner are under 
considerable tension. The rod is compressed with great force 
and this compression is maintained over a considerable period 
of time.” 

( 5 )  “Not only is the witching activity physically exhaust- 
ing, but it is frequently described in terms of an intense 
emotional experience.” 

( 6 )  “In this state the diviner is receptive to cues o f  which 
he is not consciously aware.’’ 

Let us tackle points two through six en masse and all at 
once. One is tempted to reply in the parlance of the realm 
used by General McAuliffe when he communicated with the 
Germans. Let us say rather that it would appear that some- 
one has been pulling someone’s leg. Perhaps there has also 
been some occupational build-up and showing off on the part 
of operating witches to make their labor appear more dif- 
ficult and important, like the smoke screen of meaningless 
jargon laid down by bureaucrats. (Really, there is nothing 
like it.) Slipping a slider low over the N.E. corner of the 
home plate, driving a golf ball, or  dodging drivers in traffic 
requires some concentration, some coordination between mind 
and muscle, but “witching,” that is holding the rod while i t  
does its stuff, requires no more concentration than turning 
a door knob, stubbing one’s toe, or falling down stairs. One 
can do it while dancing a jig, reading a newspaper aloud or- 
if someone would hold it-tooting a tuba horn. As for that 
“intense emotional experience,” it  is about the same as sneez- 
ing or tying a shoelace, and as for “physical exhaustion,’’ 
about the same as lighting a c i g a r e t h w i t h  a match, not a 
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lighter. So, not being in this complex state, how can the 
diviner be “receptive t o  cues of which he is not consciously 
aware” ? 

Point No. 7 states that  the “divining ability improves 
with practice.” The reviewer knows of no evidence to support 
such a statement. 

Point No. 8 is as follows: “The diviner has no feedback 
from his arms to tell him that his muscles are initiating the 
action; he is unaware of any involvement on the part  of his 
muscles until after the rod has begun its move, and he feels 
that his hands are trying to prevent the action.” 

This is revealing. Not only is there no “feedback,” but 
the diviner is unaware of any involvement of his muscles (that 
is, in making the rod move) because there isn’t any. And he 
feels that  “his hands are trying to prevent the action” because 
they are. What is the natural muscular response when some- 
one suddenly trys to snatch something out  of one’s hands? 
Is it to relax the hands or to hold on tighter? 

Point No. 9:  “Not only is the diviner unaware of any 
muscular involvement on his part  but he seems to have a 
defensive need to assert (even when no one questions him) 
his innocence in regard to the rod’s behavior.” 

Is it the “witch” who protests his innocence first or is i t  
the skeptic who accuses him of manipulating the rod who 
usually takes the offensive? And if one is accused of a heinous 
crime, isn’t it natural for  him “to assert his innocence”? Or  
even if he is accused of merely being a faker? 

Next the psychologists are brought forth, William James 
among others, with their explanations of “ideomotor action,” 
that is, the theory that “ideas may become the sources of 
muscular movement, independently either of volitions or  of 
emotions.” 

Could be, in many things, but not in handling the rod. 
If so, how come the “witch” can consciously, and with all 
the strength of his grip (and to get a better grip, leave 
several stubs of smaller branches near the ends of the rod 
to f i t  between the crotches of the fingers), t ry  to turn the 
rod the opposite way to that which it wants to go without 
success. Remember, if the  witch‘s grip i s  strong enough, t h e  
rod will eventually twist i tsel f  in t w o  a s  a result  of t h e  op- 
posing forces.  AND HOW DOES ONE ACCOUNT FOR THE 
FACT THAT THE ROD WILL ACT JUST THE SAME IF 
HELD IN THE JAWS O F  TWO PAIRS OF PLIERS? Do 
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their “implicit muscular responses accompany thinking” (p. 
137) ? What muscular responses ? Whose thinking? The 
reviewer will believe this when he sees a pair of pliers on a 
table begin to snap and rotate its jaws because someone had 
an idea i t  ought to. 

Other sections of this chapter deal with “Ideomotor Action 
and Suggestibility,” and hypnotic susceptibility and posthyp- 
notic suggestibility tests. There is no doubt that these tests 
are valid in many instances, but do they apply to the subject 
in hand? The reviewer does not believe that they do. He has 
yet to learn of an eight-foot high jump o r  a 350-yard golf 
drive brought off as a result of suggestion, either before, 
during, or after hypnosis or  otherwise. He imagines there 
would be a fairly good cash reward for any psychologist or 
hypnotist who can produce such results. 

For persistent doubters of the rod’s pull, or better still 
for those hard-boiled cynics who accuse the “witch” of ma- 
nipulating it, the following stunt works often enough to be 
worth trying: Cut a heavy rod with a butt about the diameter 
of a healthy broom handle. (If you are real mean and vindic- 
tive, you may load the butt with nails or lead.) Try out the 
doubting Thomas in an area where the attraction is weak- 
just strong enough to determine whether or  not he is a 
“witch.” If he is-and the chances are perhaps one to five 
or six that he is-then lead him in front of a “hot spot,” o r  
back him into it. The first time the butt of the rod smacks 
him between the eyes he will probably whirl around to see 
who did it. Reactions to successive blows are likely to be 
varied. If the subject of this experiment should be a psycholo- 
gist, ask him whether the bump on his forehead resulted 
from his own idea that he should whack himself on the head 
or  whether it was suggested to him by someone. 

Some years ago the reviewing “witch” was tormented 
by two scientists until he finally persuaded them either to 
“put up or shut up.” As he had hoped, one of them-the most 
sat i r ical turned out to be a “witch.” For several hours- 
until darkness intervened-said scientist paraded back and 
forth trying to stop the rod from turning. Finally, thinking 
he was out of hearing distance, he threw down the rod and 
said: “Damn it, there isn’t any such thing.-But there is!” 
From that day until he left for other parts, he would never 
discuss “witching.” 
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The authors conclude Chapter VI with a statement of 
their belief that “the rod’s behavior is a problem for psychol- 
ogy and physiology.” Yet on the last page (152) they seem 
to admit that the cause of the rod’s action is not known: 

This is not to say that there are no unknowns in the story 
of the rod’s behavior. There are sufficient unsolved problems 
to challenge the physiologist and psychologist for many dec- 
ades to come. But these problems are not peculiar to water 
witching. They are problems involving the more general 
questions of human behavior-problems such as how stimuli 
initiate sensory and motor behavior, the complicated and elusive 
problem of consciousness and awareness, and the dramatic 
manifestations that occur in abnormal and emotional behavior. 

The remainder of the book is, to the reviewer, a sort of 
anticlimax. Chapter VII, “Who’s Who in Witching,” indicates 
there are relatively few young “witches” or female “witches.” 
The reviewer would guess that there are as many or more 
female “witches” than male. After all, are not women filled 
with more mysterious powers than men? Intuition for in- 
stance. Also, data collected by the authors seem to justify 
the belief that “water witching is something that thrives 
only among the uneducated” (p. 161). Eliminating the word 
“water” and assuming that college students, college graduates, 
and college professors are “educated,” then the percentage of 
“witches” among the uneducated must be quite large. 

Statistics in Chapter VIII, “For Whom the Witch Tells,” 
show that the number of “water diviners” in the 358 counties 
sampled varies from zero to  343 per 100,000 population; the 
average is 18 per 100,000. Certainly this low figure has little 
or  no “correlation coefficient” to the number of “witches.” 
Almost any county probably. has several hundred “witches.” 
The only thing is they don’t know that they are “witches” or, 
if they do, do not go around trying to locate wells. Other 
data show that the practice of witching for water is more 
common in rural than in urban regions, and in locations 
which have water problems than in those which do not. This, 
of course, is to be expected. 

The last chapter, “Water Witching as Magical Divina- 
tion” tries to provide “a psychological rationale for water 
witching,” that is, an expianation of the practice of trying 
to locate water with the rod, which, “from the scientist‘s view- 
point, is ‘irrational’ divination,” divination being the “ ‘art 
or practice of foreseeing o r  foretelling future events or  dis- 
covering hidden knowledge’ ” (p. 192). The conclusion for 
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the book is expressed in the first sentence of this chapter: 
“We have reached the conclusion that water witching does not 
work as a reliable empirical technique to locate underground 
water.” The reviewer agrees. But what makes the rod move 
and why does it not move for everyone? This question has 
not been settled. 

Obviously there is need for further investigation and 
more exact data on a number of points. Why not test ten 
thousand people for witching propensities and determine per- 
centages by age, sex, and education? The reviewer hazards 
a guess that perhaps a thousand of them would prove to have 
“the power.” At any rate the number would be surprising. 
(What we need is not fewer witch hunts but bigger and better 
organized ones. Some foundation, attention !) Can a “non- 
witch” become a “witch”? See above, pp. 68-69. Can a “witch” 
lose the power? No data exist on this a t  all. Someone should 
gather some. Will the rod work when the “witch” is not in 
direct contact with the ground-on stilts, roller skates, or in 
a wheel chair? (The reviewer is afraid to t ry  stilts or skates 
and is superstitious about the wheel chair. The rod does not  
work for him in his car). And will it  work several stories 
off the ground? (A  fellow “witch” got some strange results 
in a fourth-story apartment. In some rooms the switch dipped 
at certain corners or tried to point out particular windows. 
In one room it sought to elongate itself upward) .  And will it  
work in an airplane? The reviewer has made no “researches” 
along this line ; he believes that there is a limit as to how far  
one can go in calling attention to his peculiarities in public 
places. But someone should try it. 

Just one more thing-the subject of map dowsing a la 
Kenneth Roberts and his dowser Henry Gross: How big a 
map-what scale-for a West Indies island or a farm in 
Kansas? In either instance the “hotspot”-which usually 
covers a few square yards-would be a mere pinpoint in size. 
How witch this? And suppose a map of an area devoid of 
“hotspots” were held over a “hotspot” on the ground. Which 
would the rod indicate, the map or the ground? On this 
subject the reviewer agrees with the diviner quoted on page 
154 of the book: “I don’t believe in it. I think it’s baloney.” 

What are the reviewer’s conclusions about what makes 
the rod work? None. What makes the bit of iron jump 
through the air to the magnet or  one mass attract another 
mass? Yes-lines of force, but what is in those lines and 
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what do they take hold of? What enables the homing pigeon 
to  find its home? What makes the water fowl (or other bird) 
which has never been with the flock take off at a certain time 
and find its way to the wintering or breeding grounds? What 
makes lemmings go to sea periodically and commit mass 
suicide? What makes the seedling vine grow toward the 
nearest support? What makes people want to go to the moon? 

Who knows? Perhaps, the explanation offered by Henry 
Mager (Water Diviners and Their Methods [London, 19311) 
makes the most sense; he thinks there may be evidence that 
the rod’s actions are governed by the laws of electrodynamics 
rather than unconscious muscular action. Possibly so. 

A generation ago Clarence W. Alvord, one of the better 
American historians of his day, wrote an amusing and confus- 
ing article entitled “Musings of an Inebriated Hi~tor ian.”~ 
In it Alvord got into an argument with the ghost of Henry 
Adams, but the “inebriated” historian was no match for 
Adams’ ghost, stone sober. So i t  is with this article on “witch- 
ing,” which might be retitled “The Bedizened Bemusings of a 
Bewitched Historian.” The historian hasn’t much of a chance 
against the scientists, but he is sure that he has the “witches” 
on his side. Perhaps the “pro witch” view as expressed by a 
disciple of Bleton almost a century and a half ago may eventu- 
ally prevail : 

The learned world has been always governed more by 
imagination and fashion than by judgment. And we have seen 
the most splendid theories, the united effort of the talent of 
ages moulder into their original nothingness, before the de- 
composing quality of a few simple facts. 

Shall I then shrink from a public avowal of a peculiar 
property, merely because i t  may be doubted by the wise and 
ridiculed by the ignorant? Or, rather, should not this stimulate 
me to attempt to establish its existence? I know that I possess 
the property. And every trial hitherto made has proved that 
in me it does exist.5 

At any rate, dear reader, don’t let the scientific “egg- 
heads” and other “ignorami” scare you out. You can have 
lots of fun, and to date (March, 1960) there is no amusement 
tax on it. Cut your own switch, be your own witch, and at 
the end of a lifetime you will probably know no more about 
what makes the rod move (or what it indicates) than at the 
beginning. But as Galileo said, “And yet it does move!” 

4 See The American M e r a w ,  V (August, 1925), 434-441. 
6 The New Y w k  Statesman, June 19, 1822, quoted in The Kentucky 

Gazette (Lexington), August 15, 1822. 




