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Introduction


A bit of background


A book on dowsing, yes; but why the disciplines of dowsing? What’s the difference? What’s this all about?


Two reasons, really.. The first is that whilst there are plenty of good beginner-level books on dowsing, there are very few that go beyond that beginner stage. And almost all of those are on the general lines of “I did it my way” – which is interesting, of course, but not much help for identifying general principles from which we can improve the quality of dowsing work. This book aims to fill that gap.


In case you don’t know dowsing at all, we’ve included a brief introduction here – see the Dowsing in ten minutes chapter. But after that we’ll go straight into principles – the four core disciplines of dowsing, and the bridges between them – and show you how to adapt them in your own working practice.


The second reason for this book is around the need for quality in dowsing. Between us we’ve been involved in various aspects of the field for a fair few decades now: and it’s painfully clear that far too much of the dowsing work being done at present – especially in the study of earth-energies and the ‘earth-mysteries’ field in general – is of dubious quality at best. To be rather less polite about it, much of it is meaningless junk. Kind of pointless, really…


No matter how good the showmanship may be, we cannot escape the fact that quality depends on adherence to some basic rules and guidelines: and if the guidelines are ignored, the results cannot be anything other than rubbish. Which is a problem: a big problem. So here we’ll not only describe the guidelines – those Four Disciplines of Dowsing, and the links between them – but show you how to verify the quality of your work, and avoid the Seven Sins of Dubious Discipline. It’s only then that dowsing becomes useful.


In a sense, though, none of this is specific to dowsing. These concerns about principles, adaptation and quality are generic to all skills – especially those with a large subjective component. As one frustrated friend put it the other day, “I’ve had all these experiences and done all these trainings – shamanic journeys, earth magic, healing groups, meditation, ritual, spirit guides, animal energies, all that stuff – but what do I do with it? What’s the use?” One answer is just to celebrate it – enjoy it, accept it for what it is, and leave it at that. In other words, leave it in what we describe later as the modes of ‘artist’ or ‘mystic’. But to use it, to do something with it, in what we’d call the ‘magician’ mode, requires a purpose, a direction, a reason – and better quality.


In essence, if we’re going to get anywhere useful, we need to get beyond the dilettante ‘taster’, and commit to the skill. As we’ll see shortly, we also need to accept that we’re going to have to go round the bend a bit in order to go deeper, which in places is not comfortable at all. But that’s the only way we’re going to lift the quality of the work – and whatever we do, and however we do it, quality really does matter.


An emphasis on quality


Quality sounds serious. Don’t worry, this isn’t that kind of book – it’s perfectly okay to have fun and play around! In fact it’s not only a good idea, but really important to do so, for a lot of reasons – not least because it’s one of the few ways we can get round the fear of failure that would otherwise cripple all of our work. But – and it’s a big ‘but’ – what we find there in play is ideas, not facts. We need to choose that mode, deliberately, consciously, and know that we’re in that mode: but don’t treat the results of that ‘playtime’ as anything other than the output of the artistic idea-creating space.


There’s a place for seriousness, and a place for play. But we need to be very clear as to which is which. If not we’ll find ourselves on the dreaded New Age ‘pub-crawl’, full of glamour and grandiosity, full of excitement and exuberance, but somehow never quite managing to reach a useful outcome – “an empty thunder, signifying nothing”.


Where there’s reasonable quality, the work has a lot more meaning, and it’s a lot more fun, too. It’s not that hard to create quality, either: much of it comes down to a simple acronym, LEARN – eLegant, Efficient, Appropriate, Reliable, iNtegrated. There are some useful tips and tricks, too, that we can draw from the quality-standards used in business: they’re from a different context, of course, but as we’ll see later, the exact same principles would apply in dowsing and much else besides – and it doesn’t take much to adapt them to our purpose here. More on that in the chapter on quality – see A question of quality.


Dowsing and beyond


So what is “our purpose here”? These quality-concerns are not just about dowsing: they apply to any kind of subjective exploration. Yet we’ll keep the focus here on dowsing and the ‘earth mysteries’ field, to give us something specific to work with yet not drown in too many examples or side-excursions. Even if your core interest, though, is in a somewhat different field – healing, perhaps, or the so-called ‘psychic’ skills – you should still find plenty here that’ll be relevant to you, and we’ll trust that you’ll be able to adapt it to your work as you need.


Let’s play with an example here. When we put earth-mysteries studies to practical use, it’s called geomancy: feng-shui is perhaps the best-known form of this, though there are many others. It’s a broad field, with a very broad scope, but we could summarise how quality impacts on geomancy in generic form as follows:


Quality is a matter of skill. It requires experience – which we don’t get just from sitting in an armchair. It requires judgement, awareness, dexterity, discernment, even that rarity called ‘common sense’. It calls for a good understanding of the mechanics of the problem at hand, the choice of approaches to that problem, and the trade-offs that lead to appropriate methods in any given context. It requires an ability to balance between the content and the context of the problem. And yes, it kind of demands that we go round the bend a bit, in the labyrinthine process of learning each new skill…


Quality is a matter of luck. In feng-shui, for example, they talk about three kinds of luck:


	heaven-luck – what happens as a result of our nature, of who we are, the milieu in which we live, and so on

  	earth-luck – what happens because of where we are, our surroundings and the like

  	man-luck – about our choices in finding a balance between heaven-luck and earth-luck, and how we use those choices.


So whilst we never have control, we always have choice – though there’s always a weird twist somewhere in those choices! Murphy’s Law is the only real law that there is, but it’s so much of a law that it has to apply to itself too – which is where ‘man-luck’ comes to play. Hence what we might call ‘inverse-Murphy’: things can go right if we let them – but if we only let them go right in expected ways, we’re limiting our chances! Hence too much of geomancy is not only the art of being at the right place at the right time, but not being in the wrong place at the wrong time…


Quality is a matter of belief. Let’s face it, much of what we do in dowsing, geomancy and the like is pretty crazy, by any ordinary standards. Yet as scientist Stan Gooch put it, there’s an important paradox at play here: things not only have to be seen to be believed, but also have to be believed to be seen. In subjective skills, beliefs are tools: they play a key role in how well we’ll be able to achieve the intended result. But there’s a catch, of course. Sometimes things can work – for a while, anyway – because we want them to, or because we’ve paid the issue some attention: yet if we’re not careful about it, when the belief fades, so do the results. And we also need to be very careful to learn the boundaries between reality and wishful thinking…


Quality is a matter of context. Rules and guidelines are useful, but only useful: we forget that fact at our peril.. Every theory or model expects ‘sameness’, or at least close similarity; yet every place, everything we deal with, is itself, different and distinct. So a key part of geomancy, and the practice of dowsing and similar skills, is about knowing to stick to the rule-book, and when to try something else. The rule-books define the likely content; yet in practice it’s context that determines what will work, and what won’t…


Dowsing is a really good test-case for all of this, because there’s almost nothing to it other than those subjective skills. (As we’ll see in the next chapter, the physical skills we need for dowsing are trivial: you can pick the basics up in a couple of minutes. It’s the rest of the skill that’s not so trivial…) So even if dowsing isn’t your usual forte, do have a play with it here: there’s much you’ll learn that you can apply to every skill or discipline.


Which brings us back to this matter of discipline: what’s all that about, you might ask?


A question of discipline


A slight risk of confusion here, perhaps, because we’re dealing with two meanings of ‘discipline’ here – and both of them are valid.


One is the fact of discipline itself, doing things consistently – resolving the mechanics and approaches to that skill, in a manner that’s elegant, efficient, appropriate, reliable, integrated. That’s the only way we can achieve and maintain quality in our work. More to the point, if we don’t do that, what we get is rubbish – even if at times we can perhaps try to pretend otherwise… If we want our work to mean something, there’s no way to get round this: discipline matters.


The catch is that subjective skills such as dowsing depend on a personal balance between the mechanics and approaches: there’s no predefined “the right way to do it” that works for everyone, and certainly no fixed method that covers everything. There are some generic principles that work well – see A question of quality – but otherwise that’s about as close as we get to “the method”. Beyond that, we need to move up one step to a kind of meta-level, to get to what we might call ‘the methods to derive methods’.


This is the other meaning of ‘discipline’: disciplines – the plural – are what we use to guide the discipline of our work. At the practical level, each kind of work has its own disciplines – the disciplines of water-divining, healing, archaeological survey, earth-energies and so on. What we’re interested in here are the disciplines at the next level up, that guide quality and choices within each of the practical disciplines. We could describe the different modes of these ‘meta-disciplines’ – see the chapter The disciplined dowser – as the Four Disciplines of Dowsing:


	a discipline of sensing – see The dowser as artist 

  	a discipline of belief – see The dowser as mystic

  	a discipline of fact – see The dowser as scientist

  	a discipline of action – see The dowser as magician


The ‘artist’ mode is about ideas, experiences, whilst the ‘mystic’ mode is more about meaning, belonging, deep belief and so on. We also need to link all these different modes together into a unified whole, such that each mode consistently supports the next – see The integrated dowser. We’ll show later how all of this comes together, with some detailed worked examples in dowsing and archaeography – see the ‘practice’ sections, starting at Practice – enhancing the senses.


But if we don’t do this in a disciplined way – for example, if we play a random New-Age mix-and-match between the modes – we won’t get useful knowledge, we’ll get a useless mess. In short, we need to be clear which mode we’re in at every moment, and act accordingly – don’t mix ‘em up!


Killing quality


Mixing the modes is just one of many ways to kill the quality in our work. Some of the (many) others include:


	getting caught up in the hubris and hysteria of hype

  	losing sense in the quest for some imagined ‘Golden Age’

  	indulging in the casual New Age carelessness that we could unkindly call ‘newage’

  	making mistakes about the meaning of meaning

  	trying to cling to certainty and ‘truth’ by possession

  	failing to allow for the risks of a reality in which ‘real’ and ‘imaginary’ can collide in unexpected ways

  	skipping over skills-development steps in the labyrinthine process of learning


More on all of those later – see Seven sins of dubious discipline. But again, this isn’t just about dowsing – it applies in general to anywhere that involves any kind of subjective exploration. For instance, at times we’ve seen archaeologists come up with some absolute howlers, in terms of ill-thought-through explanations of ancient sites; and most of the attempts by self-styled ‘skeptics’ to explain dowsing – or, more often, to dismiss it – have been almost text-book examples on how not to do science. Discipline matters in every discipline.


In our ‘practice’ sections’ starting at Practice – enhancing the senses, we’ll cover a broad range of areas, showing how to identify and avoid those mistakes, and maintain discipline whilst moving between the modes. As we’ll see, there are a fair few challenges there, and sustaining that discipline does take practice.


But then so does dowsing itself: and in case you’re not familiar with that as yet, that’s what we need to turn to next.





Dowsing in ten minutes


Okay, we’ll admit it, this might take a bit more than ten minutes – but it’ll be quick and easy, anyway.



  And here we’ll also put in a shameless plug for some of Tom’s other books on dowsing,, such as The Dowser’s Workbook, Elements of Pendulum Dowsing and The Diviner’s Handbook. The latter has now been in print without a break for more than thirty years, and is still frequently described by others as the introduction for beginner-dowsers – try it for yourself, and see!


  You’ll find publisher-details for these, and for other books we mention, in the ‘Resources’ appendix.





What is dowsing?


Dowsing can be found in such a wide variety of forms and with so many different uses – from water-divining to healing, from geomancy to radiesthesia, and a swathe of subtler variants such as ‘deviceless dowsing’ – that if we look only at the surface appearances it can seem a little difficult to say exactly what it is. But if we jump upward a step or two, what they all have in common is this:


	we’re sensing something (though at the moment don’t worry too much about just how or what we’re sensing…);

  	we have some means to identify the location of that sensing (though ‘location’ can be a pretty broad term here…);

  	we have some way – some question in mind – to derive meaning from that coincidence (‘coincide-ence’) of sensing and location;

  	the whole point of all this is to put it to some use.


Take the example of the stereotype water-diviner – a gnarled old man with a gnarled old stick. The bent twig seems to be part of the process, but its real role is to make it easier both to sense the water below, and to know when he’s sensed it. When the rod goes up or down or whatever, that’s the right location. X marks the spot. it means there’s water there, he says. Which, if you dig down to the right depth, will lead you to water you can use. This isn’t a game he’s playing: there may well be livelihoods at stake, or lives, even. And if he’s running a full-scale drilling-rig on ‘no water, no pay’ – as many of the professional water-diviners do – he has another darn good reason to make sure his dowsing is good, too. Quality matters.


And let’s take another stereotyped example, the distant-healer at her desk, holding a lock of her client’s hair in one hand and waggling a pendulum with the other hand over a list of ailments and cures. A twirl of the pendulum one way means ‘Yes’, she says; the other means ‘No’; all the sensing is simplified down to just those two choices. The location here is virtual, or metaphoric: is there a match to this place in the body, this item on the list? The lock of hair helps her to maintain her focus on this specific client – the person to whom this dowsing would be of use – which is also, in its way, a kind of location in social space. Put this all together, to derive meaningful coincidence – in this case identifying the needs and concerns of the client. Or should be, anyway: the results would be meaningless, even downright dangerous, if the quality of dowsing is poor. Once again, quality matters.


Let’s jump sideways even further, to an example that at first you might not think of as dowsing: a massage therapist, pressing fingers gently but firmly along the client’s arm. The fingers themselves are the ‘dowsing instrument’ here, deriving different feelings or sensing at specific locations on the arm, or elsewhere in the client’s body. What those sensings mean to the therapist depends on the conceptual frame in use: it may be physical anatomy, acupressure points, auras, whatever – at this metaphoric level they’re all much the same. But the aim, the use here is to help the client get well, or stay well – there’s a practical purpose for all this activity. And the point, once again, is that if the quality isn’t there, there’s no point in doing the work.


These examples may seem worlds apart, but the underlying principles are exactly the same: some form of recognisable sensing; an identified location; meaningful coincidence of sensing and location; and a use or purpose for all of this.


See let’s look at how all of this works in practice.


Know your instrument


Whenever we go out dowsing on site, there’ll always be some spectator who asks “does it work, then?” But the question misses the point: it doesn’t ‘work’ as such – you do. A dowsing instrument – the rod or pendulum or picture-postcard or whatever – can make it easier to see what’s going on, but it’s not essential: the real instrument is you.


What the visible instruments do is make your own sensing more visible to you. A divining-rod springs up because your hands move slightly. The same with the sideways movements of the angle-rods – as we’ll see in a moment. And much the same with the pendulum – the old builders’ plumb-bob, or a ring on a string – swinging sideways or in circles because your hand moves slightly fore-and-aft or side to side. So there’s nothing special at all: in every case, the instrument moves because your hands move – nothing more than that.



  All right, make that “almost every case”, because one young woman’s version of a pendulum was to get the light-fittings swinging, ten feet above our heads – without touching them. Impressive, if kind of scary…


  But that was just one extreme amongst thousands we’ve known. For the rest of us ordinary mortals, let’s stick to Plan A, and keep it simple: the rods move because your hands move!





Let’s look at angle-rods first. These act as mechanical amplifiers or indicators for small rotational movements of the wrist: move your hand a little, and the rod moves a lot, in much the same way as the handlebars do for steering a bicycle.
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They’re typically made out of fencing wire or an unravelled coat-hanger, bent into an L-shape. Pretty much anything goes – we’ve seen people use folding radio-aerials, or metal ‘blades’ custom-made by a blacksmith – but the mechanical criteria for angle-rods are that:


	the vertical shaft turns freely in your hand – so it can move smoothly ‘by itself’

  	the horizontal arm is long enough to break ‘starting friction’ without being so long as to be a nuisance

  	the horizontal arm is reasonably straight – so you can see where it’s pointing

  	there’s a tight right-angle between vertical shaft and horizontal pointer – so, again, it can turn freely

  	the material is light enough to hold and to turn freely, but heavy enough to not get caught in the wind


Medium-gauge fencing-wire with a horizontal arm of around twelve to eighteen inches (30-50cm) and a vertical shaft of around three to six inches (8-15cm) will satisfy those criteria well. It can also be helpful to use handles or sleeves for the vertical shaft, perhaps made from wood or cotton-reels or a discarded ball-point pen, but they’re not essential.


Some people use only a single rod: it works well as a pointer to follow a direction. But paired rods give more choice of expression – cross-over, pointer, parallel and so on – so we’ll use that in what follows.


In practical use of the rods, we’ll see wide variations in personal style; but remember that the role of the rods is to act as amplifiers for small movements of the wrists. So the mechanical criteria here are that:


	the horizontal arm needs to be able to swing freely from side to side – hence handles are useful, but not required

  	the horizontal arm needs to be just below a horizontal level – if it’s too low there won’t much amplification, if it’s too high it’ll be too unstable

  	the wrist needs to be able to rotate freely – the best posture for this is with your arms about body-width apart at waist-height, with the forearms roughly level with the horizontal


So, for example, we’ll often see people holding the rods with hands close together, clamped tight against the chest; but in practice it’s perhaps not a good idea. It might feel safer, perhaps, or more controlled, but for purely mechanical reasons, holding the rods in that way will make it harder to get good results. Keep things simple, keep it free and easy, to give quality a chance to come through.


The classic angle-rods response is the cross-over – also known as ‘X marks the spot’. But we really need to develop a full vocabulary of responses, to give us a broader ranger of pointers to interpretations. Some common examples include:


	cross-over – the point where the rods cross is the location

  	squint (rods leaning slightly towards each other) – often used as active-neutral, such as when tracking along a line

  	double-point (both rods pointing to one side) – in tracking, line bends in the direction shown by the rods

  	single-point (one rod continues to point forward, the other points outward or across) – in tracking, typically implies a junction, or another line crossing at a different level

  	splay (both rods pointing in opposite directions) – T-junction on a line, or dead-end

  	spin (one or both rods spinning) – variously interpreted as a ‘blind spring’ (water moving up or down), or some kind of ‘energy node’

  	null (both rods exactly parallel, accompanied by a ‘nothing’ feel) – passive-neutral, often implies ‘lost it’, lost the connection


As for what this means? Well, more on that in a moment. First, though, the other most common instrument, the pendulum.
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This is a small weight suspended below the fingers, so that, again, a small side-to-side movement of your hand is made more visible. The mechanical criteria are as follows:


	the closer the weight is to symmetrical in shape, the more stable and predictable in response

  	a point at the base of the weight makes it easier to see what’s going on

  	the string-length should be constant – hence holding the string between finger and thumb is more reliable than draping it over a finger

  	the string-length determines period of swing, and should ideally match the natural resonance of the hand- and arm-muscles – hence a typical length of around one to three inches (3-8cm)

  	the weight needs to be light enough to respond quickly, but heavy enough to not be blown around by the wind


From the above, the ‘best’ pendulum is a spherical shape with a point, such as smallish version of a traditional brass builder’s plumb-bob; use a lighter one for indoor work, a heavier one on site. In principle, though, you can use whatever you like – we’ve seen people use anything from a tiny crystal to a wooden toy-soldier, from a four-pound pottery gnome to a used teabag – but note that it does tend to get harder to use the further you go from those mechanical criteria.


There’s also one mechanical criterion about usage, to do with starting-inertia. Some people use a ‘static neutral’ – in other words the pendulum indicates neutral when it’s completely still. The problem with that is that it takes time for the pendulum to ‘wake up’, in a mechanical sense – which means that you may have already moved past a point by the time there’s any visible response on the pendulum. So we usually recommend a ‘dynamic neutral’, where a small forward-and-back movement indicates neutral, because the pendulum can ‘wake up’ much more quickly.


Many people use opposite rotations to distinguish between positive and negative responses to questions – for example, clockwise means ‘Yes’, counter-clockwise means ‘No’. As with the angle-rods, though, it’s useful to build a broader vocabulary of responses, including:


	positive and negative – clockwise and counter-clockwise, as above, are typically used for this

  	pointer – typically, the angle of swing indicates direction

  	‘idiot’ response, as ‘unask the question’, because the context is such that neither ‘Yes’ nor ‘No’ would make sense – a side-to-side swing is often used for this

  	null, the ‘lost it’ response – a dead stop is often used to indicate this, confirmed by a ‘nothing’ feel


Whatever the instrument we use, the trick is that it should feel as if it’s moving all by itself. Just remember that it isn’t: it’s the hands that are actually doing it.


As for why the hands are moving, and what it all means – well, it’s just coincidence, really… And to make sense of that, we need to look a little more closely at ‘coincidence’.


It’s all coincidence


Dowsing is all about finding a coincidence between what you’re looking for, and where you are. The complication is that the ways we define what we’re looking for, and sometimes even where we are, may well be imaginary, in the sense we create some kind of image of them to work with. So when someone dismisses dowsing as “entirely coincidence and mostly imaginary”, we might have to sort-of agree with them, because it is indeed entirely coincide-ence and mostly image-inary.


Let’s put that in more practical terms:


	you need some way to define what you’re looking for

  	you need some way to identify where you are

  	you need some way to recognise the coincide-ence between them


To define what you’re looking for, the classic method is to carry a sample or ‘witness’ – a small bottle of water, perhaps, or a chunk of copper wire or drain-pipe or Roman tile or whatever the target might be. It’s easy, it’s obvious, it’s tangible, and it makes sense; it’s certainly the best approach to use when you first start dowsing. Yet oddly it’s clear that this physical sample isn’t actually required, in the way that it would be for a machine-based sensor. In fact there’s one well-known commercial set of dowsing-rods, used by maintenance crews on councils across the country, whose manual insists that whatever sample is held will be what is not found – so you find a clay drainage-pipe, for example, by not getting a response with a clay sample. Other people will use a photograph or a word or symbol as the ‘ sample’ – it’s often done that way in healing-related dowsing, for example. And for so-called ‘energy dowsing’, there’s no physical sample that we can carry: instead, we have to use some kind of imagined pattern or symbol, or look for an identifiable ‘signature’-pattern of responses.


The same applies to identifying the location. The simple way is to walk around, so that the location called ‘where I am’ is literally wherever I am – the leading edge of the leading foot is a useful marker for this. But again, this isn’t an absolute restriction: we can instead imagine ‘where I am’, on a map, a drawing, an abstract diagram or the like – hence map-dowsing and so on. It gets harder, and potentially less reliable, the further we move away from the physical realm: but there’s nothing to stop us doing so.


A classic example of this is what’s known as the Bishop’s Rule, a depth-finding technique that’s been used by water-diviners for well over a century. We start off by finding water in our usual way, with a water-sample, or a colour-coded disc, or whatever. Typically, the best spot is going to be where two water-lines cross, or spiral upward in what’s known as a ‘blind spring’. We mark that point. We then walk away from that spot, this time dowsing for the depth of the water there. At some point there should be another response. We then apply the Bishop’s Rule, which asserts that distance out is distance down: the distance away from the water-line is the depth.


We identify a ‘meaningful coincidence’ from the instrument’s responses: the rods cross, the pendulum swings in a circle, and so on. The point is that we decide beforehand what will be meaningful, and what will not – much like tuning a radio to separate out ‘signal’ (the information we want) from ‘noise’ (which is everything else).


No-one knows how any of this ‘really works’: it just does. (Or at least, with practice it does!) What we do know is that belief seems to play an important part. So here we run up against Gooch’s Paradox: things not only have to be seen to be believed, but often also have to believed to be seen. If we don’t believe that dowsing can work, we’re right – it doesn’t work. It won’t work well if we don’t pay attention to what we’re thinking; and it also often won’t work if we try too hard. Getting the balance right around that paradox is one of the trickiest parts of the skill of dowsing…


One of the other points that’s known about dowsing is that it’s similar to our other kinds of physiological perception. This differs from pure physical sensing – such as with metal-detector, for example – in that what we perceive is always an interpretation, not the thing itself; and whilst it’s good at identifying edges or other kinds of sharp change, it’s not so good with continuities or with subtle change. To give an everyday example, our eyes are very good at noticing when something flicks past in a second or so, but are not so good at spotting changes that take place over minutes or more; and when given something that is completely continuous – such as in the ‘white-out’ of a blizzard – most people will start to hallucinate quite quickly, as the eyes try to create edges where none exist at all. The same is true in dowsing. What we perceive seems to be made up of edges, but that isn’t necessarily what’s ‘really there’ – it’s just the way we perceive it.


So whilst may we talk about ‘water lines’ or ‘underground streams’, for example, what’s actually down there below is unlikely to be the subterranean equivalent of a pretty babbling brook. If we dig down, what we’re more likely to find is a band of seepage through small cracks and fissures, perhaps without even a clearly-defined cut-off between ‘stream’ and dry rock. But we’ll perceive this as a distinct line, centred on the mid-point of the seepage, perhaps with an apparent width indicating the amount of flow. In other words, what we perceive is always going to be in part ‘imaginary’, because of the way that perception creates these pre-interpretive overlays. The same especially applies to ‘energy lines’ and the like: there’s probably no direct equivalence to anything physical, but we perceive them as if they’re physical lines. We do need to remember, though, that they’re technically ‘image-inary’ – with everything that that implies in terms of conceptual quality. More on this later.


What’s the need?


There’s also what we might call ‘aspirational quality’, or ‘ethical quality’, in that need seems to be a factor in determining what works and what doesn’t. Again, we don’t know why, but it’s a common experience that results tend to be more reliable if there’s a genuine need – and especially a need on behalf of others rather than for ourselves.


Many dowsers use a checklist for need, which they use before starting any work on-site:


	Can I? – am I capable of doing the work? do I have the required skill and experience?

  	May I? – do I have both the need and the permission of the place or context to do the work?

  	Am I ready? – am I in the right physical and mental state to do the work?


If any of the answers is ‘No’, we should stop work straight away – otherwise the results are all but guaranteed to be unreliable.


This ‘equation of need’ also seems to be one reason why scientific-style ‘tests’ of dowsing tend to fail, or at least give ambiguous results. Members of the Skeptics Society and the like will point to such problems as ‘proof’ that dowsing ‘cannot work’, but in fact it’s an inherent fault in science, not in the dowsing. To make sense in scientific terms, we need to be able to repeat conditions exactly, and only vary one parameter at a time. But if need is part of the overall equation, we have no repeatable controls for the ‘need’ factor, and hence no way to conduct a meaningful test. Which is a problem.


Yet it’s only a problem if we depend on science for our belief. Instead, we can take a technology view, concerning ourselves not with ‘how it works’, but ‘how it can be worked’. The laws of science, it seems can never be broken, so statistically we should end up with its predicted nothing-much-ness. But whilst the ‘laws of science’ can’t be broken as such, inverse-Murphy shows us that, under the right conditions, they can be bent, locally, and sometimes a lot – which gives us the gap in which we can do our work. We just need to remember that whenever we do so, it’s Murphy that’s in charge here – with everything that that implies, too!


A more subtle concern around ‘need’ in dowsing relates to its nature as a skill. The process of developing a new skill – any skill, that is, not just dowsing – will always bring up some personal challenges around commitment to the skill itself. To get through those challenges, we have to find some way to access our own passion for the skill – a drive to improve, no matter what it takes. If we can’t find that burning ‘inner need’, our skills – and the quality of our results – may well fade away to nothing.


This applies at every stage of the process, but particularly so at that bleak point known as ‘the dark night of the soul’. To understand this better, and what to do about it, we need to go round the bend a bit – by taking a brief detour through the labyrinthine process of learning.


Round the bend


The usual view of skills-development is that it’s a linear process: we gain a steady increase in ability, each layer of training building upon those before. That seems obvious enough, yet in practice it doesn’t describe the difficulties, the uncertainties, the common feeling of ‘one step forward, two steps back’, that are so often experienced in skills-development, and which make the development of any new skill so challenging. It’s also far more than mere training: it’s the education of experience, literally ‘out-leading’ that experience from within the inner depths of each person.


The ‘skills-labyrinth’ provides a precise metaphor that deals with these issues, in a way that’s common to every skill – so it makes the learning of any skill an easier, less stressful experience. It uses the classic single-path maze – found in many cultures around the world – to model the various stages in the personal process of learning new skills.
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The classic labyrinth pattern is a kind of maze, but with only a single twisted path. There are no choices, no branches, no junctions – so as long as we can keep going, we will eventually get to the centre. Yet with all skills, reaching that central goal – the personal mastery of some aspect of the skill – can take a lot longer than we’d expect: and there are plenty of opportunities to get lost along the way…


The most useful version for this has seven distinct sections, in what would seem to be a linear order: survival, self, control, caring, communication, mind, meditation, mastery. But that’s not the sequence in which we experience them…


We start with ‘beginner’s luck’, the classic one-weekend-workshop ‘success’ where we succeed because we don’t know what we’re doing. There’s then a choice: either run away from the challenge – an all too common characteristic of the dilettante New Age mindset – or dive into the depths of the skill itself. If we do keep going, we move straight into ‘control’ – the limited sort-of-mastery that we can attain through training. But to go deeper, we have to go outward, to look at ‘self’, our own involvement in the skill; and then outward again, to the long, slow, painful and often barely-productive ‘survival’ stage – practice, practice, practice, often without much apparent point.


At the end of that ‘survival’ section is the worst point of all, where many people give up and abandon the skill forever. Traditionally known as ‘the dark night of the soul’ – and the exact opposite of the exuberance of ‘beginner’s luck’ – it’s often experienced the day before the exam, or the first live demonstration on-site, or some other crucial challenge. There is a way through that bleak stage: caring – a commitment to the self and to the skill itself, as much as caring in general – is the essential attribute that helps this happen. From that moment on, the skills learned so far are never lost – although as the model shows, there are a few more twists and turns to go before true mastery can be achieved!


The labyrinth model is fractal, or ‘self-similar’, in that it applies as much within each stage of skills-development as to the overall skill. As we’ll see later, in the section on Lost in the learning labyrinth, it illustrates several common mistakes, such as the tendency to cling on to the brief success of ‘beginner’s luck’. (Playing New Age dilettante is fun, of course, but nothing actually improves…) It shows how interactions between people at different stages of a skill will contribute to confusions and mistakes; it also helps explain why reliability and proficiency necessarily go down during some stages of development. And by showing that the ‘dark night of the soul’ is an inherent part of the process, it helps to reduce the risk that people will abandon their development of skill at the moment before success – at what would be great cost to themselves and their self-esteem.


Developing our skill in dowsing is the only way we’ll improve the quality of our dowsing. In turn, though, we also need to be able to identify what quality actually is – and in particular, the key distinctions between objective and subjective quality that underpin quality as a whole. That question of quality is what we need to look at next.





A question of quality


What is quality


What is quality? In the practical worlds of manufacturing and production-management, they have a definite answer to that question: quality is a kind of truth. Quality is at its best when the end-product matches exactly to some predefined standard – a reference-pattern, a rule-book, a design-specification or the like.


So there’s a whole industry built up around ‘quality’ in the business context. For straightforward commercial reasons, there’s a great deal of sense in amongst those impenetrable acronyms such as ISO-9000, Six Sigma, TQM and the rest – so if you’re interested in improving quality in general, you’ll find it worth exploring the reference-sites such as Wikipedia.


Yet in practice, quality isn’t quite as simple and straightforward as that. To illustrate this, there’s a useful model in which we partition sensemaking about quality into four domains or modes or ‘ways of working’: known, knowable, discoverable, and discovered.
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Over the next few chapters we’ll see how this kind of model applies to the disciplines of dowsing. For now, though, let’s continue exploring that notion of ‘quality’: what is it, exactly?


Predictable quality


In principle at least, that kind of quality that we see in business (sometimes described as ‘objective’ quality, though it’s actually a bit of a misnomer) should be the exact same for everyone. It expects its world to be certain, known – based on clear rules, clear patterns of cause and effect. There are procedures, work-instructions, the fast-food franchise handbook that describes ‘the one right way’ to mop the floor. Deviation from the standard is anathema: there’s no time or tolerance for anything more than training, no place for skill or personal difference. Following the rules assures a quality result; and the rules alone will suffice.


When the world becomes too complicated for that, we move on to analysis, the domain of the knowable. But there’s still always an assumption of certainty and control, that there will always be some true standard against which quality can be confirmed. So it’s here that we’ll find a focus on facts, on statistical analysis of results.


Here too we’ll see a detailed exploration of ‘best practice’ in every possible work-context - leading to outcomes that we might describe more as discoverable than ‘knowable’. Unlike the procedure-manuals, the idea of best-practice and the like does at least acknowledge that the world could perhaps be different in different places and for different people. It doesn’t assume there’s only one ‘right way to do it’: instead, it describes what’s been known to work well elsewhere, and provide some guidance as to how to adapt it to the local conditions. Which is a lot more helpful, really.


But it still doesn’t make much allowance for uncertainty, or the kind of ‘one-off’ contexts which we find ourselves dealing with so often in dowsing - those moments that are more discovered than ‘known’. For those, we need to consider more than just ‘objective’ quality: we also need to understand and maintain an appropriate balance with the subjective side of quality.


Subjective quality


As soon as we introduce skill – in fact as soon as we introduce a real person – there has to be a subjective or personal side to quality. What’s true for me – my understanding of what is quality, and what is not - may well not be true for you, and vice versa. Quality exists, quality is real, but we can’t define what it is: there’s no fixed standard against which to measure.


Instead of ‘truth’, the measure of quality here is value – what it means, how it feels, in a personal sense. There is still a kind of truth, though, that comes from respect for the material, the context itself, as typified in Michelangelo’s comment about ‘to free the sculpture from within the stone’.


There’s also a need for commitment to the skill ‘for its own sake’. Good workmanship shows good quality, clear evidence of what Robert Pirsig, in his classic Zen and the Art of Motorcycle Maintenance, described as ‘gumption’. We may not be able to define beforehand what the end-result will be, yet we have a clear idea of what it would look like – and even more of what it won’t. The end-result may be finely-polished, perhaps, the work of months or years, or it may be rough-hewn, simple, assembled in a matter of moments; yet the quality – or lack of it – will usually be evident for all to see, or feel. In that sense, qualitative value both has and is its own truth.


So called ‘objective’ quality expects its world to be certain, to be repeatable, and repeatable by anyone. Subjective quality doesn’t: instead, it accepts that its world is acausal, complex, chaotic – in a word, messy. There may well be some kind of ‘self-similarity’, but nothing is ever quite the same. Yet even if there are no certainties, no fixed rules to follow, quality still exists: we don’t simply throw our hands up in the air and say “anything goes”. In the discoverable sensemaking-domain, where things still have a semblance of repeatability, we can hold to proven guidelines and ‘rules of thumb’; and in the discovered domain, the domain of ‘the unknown’, where things aren’t repeatable at all, we turn to principles that have stood the test of time – such as an awareness of the different layers in the skills-labyrinth. It works.


What also works is a different kind of sharing. Where the complicated, ‘knowable’ end of objective quality relies on supposed certainties, those who deal with worlds that are inherently uncertain – maintenance engineers, for example – will turn to ‘worst-practice’, stories about what didn’t work, and the experiments they went through to fix it. There’s also more emphasis on ‘communities of practice’, to help that sharing of stories, and assist newcomers in making sense of what’s going on in their personal quest for quality.


Quality in practice


So what does all of this mean for the disciplines of dowsing, and for other subjective skills?


The first answer is that all of the above applies: we’re always dealing with all those kinds of quality, objective and subjective, personal and sharable. Because dowsing is a personal skill, subjective quality will tend to come to the fore; but the moment we want to do anything with our results, we’d better be sure that the objective facts are there too.


So how do we do that? One tactic is to use the same layered approach as in business quality-management:


	principles – the overall ‘guiding star’ for all of the work

  	policies – ‘approaches’, decisions about how we approach changes to the work

  	procedures – ‘mechanics’, decisions about how we think about the work, how we change what we do and how we do it

  	work-instructions – ‘methods’, decisions about how we do the work.


Our starting point is the ‘product’ of the work – which in the case of dowsing is an opinion, about a desired or identified coincidence of what is looked for and where we are. We then use those opinions as appropriate, according to the context, but those opinions or judgements are at the core of what we do.
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In practice, we run the quality-management sequence backwards. We start from the work-instructions – for which the dowsing equivalents are things like ‘hold the rods this way’, ‘mark your location this way’, ‘use this kind of sample for this purpose’, and so on. That gives us something repeatable, a known reference-point, which will be drawn from some kind of best-practice – either from someone else, or our own.



  The checklist ‘Can I? May I? Am I ready?’, which many dowsers use before starting work, is a good example of a work-instruction: it’s a defined series of steps, which leads to a decision – in this case, to work, or to not work.





When that work-instruction doesn’t fit any more, or doesn’t seem to work well, we move upward to the procedure, to create a new work-instruction. This is where we need that information about mechanical criteria for the instrument; likewise the more subtle ‘mechanics’ about thinking-processes and the like. We use these to assess the context, and guide a design for another way of working.



  A simple example: our usual work-instruction for archaeological sites is to use lightweight rods, but they don’t work well in windy conditions. Going up to the procedure gets us thinking about mechanical criteria: so for this site we decide to use heavier rods, tilt the rods down slightly – to reduce over-sensitivity – and rest the thumbs lightly on the bend to apply a bit of damping to the movement.





When the context changes so much that this doesn’t work either, the standard says that we need to move upward again to policy. In a dowsing sense, this is where we shift from ‘objective’ to subjective: not so much about what we do, as the way in which we approach what we do, how we make our decisions, and so on.



  In much of dowsing work we’ll use beliefs as tools – in the Bishop’s Rule, for example, we change from the belief that the rods will cross over water, to a belief that they will cross at a point the same distance out from mark-point to the depth down to the water. In effect, the ‘procedure’ here is the way we apply Gooch’s Paradox: things have to believed to be seen, so we choose to change belief according to the context.


  To do this, we also need some way to keep track at each moment of what we’re believing, what we’re choosing to believe, whether there’s any difference, and whether the choice of belief is working. Kind of mind-bending, in an all too literal sense!


  The ‘policy’ here is that we need all of these things, in a way that works well for us, together with a kind of ‘watching of the watcher’. This suggests a set of requirements – a procedure – for some form of active meditation, and where and when and why. In turn, the derived work-instructions identify the specific form of meditation we choose to use, how to use it, and so on.





When appropriate care in all of this still doesn’t give us the results we need, we move all the way up to vision and principle – the final ‘guiding stars’ for everything we do. This is where that ‘equation of need’ comes in, for example: hence one useful principle in dowsing is a cultivated selflessness – “take of the fruit for others, or forebear”.


Yet this also takes us back full circle, because the ultimate root of dowsing is in precision of feeling. What exactly do we feel, at each place, at each moment, at each potential co-incidence? The instrument’s responses may be the only visible part of what we do; yet the instrument itself is just a way to externalise feelings – angle-rods as crutches for a limping intuition, if you like.


So the ‘guiding stars’ for quality in dowsing are those four principles we saw earlier:


	precision in sensing

  	precision in identifying locations and facts

  	precision in deriving meaning from coincide-ence of sensing and location

  	precision in use of meaning – which also includes ethics.


Ultimately, what use is it? How do we identify quality in that use? For each of these, the answer lies in discipline – the four disciplines of the disciplined dowser.





The disciplined dowser


If an emphasis on quality is bad enough, talking about discipline may well sound worse. Memories of primary-school, of standing in the corner, “not enough discipline” and all that…


Don’t worry – it’s not like that! (Well, maybe a little bit, we could say with a grin… But at least here we do explain what discipline is, why it’s a useful habit to develop – for your benefit, that is – and how to develop it. Which is more than they gave you at school, we’d guess?)



  Some of what follows may seem a bit abstract at first: but once again, don’t worry! It’ll make more sense when we go into practice in more detail over the next few chapters.


  This kind of ‘theory stuff’ does provide a useful overview, though we’ll admit it can sometimes seem a distraction when you already have a known way of working – a ‘work-instruction’ – and whilst you’re doing the work itself. Where it really comes into its own is when you need to re-think what you’re doing and how you’re doing it – in other words, when you have to move up to the ‘procedure’ level and above. If you don’t have some consistent theoretical frame to work with at those levels, you can write yourself into a corner very quickly indeed – as you’ll see in the chapter on the Seven sins of dubious discipline.


  In short, yes, perhaps it might feel a bit confusing now, especially if you’re itching to get back to practice – but trust us, you’ll find that paying attention to this stuff at this point will turn out to be really valuable later on.





In itself, there’s nothing difficult in discipline. It’s very simple: it’s about developing a habit to plan and prepare for the work we intend to do; to notice what we do, and what we’re think­ing whilst we’re doing it; to check whether these are in accord with what we’ve chosen to do; and take action as appropriate to change any of these if there are any concerns with quality.



  In the business world this is known as the Total Quality Management cycle: Plan; Do; Check; Act. 
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  In meditation, too, we prepare for the practice; do the practice; review and re-assess to check the practice; and act to change the practice where needed.


  Different contexts, but the overall discipline – and the overall need for discipline – is much the same everywhere.





What complicates it a little in dowsing is that there are four distinct strands or modes or ‘disciplines’ that we need to keep track of within the overall discipline. We need to understand what these modes are, what we can and can’t do within each, and how and when and why to switch between them.


Remember our earlier summary of dowsing, that it’s about sensing at an identifiable location to derive information that’s mean­ing­ful and useful. The inform­ation comes from our sensing of a co-incide-ence between what we’re looking­ for and where we are, and it may be a quality (a direction, a ‘feel’) or a quantity (a number, a count, or a simple yes-or-no). So the four disciplines are these:


	sensing – the dowser as artist

  	define what we’re looking for, identify where we are – the dowser as scientist

  	derive meaning – the dowser as mystic

  	derive usefulness – the dowser as magician



  If the word ‘magician’ seems uncomfortable, call it ‘technologist’ instead – the two terms are actually the same, as we’ll explain later. But then some people might be even more uncomfortable about describing themselves as ‘technologists’, too… Oh well – it’s just a label, anyway!





As for why we emphasise just these four modes, it’s probably simplest to explain with a diagram:
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  You’ll see that there’s a strong correlation between this and the sensemaking-model we showed earlier. There’s also another view of the same frame in Tom’s book Inventing Reality: towards a magical technology, in which the four modes are four different ways of working in a swamp: keep moving fast (the Artist), climb up a pole for overview (the Mystic), build a solid platform (the Scientist), or spread your weight on swamp-shoes (the Magician).





In effect, this is a not-quite-arbitrary split of the world of dowsing-work across two dimen­sions:


	subjective <-> objective, or personal <-> shared / common

  	value <-> truth, or qualitative <-> quantitative


This gives us four distinct modes: subjective value, subjective truth, objective truth, objective value. Each mode or discipline pro­vides its own distinctive view into the whole, and also has distinct tactics that we would use within that mode – though only within that mode.


So for example, the discipline that we’re calling ‘dowser as artist’ is all about subjective value, those aspects of dowsing that are strictly personal, that belong to self alone – about the ways we sense and experience our various impressions of the site and its context. When we place our focus on that ‘artist’ mode, we pay careful attention to what we feel at each place, how we feel, what we sense, how we could portray what we sense, and so on, as well as the responses of any dowsing-instrument we might be using at the time.


What we don’t allow when we’re in that Artist mode is any in­trusion from beliefs and expectations (from the Mystic, sub­jective truth), from matters of measurement and the like (the Scientist, objective truth), or from concerns about the end-purpose (the Magician, objective value). Each of those other modes is cer­tain­ly relevant, and we need to pay our full attention to them all within the dowsing practice – but not at the same time.


At each moment, we’re in just one mode, using just one type of discipline; and to make sense of the whole, we move between the modes, cleanly, consciously, explicitly, moment by moment. There are paths between modes that are mutually supportive, such as Artist -> Magician -> Scientist -> Mystic, the dowser’s equivalent of the classic sequence ‘idea -> hypothesis -> theory -> law’ that’s so important in the sciences. Each mode is distinct, and some can be mutually antagonistic, particularly Artist <-> Scientist, or Mystic <-> Magician. And we also need to take care not to get stuck in one or two preferred modes, but maintain a balance between them all. So there’s also an implied fifth discipline about the process of switching disciplines – an integration that unites all these different views into the single overall discipline of dowsing.


It’s likely, then, that the single most important factor for quality in dowsing is understanding which mode we’re in at any given time, and work­ing appropriately to match the constraints of that mode. And if our work is to be meaningful and useful to others, we also need to know how to present our results in ways that are appropriate to the respective mode: we don’t present ideas as facts, or vice versa.


So let’s look at each of these disciplines in more detail.





Seven sins of dubious discipline


Before we can put all this into practice, there are a bunch of problems that really must be faced. We’re aware that we might be a bit unpopular with some folks for saying this, because a few deeply-cherished delusions may get trodden on in the process. But fact is that if we dowsers don’t face those delusions… well, to be blunt, there won’t be any point in anything that’s done in dowsing. Yes, it really is that bad. Seriously.


The problems range across the full range of quality-issues we’ve seen earlier, but for convenience, we’ve clustered them here into what might be called the Seven Sins of Dubious Discipline.


The hype hubris
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Sin #1 arises from what we might, in our more polite moments, describe as a triumph of marketing over tech­nical expertise. (There are some other epithets for this that are rather ruder, if often rather more accurate.) Dowsing, earth-mysteries, in fact pretty much every field of study with a strong subjective element, are all plagued by a relentless pursuit of hyped-up glamour – Egypt! Atlantis! the Golden Age! – in which style takes priority over substance. “Never mind the quality, feel the width!”, to quote the tag-line from an old TV comedy…


Glamour sells, but it isn’t real. Like junk-food advertising, it promises sustenance, but never really delivers, leaving us unsatisfied and wanting more. Yet because the hype seems to be all that’s on offer – or at least all that’s easily available – we can get sucked back into it, again and again. More to the point, we trick ourselves into falling for it, time after time after time. And it’s our responsibility to learn to not do so – to recognise the hype for what it is, and move on.



  A friend of ours has a habit of visiting a certain fast-food franchise once every few weeks or so. He complains every time about the difference between the glossy airbrushed adverts and the grey flabby vapidity of the real ‘un-food’. The resultant stomach-ache can last for days, he says.


  He insists he only goes there to remind himself of why he doesn’t go there. He hasn’t yet noticed that he does indeed go there – time and time again…





Fair enough, the hype and the glamour are often the ‘hooks’ that grab our attention in the first place, gaining our interest enough to get us started. But at some point – and preferably sooner rather than later – we need to wean ourselves off the pre-digested junk-food, and get down to the real meat of the matter.


It’s not just the quality of our own work that’s at risk here, because there’s also a darker side to this. It’s not only that those who do the ‘boring’ detail-work, often for decades, have no way to publish their results: we’ve seen all too many cases where they’ve been misused, plagiarised, derided, then ignored, in a subtle yet sin­gularly nasty form of ‘life-theft’. When rip-off artists are rewarded handsomely for taking us all for a ride, whilst ‘the little people’ who’ve been stolen from are actively penalised, there’s no incentive to do real work. When hype is allowed to masquerade as reality, quality suffers, for everyone.


In short, to use the old advertising metaphor, the sizzle ain’t the sausage: the hype can sometimes have a useful role to play, but in itself it isn’t real. So when someone tries to sell you the sizzle, look for the sausage: if the substance isn’t there, it’s time to walk away.


Arises from:


	blurring between Artist exuberance and Mystic belief / belonging


Resolve by:


	go to Scientist mode to check facts and sources

  	cross-check in Magician mode by questing and testing usefulness of the ideas and assertions


The Golden-Age game
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Sin #2 has its source in what we might call ‘a bizarre blend of super-science and super-religion’. The idea is that some­where in the distant past – you pick when and where, there’s plenty to choose from – there was just one culture, one civilisation, one faith or what­ever, with a special elite class of priest-scientists, separate from mere ordinary mortals, who somehow ‘knew it all’. They’d created the perfect utopia, which is ready and waiting for us now, if only we can find the way…


It’s a lovely dream, perhaps. Yet that’s all it is: a lovely dream. And in most cases its hidden purpose is to distract attention from our real responsibilities in the here-and-now. Which is why, if we’re not careful, chasing that dream can become a serious sin…


There’s no doubt that there is value in the quest for the ‘Golden Age’. The hope that there can even be such a place – either in the outer world, or within ourselves – is a crucial, essential driver for personal and social change. Yet we need to balance that quest with realism, and with a great deal more honesty and self-honesty than the hype-ridden hagiography of this field will usually allow.



  We were at a conference in Glastonbury – where else? – where we’d been presenting our concerns on this issue. A well-dressed, middle-aged man came up to us afterwards, exuding self-confidence. “You’re quite wrong, of course”, he boomed, in the rolling, unctuous tones of the much-practised orator, “We know everything about Atlantis and the Golden Age. It’s all in the ancient Hittite scrolls.” A perfectly-timed pause. “Though only the Great Masters can read them, of course.” He offered us an indulgent, supercilious smile, turned, and walked away.


  We both sighed, releasing a breath that neither of us knew we’d held, and glanced at each other with stunned expressions on our faces. “I rest my case, perhaps…?”





What’s going on here is indeed about ‘super-science and super-religion’ – or more accurately a muddled blurring between the modes of the Scientist and the Mystic. The latter needs, above all, to believe in something, deeply, passionately: that’s its role. The Scientist needs concrete facts: that’s its role, too. But in the Golden Age Game, beliefs are treated as fact, and facts are filtered to fit in with the assumptions of the belief. Neither mode is used correctly; and when­ever any kind of challenge occurs in one mode, the game jumps across to the other mode whilst still purporting to use the first mode’s rules. It is fact because I believe it to be true; since it is fact, it is therefore true, hence must be believed by all. Round and round the garden we go: no checks, no balances, no questions – and no question of usefulness, either. And behind it, all too often, a subtle unacknowledged arrogance: we followers of the Golden Age are also, by definition, members of that special elite, the ‘Chosen Ones’, whilst all other ‘unbelievers’ are not…


When we do check those claims against real-world analogues, such as Australian aboriginals, or the Amazonian peoples, it’s true we do often find a deep knowledge that can be far outside of what’s known in mainstream ‘techno-scientific’ culture – which is why drug-companies and others fund expeditions to raid and, bluntly, steal as much of that knowledge as they can. Yet that knowledge is also highly contextual – in other words, it lives as much in the Magician mode as the Scientist or Mystic – and always derives in part from the personal experience of the Artist mode. And though the respective lore may well have been passed down through an unbroken line of elders or grandmothers – who may well guard that knowledge with care, for reasons of health and safety if nothing else - there’s no real evidence for anything resembling the Golden Age’s beloved priesthood-elites. Just ordinary people, living their lives in their own particular way, with their own particular, peculiar respons­ibilities. Just like us, in fact.


The ‘truths’ of the Scientist and Mystic have no meaning on their own – and especially not when they’re mangled in Golden Age myths. To reach anything that anyone can use, they need to be balanced with the Magician’s awareness of appropriateness. And as dowsers we can also use the Artist mode to find more from the landscape than could be learned from a half-imaginary trans­lation of some half-invented ‘ancient scroll’. 


So whilst no dowser would doubt that there are real mysteries yet to be explored, the Golden-Age Game distracts from that deeper exploration. Its purported marvels consist of little more than a handful of mys­teries taken far out of their real context, contorted by clueless ‘cultural imperialism’, nar­ciss­istic nostalgia and self-centred delu­sions of grandeur, and blown up out of all proportion by wish­ful thinking, hype and hope.


More than hope, perhaps. There’s a Welsh word ‘hiraedd’ that describes this well: woe­fully mistranslated as ‘home­sick­ness’, it’s more “a longing and grieving for that which is not, has never been and can never be”. We do need to respect that grief: when we look deeply into it, it hurts more than most can bear. Yet building Golden-Age myths to hide from the hurt just does not help. Take that alone-ness, that crushing sadness, and work with it to build something real instead.


There is nowhere else, no-when else to which we can run away from the perils and problems of the present. If it can be said to exist at all, the only possible Golden Age we can experience exists in what we create, here, and now 


Arises from:


	blurring between Mystic mode (belief, and desire for sense of belonging to something ‘special and different’) and Scientist mode (beliefs mistaken for facts)


Resolve by:


	maintain clear distinction between Mystic and Scientist

  	balance with Magician and Artist modes to establish context, meaning and use


The newage nuisance
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Sin #3 is perhaps more subtle, yet certainly no less of a problem in practice, because where the Gold­en Age Game is careless in its use of the Scientist and Mystic modes, the Newage Nuisance plays fast and loose with them all…


Although it can take almost any form, in essence it’s a dilettante ‘disneyfication’ of discipline itself – a shallow over-simplification of everything, combined with a wilful, sometimes deliberate and often near-obsessive avoidance of any kind of dis­cipline. The term ‘newage’ rhymes with ‘sewage’, ‘the discarded remnant of what was once nutritious’ – and its stench pervades pretty much every area that purports to be ‘New Age’.



  To be fair, the problem isn’t unique to the New Age – we’ve also seen it occur everywhere from information-system design to intellectual-property law, from economics to ecofeminism, and almost anything in between. It’s so prevalent and all-pervasive in so many of the New Age fields, though, that the term ‘newage’ does fit all too well.





Though there are some strong links with Sin #7, inadequate management of the skills-learning process (see Lost in the learning labyrinth), newage is typified by arbitrary jumps between the distinct forms of ‘truth’ in art, spirituality, science and magic. At its simplest and most forgivable level, it’ll often occur when an over­dose of enthusiasm overrides sense and self-honesty – such as in the feeling of ‘instant mastery’ after the classic New Age-style one-weekend-workshop.


The excessive exuberance of ‘beginner’s luck’ is understandable, but the real problems start whenever there’s an unwillingness, or refusal, or fear, to let go of that feeling of ‘instant mastery’. So the next stage is the ‘workshop junkie’ – a ceaseless collection of just the ‘instant mastery’ level of every possible new skill, but with no depth, no commitment, and nothing to tie the skills together into anything that can be put to practical use.



  One of our ‘witchy’ friends unwittingly illustrated this for us the other day. “We go to one workshop after another”, she wailed. “We get meaning, fun, togetherness, one revelation after another. But what do we do with all this stuff?’”





Part of the problem - especially in New Age contexts with an overt emphasis on ‘spirituality’ – is that the Mystic mode is all about being, about inner-truth: it’s diametrically opposed to the Magician mode, which happens to be the only place where “what do we do with all this stuff?” comes into the picture. But the real core is that commitment to the discipline of a skill is what finally kills off beginner’s luck, and with it that initial delusion of ‘mastery’. From there on, for quite a long while, it feels like down­hill all the way – and hard work too, with personal challenges that are often far harder still. An uncomfortable time, to say the least.


So there’s a natural tendency to try to avoid that discomfort by avoiding commit­ment, whilst still pretending – if only to self – that mastery has already been achieved. There’s then an inevitable desire to conceal – if only from self – the fact that mastery has not been reached… And the mechanism to do this is by playing mix-and-match between the modes: the rules of one mode are used to validate the ‘truths’ from another.


The simplest and perhaps most common example of this is actually nowhere near the New Age at all, but in the phrase ‘applied science’. Doing anything, using anything, places us in the Magician mode of outer-value, and must always be tested in those terms – such as ethics, appropriateness and so on. But the phrase ‘applied science’ implies that if we can call some­thing ‘scientific’, the only test we need apply is outer-truth – which means it’s ‘value-free’. If something’s supposedly value-free, that absolves us from having to face any difficult doubts about ethics or effect­ive­ness: so we then claim an unquestioned right to go right ahead and do whatever-it-is because it’s ‘true’. Therein lie all manner of interesting problems in the wider world…


Looking at the paths between the modes, you’ll see there’s at least a dozen different ways this game can go. For example, for dows­ers and others whose work is anchored more in the sub­ject­ive space, one such mistake is typified by a common misuse of the old slogan ‘the personal is political’: “this is true for me, there­fore it must also apply to everyone else”, muddling the sub­jective space (‘pers­onal’) with the objective space (‘political’). The only way we can resolve the Newage Nuisance is to be clear about which mode we’re in at all times, using the correct rules for that mode, and that mode alone – and also face the fears that drive us to be dishonest about what our skills really are.



  There can be a lot of emotion tied up in that self-dishonesty, so a common characteristic in some forms of the Newage Nuisance is an odd kind of bullying bluster – especially in response to anything that could be construed as critique.


  One example we remember well was an ecofeminist artist and writer whose work we’d much admired, until a feminist academic pointed out to us that her supposed studies on ‘women’s myths and secrets’ would best described as “all the fact that’s fit to invent” – most of her assertions had no historical basis at all. We should perhaps also have noticed rather earlier her penchant for using ‘patriarchy’ as an all-purpose synonym for ‘bad’ – other-blame being another common characteristic of this kind of newage. With some trepidation, we asked her about her sources.


  “Myself, of course! – my own experience of the patriarchy’s oppression of women!”


  “But you’re presenting it as objective fact?”


  “It’s true because I feel it to be true. So it’s true for all women!”


  “But if you’re presenting it as fact, surely it needs to follow a science-style discipline of cross-references and so on?”


  “It’s women’s spirituality! Science doesn’t apply – that’s just the patriarchy!”


  “But what spiritual discipline do you use?”


  “It’s art – you can’t question that!”, she snapped, with something close to a sneer.


  “But you’re insisting that other women must do things your way, to base their own lives on these personal experiences of yours – how is that art?”


  “Because it’s true! Everything I say is true! If you doubt that, you’re just an agent of the patriarchy – the enemy!”


  Round and round the garden… Yup, we kinda gave up at that point…


  Kind of reminded us of some of the dowsers we knew, too. Ourselves as well at times, to be honest. Oops…





The Newage Nuisance is the Golden Age Game writ large, cover­ing the entire context of the space in which we work. Challenging it is never easy, given the emotions that such challen­ges will so often engender. Yet unless we do each face it firmly – not just in others, but even more in ourselves, in every­thing we do – that avoid­ance of discipline will inevitably render meaningless every scrap of work in that space.


Not exactly a trivial sin, then. One we definitely need to address…


Arises from:


	combination of incompetence and self-dishonesty in relation to any or all of the modes, and fear of responsibilities from commitment to a skill


Resolve by:


	be clear which mode we’re in at each moment, and use only the rules and tests for that specific mode

  	be clear how and why we transition from mode to mode

  	challenge and face the fears that would otherwise lead to evasion of the necessary discipline in each mode


The meaning mistake
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Sin #4 occurs mainly in and around the Scientist mode, where we aim to establish outer-truth, otherwise known as ‘fact’. There are clear rules in this mode for deriving fact; the Meaning Mistake occurs whenever we’ve been care­less with those rules, leading us to think we’ve established that ‘truth’ when we haven’t.


The simplest way to describe this is with a cooking metaphor: the end-results of our tests for meaning should be properly cooked, but if we’re not care­ful, they’ll end up half-baked, overcooked, or just plain inedible.


Interpretations go half-baked when we take ideas or information out of one context, and apply them to another without considering the implications of doing so. One form of this is what scientists describe as ‘induction’, or reasoning from the particular to the general – as in that misuse of the feminist slogan “the personal is political”, where we assume that whatever happens to us must also apply to everyone else. We then leap to conclusions without establishing the foundations for doing so – which can cause serious problems when we try to apply them in practice in the Magician mode.



  ‘Half-bakery’ is a common characteristic of newage, but it occurs often enough in the sciences too. A classic example in archaeology is RJC Atkinson’s infamous ‘reconstruction’ of how the bluestones were brought by sea from the Prescelly mountains in Wales to Stonehenge. Alan Sorrell’s drawings for Atkinson show wild savages propelling a raft with makeshift paddles and a wind-tattered sail – and the four-ton bluestone lashed on top of the raft.


  Atkinson was a competent archaeologist, but clearly knew nothing about boats – the whole thing is best described as ‘suicide by sea’. You could just about get away with it on a placid inland river, but offshore the first real wave would flip the whole thing over, drowning everyone on board. As maverick archaeologist Tom Lethbridge pointed out, a more viable solution would be to sling the stone underwater, as a stabilising keel between two sea-going canoes – as he’d seen Eskimoes do in the Arctic.





Perhaps a better dowsing example would be the use of terms such as ‘frequency’, ‘vib­ration’, ‘radia­tion’ or ‘energy’ – each of which has a precise meaning in science, but in dowsing is often no more than a fairly loose metaphor. The catch is that as a meta­phor, it has no definitions on which to anchor either itself or any cross-references. So if we then take the metaphor too literally – the ‘frequency’ of an imagined ‘vibration’, perhaps – we soon end up with something that’s meaningless to anyone else, and probably to ourselves as well. The moves towards standardised definitions in dowsing do help – such as the Earth Energies Group’s Encyclo­paedia of Terms – but there’s no means to define meaningful values for frequencies and the like when the only possible standards reside in people’s heads. There doesn’t seem to be any way round this problem, either. Tricky…


Interpretations risk going overcooked whenever we skip a step in the tests, or ignore warnings from the context that we’re looking in the wrong way or at the wrong place. It’s the right overall approach – deduction, or reasoning from the general to the par­tic­ular, rather than induction – but even a single missed step can soon take the reasoning so far sideways as to invalidate the lot.



  One of the classic clues that’s something’s gone overcooked is the phrase “must be…”.


  Some years back the physicist John Taylor became interested in dowsing, and decided to do some tests, looking for ‘the mechanism’ by which it worked. We could have told him beforehand this was not a good idea – other physicists over the past century or so have shown that many different mechanisms can be involved, and can switch between them almost at random. But no matter, at least he started the right way, by going back to first principles. “There are only four forces in the universe”, he asserted: “weak nuclear, strong nuclear, electro­magnetic, gravitational. It must be one of those.”


  So far so good, sort of. But then his scientific certainty got the better of him: “It must be electromagnetic, and it must be in this frequency band.” By then the smell of burning was beginning to be noticeable to everyone – yet still Taylor kept going. “I couldn’t find any effect in that band”, he said, “therefore it must be that dowsing does not exist.”


  To those who don’t know how science works, that chain of reasoning might at first seem to make sense: but in fact it’s so overcooked as to be charcoaled toast. And when even the normally staid journal New Scientist hauled him over the coals for it, so was Taylor’s reputation…





Deduction works by narrowing scope, narrowing the range of choices. In formal scientific experimentation, we’re supposed to change only one parameter at a time, to ensure that we don’t accidentally skip a step and narrow the scope inappropriately. But if we don’t know what all the parameters are, it’s all too easy to change more than one as we change the con­d­itions of the experiment. A lot more than one parameter, sometimes… And as soon as we do so, we go overcooked.



  The problem here is that it’s very easy to go overcooked without realising it: one missed check that we didn’t even know we needed can ruin the whole dish.


  At Belas Knap we’d been doing some experiments to check for possible sources of very low-frequency sound, using a home-built detector constructed by an engineer friend. This was strict physics – no dowsing involved in this case – but still looking for ‘earth mysteries’-type anomalies. The sensor had a microphone at one end of the box, with a loudspeaker on the side to give an audible signal.


  The first time we used the box, we thought we’d found a consistent effect, very similar to the ‘bands’ often found by dowsing on standing-stones and the like. The speaker was quiet at ground-level, but went louder about six inches above the ground, then quiet again a bit higher, and so on – a repeating pattern. Very exciting – we demonstrated it to some visitors at the site, too.


  But when we talked it through with the engineer, he couldn’t make sense of it: the sensor hadn’t been designed to work that way at all. Then a horrid realisation, followed by some quick calculations, and crestfallen faces all round his workbench. The pitch of the sound from the speaker had the exact same wavelength – distance from peak to peak – as the pattern we’d found.  So it was just a feedback effect between speaker and microphone – nothing to do with the site at all. We’d gone overcooked, but didn’t know it, because we hadn’t known till then how the sensor worked.


  Embarrassing, to say the least, given how we’d hyped it up to those visitors. Oh well, back to the drawing-board…


  (As it happens, we did get some real results in the end, but that’s another story…)





For dowsers, one essential defence against overcooking is to in­clude an ‘Idiot’ response in the instrument’s vocabulary. By that, as we described back in Know your instrument, we mean some kind of dowsing-response that is different to those for neutral, Yes, No, or any of the directional responses, and which indicates that the dowsing-question – whatever it is – can’t be answered in any meaningful way by Yes or No or suchlike. “Un-ask the question” is what the ‘Idiot’ response really means.


To give a really simple example, how would your pendulum respond to a double-question such as “Should I go left or right?”, or a double-negative such as “Is this not the right way to go?” The pendulum’s usual yes-or-no answers can’t make any sense here – so you’ll need another kind of response to warn you of that. That type of response is also helpful in providing feedback to improve the skill in developing questions that can be answered meaning­fully just by Yes or No – and as any scientist knows, the hardest part of the discipline is designing the right questions for an exper­iment to answer.


So if we’re not careful, we can find ourselves in the half-bakery, or with our questing overcooked. Worse, we can easily do both at once – which gives results that really are inedible. Courtesy of the Newage Nuisance, the New Age fields are riddled with it – and it doesn’t exactly help that the incompetence is then glossed over with hype (Sin #1) or some kind of golden-age myth (Sin #2). Sadly, the dowsing disciplines can be far from immune from this problem, too.



  One example we often quote was an Australian who insisted that dowsing was strictly about physical radiations – which, bluntly, we know it isn’t: He had some strange ideas about limits, too: only certain special people – those without fillings or scars or glasses – could use the “radial detector, miscalled the divining rod”, he thundered.


  Some years later, he came across map-dowsing – but still desperately clung to his assertion that it worked only with physical radiations. The place somehow ‘knew’ that it had to send these radiations to every map and photograph of itself, he said – even a hand-drawn sketch-map.  Which stretches credibility a bit, to say the least. And by the time he’d insisted that such dowsing could be done only at midnight, beneath a bare electric light-bulb, by a person who must have no clothes on, it was clear that he’d lost the plot completely. Might have worked for him that way, perhaps – but most of us find simpler ways to do it…





One useful hint comes from what Edward de Bono describes as his ‘First Law of Thinking’: “proof is often no more than a lack of imagination”. (There’s also a rather more forceful version which asserts that “certainty comes only from a feeble imagination”…) The problem here is that, in itself, the Scientist mode doesn’t have any imagination: it just follows the rules. So we need to be able to dive into one of the ‘value’ modes – usually the Artist, but also the Magician – to collect new ideas to play with, and bring them back for the Scientist to test. We do have to remember to distinguish between the new ideas – the imagination – and facts – the results of tests – but with care it does work well. This is just as true in the sciences, too: Beveridge’s classic The Art of Scientific Investigation talks about the use of chance, of intuition, of dreams, and the hazards and limitations of reason – “the origin of discoveries is beyond the reach of reason”, he says.


What won’t help here is the Mystic mode: in fact it can cause the Meaning Mistake, because it treats its beliefs as facts – taking them as true ‘on faith’, so to speak. Muddled ideas about ‘spirituality’ can easily lead to the Newage Nuisance; but when self-styled ‘scientists’ start treating their beliefs as fact, they end up with a bizarre, aggressive pseudo-religion called ‘scientism’ that can be a real nuisance for anyone working in the subjective space.



  For dowsers, one infamous example of scientism at its worst is in the antics of the Skeptics Society, and in particular, their so-called ‘Skeptics Challenge’.


  The Challenge is a popular means for the Skeptics to harass country dowsers, though the overall aim is to discredit dowsing in general. It’s typically set up at a country fair somewhere – we’ve come across it in Britain, Australia and the US, and heard of it in other countries too. They lay out a marked-out arena with buried bottles of water, and ask the general public to use dowsing rods to try to find them. They then record the results – and publish them with glee, because whilst the untrained public tend to perform pretty much to chance, professional water-finders tend to be quite a lot less ‘successful’ at finding the buried bottles. This, say Skeptics, proves that dowsing is a fraud.


  Sure, it all looks scientific: but in reality it is, at best, scientific incompetence on the Skeptics’ part – completely inedible, in terms of the Meaning Mistake. The chance-figures for the general public are fair enough under the circumstances; but those for the dowsers are not. At all. Unfortunately it does take some knowledge of science to see how the game is rigged against any real dowser – and the Skeptics seem to be banking that most people won’t know this.


  For a start, it’s a poorly-designed experiment. Not only does the Challenge take no account of the ‘equation of need’, but professional water-finders spend their working lives looking for significant quantities of flowing water far below ground – and in most cases would aim to filter out from their awareness anything as insignificant as a small static bottle close to the surface. In that sense, the experiment-design itself is at fault: it doesn’t test real-world conditions. In fact it looks suspiciously like it’s designed to fail – which really would be scientific fraud…


  And in terms of statistics, the below-chance figure for the professionals does not prove that they’re worse than the general public, as Skeptics have claimed. Any significant deviation – positive or negative – indicates a significant effect: and a negative deviation usually indicates a fault in experiment-design. In this case, what it really indicates is either that the Skeptics who designed the Challenge have a very poor understanding of science and statistics, or else they’re playing dirty, and know it. We have our suspicions, but we’d better give them the benefit of the doubt…


  Either way, the Skeptics Challenge is no true challenge at all: something that dowsers need to be aware of, and avoid.





As with the ‘must-be mistake’, another warning-sign of potential inedibility is any use of a phrase such as “it’s obvious” or “of course it’s the same as…” – because they usually mean that a key step or test has been skipped (‘obvious’), or a simile has been mistaken for fact.


But the only true protection against the Meaning Mistake is to recognise that the Scientist mode has strict rules for meaning, to derive what it calls ‘fact’ – and we cannot be careless with those rules if we want our work to be meaningful in that mode. We can go off briefly to other modes to gather new ideas to test: but in the Scientist mode itself, there’s no middle ground – either something is fact, or it isn’t.


Arises from:


	carelessness with the rules for the Scientist mode

  	blurring with the Mystic mode by treating ‘scientific’ beliefs as fact


Resolve by:


	watch carefully for keyphrases such as “of course” or “it’s obvious” or “must be”, all of which indicate a high probability of meaning-mistakes

  	in dowsing, include an ‘Idiot’ or ‘un-ask the question’ response in the vocabulary to reduce the risk of overcook


The possession problem
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Sin #5 is somewhat different from the others, because it doesn’t arise from mistakes with the modes as such, but from another source entirely: ego. And behind that, all too often, are un­acknowledged fears that can be sur­pris­ingly hard to face…


In essence, the problem is a fear of uncertainty. When the world becomes too complex for comfort, there’s a natural tendency to cling on to what we know, what we have, what we believe, and claim exclusive owner­ship of all such things. In short, the problem is one of possession – but in both senses of the word, both possessing and possessed. In our context here, we see this most often in two different forms:


	possession as separation – for example, the concept of a ‘sacred site’ as something separate from the rest of the landscape

  	possession as possessing ‘the truth’ – evidenced in ‘religious wars’ such as the Skeptics’ tirades against dowsers and others, or ‘mainstream’ versus ‘alternative’ approaches to healing


The first trap is that neither places nor ideas are commodities to be possessed: they simply are. And whilst a notion of stewardship does work as a model for ownership of such things, possession doesn’t: it gets in the way, all the time.



  Perhaps off-topic, we admit, but if you’re interested in how the issues of the Possession Problem pan out in business and the wider society, see Tom’s book Power and Response-ability: the human side of systems.





The problem stems in part from a misuse of the Mystic mode. Like the Scientist, the Mystic needs certainty in the form of what it calls ‘truth’. But whilst the Scientist gets there by testing and cross-linking everything to everything else, the Mystic simply declares something to be ‘the truth’ – hence ‘to take it on faith’. To get round the problem that some things will inevitably not fit with that ‘truth’, the Mystic mode again simply declares that anything that doesn’t fit is ‘not-true’, to be ignored. It then places an explicit yet arbitrary boundary between them: hence, for example, the arbitrary separation between the ‘sacred’ and the ‘profane’ – literally ‘pro-fanum’, ‘that which is out­side the temple’.


Nothing wrong with that in itself – it’s a useful tactic, as we’ve seen. The problem comes when people think that the boundary is real, that the boundary itself is ‘the truth’ – and try to possess everything inside it. The amount of emotion unleashed against ‘heresy’ – which literally translates as nothing more serious than ‘to think different’ – gives us a rather strong clue that it’s not just about ‘truth’ here… Trying to possess the belief, people end up being possessed by it – which is not a good idea.



  The ‘must-be mistake’ that we saw in Sin #4 can likewise be a problem here, because it’s also an attempt to claim a kind of possession of ‘the only truth’.


  For example, the illusionist James Randi, one of the leading lights of the Skeptics Society, has on occasion claimed that if he can reproduce some supposed ‘supernatural’ event by illusionist means, then that must be the way it was done. He appears to believe that this gives him an inalienable right to harass and ‘expose’ all others as purported frauds.


  Somehow it never seems to occur to him that any mechanism other than illusion could possibly be involved. To him, it seems, illusion is the only truth, with himself as its only guardian…


  Yet not only is this poor science – the Meaning Mistake – but it’s also extraordinarily abusive. As with the Newage Nuisance, this kind of bullying bluster is another all too common characteristic of the Possession Problem.





We’ve seen some of this already in the Newage Nuisance and Golden-Age Game, of course, but what makes it even messier here is the creation of boundaries that are put up to protect the ‘possess­ion’. Real­ity as a whole doesn’t have boundaries: pollution takes no notice of national borders, for example. And as dowsers it’s not just the fences and walls that get in our way when we’re tracking a line – it’s the arbitrary separation of things that’s the real prob­lem, because it prevents us from gaining any sense of the whole.



  Take the example of archaeoastronomy at a site such as the Castle­rigg stone circle.


  The circle itself is a kind of local focus – the fore­sight, so to speak – for all the sight-lines that pick out the rise and set positions of sun and moon and stars in that epoch several thousand years ago.


  But the other ends of each of the lines – the backsights – are the peaks and notches in the mountains all round the circle, miles away into the distance. The central ‘sacred site’ makes no sense unless we consider the entire landscape – circles, hills, valleys, mountains, everything – to be part of the site as a whole.





So although it’s true that there are places that act as focal-points in some sense or other, there are no ‘sacred sites’ as such – everywhere is ‘sacred’ to someone, in some context. It’s all one continuum: creating arbitrary boundaries between the ‘sacred’ and the ‘pro­fane’, the ‘important’ and the ‘unimportant’, will just get in the way, not only of action, but of thinking, too.


In much the same sense, ideas or theories about the past can become boundaries to our thinking, preventing us from seeing a context in any other way. ‘The past’ is subjective, not objective: we can’t go there, and there’s very little that we can test in the Scientist sense – we have no way to tell for certain what people thought, how they felt, what they believed. In a very literal sense, the past is a different country: they did indeed do things differ­ently there, and often for very different reasons than those that would apply in the present time.


So discoveries in the present do not necessarily ‘prove’ anything about the past. We may well find interesting energies at so-called sacred-sites; we may well find extraordinary astronomical align­ments and so on; yet that does not mean that any of it was planned by the purported ‘astronomer-priests’ of the Golden-Age Game. Instead, from what little we know of the cul­tures concerned, and from equivalent cultures in the present, it seems more likely that such things arose more from the intuition of the Artist – simply, that ‘it seemed like a good idea at the time’, and was. It’s perhaps more useful, too, to apply the Magician’s perspective – to ask “what use is it?” – than to fight over ‘truths’ that probably never existed in the first place…


There’s also an academic discipline called ‘deconstruction’ that can be useful here. Its task is to pick apart each assertion of ‘truth’, so as to surface any hidden assumptions. (Dowsers know all too well the need for this, in designing questions that can be answered meaning­fully by a limited set of dowsing-responses – usually just Yes or No.) More useful still is an expanded variant called ‘causal layered analysis’ which applies the same question­ing up and down the layers, from the everyday ‘litany of com­plaint’ down to the deep myths and core-beliefs. The aim in both cases is to identify notions and worldviews that are some­how ‘privileged’ – assumed to be fact, but without any actual question­ing to verify it as fact.



  One catch to watch here is that the same deconstruction must always be applied to the analysis itself, to check for our own hidden assumptions in the way we do it. Kind of mind-bending in its recursion, perhaps, and often personally challenging, too, but it’s something that must be done if the analysis is to be meaningful.


  If we avoid this check, our own worldview becomes ‘privileged’ – presented as indubitable ‘fact’, in the classic Possession Problem style – but we have no way to recognise that we’ve done so. The result is usually some pointless exercise in arrogant ‘other-blame’, with nothing useful that can be achieved at the end of it.


  We’ve come across this misuse of deconstruction often in some styles of social and environmental activism, for example, though it’s also common – if in less overt forms – in much ‘New Age’ thinking too.





It then becomes useful – if sometimes embarrassing – to ask what worldviews and assumptions tend to be ‘privileged’ in dowsing, in earth-mysteries and in the ‘alternative’ fields in general. The Golden-Age Game is one obvious example, but there are plenty of others – such as the tendency to regard anything supposedly ‘alternative’ as inherently better than anything ‘main­stream’.


So another potent source for the Possession Problem is that, in part because of the nature of the Mystic mode, each group and enclave will tend to create, and enforce, its own orthodoxy, its own ‘official version’ of ‘the truth’ – frequently deriding anything and anyone else as ‘the lunatic fringe’. Archaeology has a long history of this, for example; likewise medicine, in fact pretty much every discipline with a strong subjective base which it needs to present as ‘the truth’.


What’s interesting, too, is the process by which yesterday’s ‘heresy’ so often becomes today’s orthodoxy, and onward to tomorrow’s passé ‘prim­itive beliefs’. As Thomas Kuhn showed in The Structure of Scientific Revolutions, it’s something of a truism that science will progress mainly by the death of senior scientists – especially those who’ve had a huge personal investment in some particular theory, and will permit change only ‘over my dead body’, in an all too literal sense… In other words, the Possession Problem again.


The best way round this, perhaps, is to take the long view: ‘truth’ changes over time, but quality is real, and lasts forever. And if anyone tells you they own ‘the truth’ about anything, be wary: it’s almost certainly a problem of possession.


Arises from:


	excess of certainty, or fear of uncertainty, leading to inappropriate use of the Mystic mode


Resolve by:


	balance with the Magician mode concept that beliefs are tools, not absolutes

  	also use the Magician mode to ask “what use is it?” rather than only “is it true?”

  	watch for arbitrary boundaries between ‘sacred’ and ‘profane’, between ‘mine’ and ‘not-mine’ and so on, and use insights from the Artist mode to create bridges across the boundaries

  	use deconstruction and similar tactics to challenge possession in all its forms – especially in yourself


The reality risk
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Sin #6 extends the Meaning Mistake in a rather different direction, but in some ways an even more dangerous one. The problem arises from what at first seems an innocuous question: “is it real or imaginary?” But the question in itself in­dic­ates that someone doesn’t understand what’s going on here. In the subjective space – in pretty much any space, really – it’s not a question of ‘real or imaginary’, but ‘real and imaginary’ – always both, always together. Yet the way some people approach this issue could best be described as a health-and-safety hazard akin to play­ing with matches in a firework factory… a sin indeed…



  Let’s illustrate why that simplistic split of ‘real’ versus ‘imaginary’ is nothing like as straightforward as it seems.


  Go into subjective space for a while and imagine an orange. A nice, big, juicy orange.


  (You can see it, right? And notice how you ‘see’ it – as an image, as words, as an overall impression, or whatever.)


  Heft it in your hand: you can feel its weight, its texture, the slight ‘give’ as you squeeze it.


  Notice its subtle scent, and the even more subtle sound it makes as you squeeze it gently in your palm.


  Dig your fingers into the surface: notice as you break through the peel the slight mist of juice, the suddenly much stronger scent.


  Strip away the peel, noticing the slight sense of acid-attack on fingernail and cuticle as you do so.


  Pull out just one imaginary segment, and put it in your mouth. Notice its papery texture on your tongue, the shape, the promise.


  Now bite into it – note the shock of flavour, sour, sweet, both, the swirl of saliva in your mouth.


  All of that you can feel right now, remember now, know now. True, yes?


  And yet it’s entirely imaginary.


  And yet the saliva is real enough; likewise the overall impressions. And were we to measure such things, the sensory sections in your brain would be registering something real – though exactly what, it might perhaps not be quite so sure…


  All imaginary. And real. Not one or the other, but both.


  So although that ‘and’ can get a bit complicated at times, there is no ‘or’ here. Everything is real and imaginary, all at the same time.





There’s a huge hazard here – and like every other hazard, we can’t evade it simply by pretending that it isn’t there. Time and again we see people playing a bizarre yet potentially lethal game, in­voking ‘energies’, getting wildly excited about them, then walking away without doing any kind of ‘tidying up’, on the assumption that it’s perfectly safe to do so because those energies are “only imaginary”. That it’s nothing like as simple as that is illustrated by the fact that many of the would-be ‘earth-healers’ we’ve known have died relatively young, in most cases from some very nasty cancers. Sorry, folks, but this is not a New Age game: and the sooner people wake up to this fact, the better for all…


We perhaps need to hammer this point home: if you imagine some­thing, it’s real – with all of the risks and hazards that that implies.



  Don’t allow yourself to get too distracted by notions of ‘fact’ here – “is it real or not?” – because fact hardly comes into this picture at all. In this context it’s all the Artist or the Magician: the two ‘truth’ modes – the Scientist and the Mystic – can’t help us much here, because they don’t have any imagination, and hence have no clue what to do with it. In other contexts, yes, that lack of imagination is a real strength: here it’s not. Much, anyway.





At the personal level, we’ll see some of the same concerns as in the Possession Problem: people thinking they possess some idea, some imagining, but end up becoming ‘possessed’ by it, allowing it to drive their life without – though sometimes, powerless, with – conscious awareness of what’s going on. The magical traditions provide plenty of warnings on the dangers here, and also what to do about them: Dion Fortune’s classic Psychic Self-Defence may seem a little dated these days, but it’s still an essential reference for anyone working in this space.


Perhaps a simpler example, though, is the actor who takes on a character, Method-style, and then can’t get out of character at the end of the play. Again, the theatre tradition has its own tactics for dealing with this: Keith Johnstone’s Impro is a useful reference here, particularly the section on Masks and trance. One of his key points, for example, is that it’s essential not to treat a Mask as an inanimate object: each will have its own ‘vocabulary’ of move­ments and styles and actions which will tend to be taken on by any actor who wears it. In that sense, to work with a Mask, we have to enter into relationship with it – and recognise that in that rel­ation­ship the Mask has choices too.


Yet everything is a Mask, a ‘per-sona’ – literally ‘that through which I sound’. A dowsing-instrument is a Mask: as we’ve seen, it too will have its own vocabulary of responses, and every experienced dowser will know that sense of needing to be ‘in relationship’ with the instrument in order to get it to work well. Likewise every place is a Mask, with its own vocabulary, its own expressions, its own choices: and sometimes we can take on those characteristics without being aware that we’re doing so.



  A story of Tom’s from some years back would illustrate this – and also how scary it can be if it’s not managed well.


  With a friend, he was visiting a long-barrow in Somerset called Stoney Littleton. It has quite a long stone passage, perhaps forty feet long and four feet high, with two cross-chambers and a three-lobed chamber at the end.


  He sat down in the central lobe of the end-chamber, feeling for the energies of the place. What he mostly felt was the damp­ness in the space: nothing much more than that. He meditated for a while, cross-legged under the low lintel of the roof. Still nothing much: no sense of anything happening at all.


  He was aroused a few moments later by what sounded like a gasp of shock from his friend, looking towards him from along the passage, at one of the cross-chambers closer to the entrance. Still looking at him, wide-eyed, she backed out into the open.


  “Tom, can you come here, please?”, she called, in what was clearly a rather shaken voice.


  “What’s wrong? What’s the problem?”


  “N-nothing”, she answered, “b-but come out, if you would?”


  He got up to his feet, scrambled down the passage, out into the open air, stretched his back. Still tense, she looked at him closely, then finally relaxed.


  “Good – it is you”, she said.


  “What do you mean?”


  “Well, whoever was down there had horns, for a start…”


  Since then we’ve come across several other people who’d had incidents of the same image at Stoney Littleton: it seems to be a real characteristic of the Mask of that place. Perhaps not a good idea to try to invoke it intentionally, though…





What we may perceive as ‘imaginary entities’ at a place are also just as real – with everything that that implies. Take the example of ‘faery’: to those of a New Age bent, this will no doubt bring up the cute image of the Cottingley characters, or Findhorn-style devas, flickering energies like little fluttery things at the bottom of the garden. If so, remember also that in the Irish tradition, the fairies standing guard in front of the hollow hills aren’t like that at all: they’re seven feet tall with, yes, long pointy ears – but also with long pointy teeth. They don’t feel pain, it’s said – but they’re fascinated that you do… In short, be very careful what you ask for, for you may just get what you ask…


The same applies with the rather more active ‘energies’ that can be associated with some types of site. Referred to as ‘guardians’, they’ve even been known to follow people home, so to speak, in some cases causing absolute havoc with poltergeist-type effects, or worse. The archaeologist Dr Anne Ross has described one such incident, for example, which was linked to some ancient stone heads she’d found during a dig near Hexham in Yorkshire: the results were very disturbing for all con­cerned, and it took a lot of work – in­cluding a full-blown exorcism – before the incursions ended and were put to rest. So yes, all imaginary, it seems – yet also all too real, in a functional and even physical sense.


Legends and so on will often warn us of potential risks at a place: we need to be aware of this, respect it, and take appropriate action or apply appropriate protection where necessary. As dowsers we should also make use of those ‘side-feelings’ from the Artist mode to warn us of risks arising whilst we’re working: if we get a sudden sense that we should stop working, it’s best to do just that, and quickly. And for the same reason it’s wise to take a leaf out of the Magician’s book, and formally ‘close the site’ after a session: to quote an old science joke, “please leave this decontamination room as you would wish to find it!”


In this kind of context, ‘sins’ such as the Hype Hubris, the Golden-Age Game and the Newage Nuisance are not just a problem: they can be downright dangerous for everyone concerned. On the one side, people can become so deluded in their own self-importance that they can be blithely unaware of the real risks involved in these fields; on the other, there can be a fall back to uncontrolled panic when reality finally breaks through. It’s not a pretty picture: once again, as with every other skill in a hazard-laden space, this is not a place where childish minds can be let loose to play…


Perhaps the safest approach here would be a Fortean one. Way back at the turn of the previous century, Charles Fort was a journalist who collected information about events that didn’t fit with anyone’s theories – ‘the book of the damned’, he called it. Present-day Forteans follow a similar  line, yet extend it with a demanding discipline: they document every description of each incident of ‘the damned’ – fairies, flying saucers, showers of frogs and fishes, you name it – exactly at face-value; but they don’t interpret. In other words, they keep it strictly in the Artist and Magician modes; the Scientist and the Mystic can perhaps come in later, but they don’t belong at all in that early exploratory stage. They work with the weird intersection of the imaginary and the real, accepting it for what it is – and reduce the risks accordingly.


Whichever way we look at it, the real is imaginary; the imaginary is real. If you ever forget that fact, you may be putting yourself – and others – at very real risk. You have been warned!


Arises from:


	failure to grasp the deeper complexities – and dangers – of the subjective space


Resolve by:


	reduce the risk with a Fortean approach, recognising that everything is real and imaginary at the same time 

  	recognise the hazards, and use safety-procedures such as the ‘can I? may I? am I ready?’ checklist, or the magical-tradition ritual of formally opening and closing the circle

  	when dowsing, use the ‘side-feelings’ to warn of potential dangers, or changes that imply that something may be at risk 


Lost in the learning labyrinth
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Sin #7 doesn’t come from misuse of the modes, but mistakes in the skills-learning process – and all of these mistakes are illustrated well in the labyrinth-model we introduced back in Round the bend). The problem here is that although there’s only one path, and may seem straight­forward enough, it’s still all too easy to get lost in the laby­rinth…


One of the classic New Age mistakes happens right at the start of the learning-process – con­fusing ‘beginner’s luck’ with real mas­tery, as we’ve seen in Sin #3, the Newage Nuisance. If we look at the labyrinth layout, though, we’ll see that this is just the first of three places where anyone on the path will seem to be very close to the centre. The other two are at the beginnings of circuit 4, ‘caring’, and of circuit 7, ‘meditation’ – which, in their guise as ‘the path of heart’ and ‘the path of spirit’ respectively, are like­wise classic sources for New Age delusions of ‘instant mastery’. There’s only one path through the labyrinth – and we can’t skip any of it if we want to achieve real mastery of a skill.


We’ve seen earlier that we start out at ‘control’ – training, in fact – and that it gets worse for quite a while as soon as we make the turn outward to circuit 2, ‘self’. Note too that the same pattern repeats further in, with the double-jump from ‘survival’ to ‘caring’ to ‘meditation’, and then back outward again to ‘mind’ and ‘com­mun­ication’, it may seem hard to let go from the sense of quiet certainty at the end of ‘meditation’ and moving outward to ‘mind’.
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Try tracing the path with your fingertips, from the opening at ‘beginner’s luck’ to the end at ‘mastery’. Notice how hard it is to stay on track; notice also the sheer centrifugal force that seems to want to hurl you out of the labyrinth at that bleak moment of despair, at the end of the ‘survival’ circuit, when you realise that you’re not only further out than everyone else in the skill, but worse than when you first started. If you give up at that point, you’re likely to lose every­thing that you’ve learned; but if you can make it round the curve, through the ‘dark night of the soul’, you’ll never lose it – it’s that close. (Though notice too that from sheer relief you’ll be more prone there to the second of the New Age mistakes, the delusion that the start of the ‘path of heart’ is the centre – watch out, because there’s still a long way to go…)


Another confusion is that ‘the dark night of the soul’ is the only place in the whole labyrinth where you walk shoulder-to-shoulder with someone else on another circuit who’s going the same way.  (That the other side of that match is the exuberance of beginner’s luck’ just makes the agony of the ‘dark night’ even worse…) Everywhere else in the labyrinth, people going the same way will always seem to be going in opposite directions. Which provides plenty of opportunity for error in the skills-learning process, especially when learning in parallel with others…


So although working on one’s own can be lonely, the labyrinth shows there are some subtle problems from working in groups. Collaboration is important during the later interpretation phase, to build a ‘holo­gram’ of the results by viewing the results from many different per­spectives. But in the exploratory stage of dowsing fieldwork there can be a real problem of mutual inter­ference from clashing expectations, and from the Possession Problem’s all-too-natural tendency to ‘help’ others by insisting “that’s wrong – you must do it this way!” Not a sin as such, but something of which to be wary.


A final trap is that the whole process is recursive: we’re each traversing not just one labyrinth, but an infinite number of them, layers within layers, all at the same time. The moment you hit mastery at one level may well be the same moment that you hit the despair of the ‘dark night’ on another – and vice versa, of course. There’s no avoiding this: you can only win if you commit to the game, and the only escape-route would cause you to lose the lot. So despite the roller-coaster ride, the wild twists and turns, the labyrinth shows there’s just one simple way to improve the skill, and the quality of the work. To stay un-lost in the learning-labyrinth, all you have to do is to keep going, keep going, one step at a time.


Arises from:


	failure to understand and accept the process of learning new skills


Resolve by:


	use the labyrinth as a study-guide for potential problems, and act on any issues accordingly


Cleansing the sins


This heading might perhaps sound a bit biblical and blaming, but it’s nothing like that bad – honest! The point we’re aiming to make here is that what we’ve shown in the sections above are indeed ‘sins’, and they do indeed need to ‘cleansed’ if there’s to be any chance of lifting the quality of dowsing practice – but it might first be useful to remember what ‘sin’ actually means…


The literal translation of the word is something like ‘error’, with an extra emphasis on what would otherwise be called ‘ignorance’. So the ‘sins’ are just errors of practice that need to be fixed, mis­takes that anyone can fall into – mistakes that we all fall into from time to time, to be honest about it. It’s not a big deal. It’s just that facing the ‘sins’ is what will make the difference between work that is meaningless, bluntly, and work that will have real value for you and for everyone else.


So what’s the way out? Practice, practice, self-awareness and more practice, would be the real answer – as for every discipline, in fact. Yet there are also a couple of useful hints from the two different meanings of ‘ignorance’.


The first is that sense of ‘being in ignorance’, of not knowing. Well, now you do know about each of those Seven Sins, and we’ve given some suggestions as to how to tackle each of them in prac­tice: so you can’t claim you’re in ignorance any more, can you? (say we with a bright grin or two!)


The other sense is trickier: that of wilful ‘ignore-ance’. If you know about the problems, but deliberately choose to ignore them – and ignore the consequences too, in all probability – there’d not be much we could do to help you there. We can warn you about the sins, but we can’t cleanse your sins for you, y’see…


Your choice: it’s always your choice. Quality is a personal commit­ment, a personal responsibility.


And with that central point, we’ve really come to the end of all we can show you about the disciplines of dowsing, and about the practical problems of creating quality in the subjective space. All that remains now is to illustrate all of this with some examples of how we ourselves put these principles into practice in our day-to-day dowsing work.





Practice – enhancing the senses


Enough of theory – time to get out of the armchair! So much of the dowsing space at present seems to be dominated by conversations over the Net: but whilst talk may be pleasant, on its own it rarely provides anything new. Instead, we need to engage the subtle senses of the Artist mode: and for that, getting our boots muddy, so to speak, is the only way that real change in discipline is likely to happen.


If your interest, like ours, is in archaeology and ‘earth-mysteries’, that literally means going out and getting your boots muddy: there’s a real shift that happens in spending time out in the field, dowsing in any weather, struggling with wind blowing the rods around, and rain down the back of the anorak! Or if your dowsing focus is more on healing and the like, get away from the charts and diagrams and lists for a while: your equivalent of ‘field­work’ would be something like massage, using the fingers and wrists and elbows to sense out the ‘musclescape’, its folds and curves, its overlays and layers, its smooth flows and locked, tangled places.


In fieldwork, we build relationship with place – whatever ‘place’ in the respective context might be. A New Age-style quick flit from one site to another won’t give space for this: it’d only deliver a few fleeting experiences, perhaps, a few brief encounters with begin­ner’s luck. Perhaps some sort of shallow appreciation over­all, it’s true, but not much depth, nothing on which to build a real understanding. From our own experience, reaching for a deeper connection with place is like building a relationship with a skittish horse: there’s a crucial change in perspective that starts to settle in after three to six months or so – and that requires patience, a commitment to place, in all its modes and moods.


Also crucial is that most of the subtle details are visible only in the field. To see them, we need to develop ‘fieldworker’s eyes’, the fieldworker’s senses – and learn notice the differences, the edges, the subtle – or not-so-subtle – hints that things have changed.



  Many years ago, Tom used to teach dowsing at evening-classes in London. He took one group out on a country field-trip, to practice in a different environment. And there, down a beautiful long avenue, most of the students had found what they were certain was a water-line crossing the road. They called him over to check with his rods, to which he replied “No need, I know there’s water there.”


  “How?”, they asked. “Have you been here before? What dowsing instrument did you use, to find it from there?”


  Smiling, he pointed to his eyes. “Look at the trees”, he said. “See what types they are: cherry, cherry, cherry, willow, cherry, cherry. Cherry trees hate getting their feet wet; willows love it. Where’s the water?”





Intervisibility is another type of connection that can only be ident­ified in the field. At Avebury stone circle, for example, the ancient mound of Silbury Hill is just visible over the skyline: anyone standing on its summit would appear to float between the nearby ridge and the distant hills. More to the point, the notches on its sides, close to the top – which, courtesy of some truly amazing early engineering, have not faded or slumped in several thousand years – line up exactly with the line of the intervening ridge. There’s no way to identify this from a map, or an air-photograph: you’d have to be there to see it.


The same is true of most ‘ley-hunting’, searching for alignments of ancient sites in the landscape. Anyone can find any number of these with a ruler dropped onto a map – a matter of considerable excitement a few decades ago – but in reality, in most cases, it’s probably ‘just coincidence’. There are real alignments to be found: but they can only be verified by cross-checking the map with what can be seen and felt in the field. John Michell, in his study of ley-type alignments in Land’s End at the tip of Cornwall, found that the key standing-stones were each exactly on the skyline from one to the next – yet usually only one could be seen in each direction, on a line ‘of rifle-barrel accuracy’ over many miles. In a dowsing sense, there’s also a distinct ‘feel’ that goes with an alignment of ancient sites that seems to have been intentional: and one that’s not will usually feel ‘flat’, or ‘dead’, or simply have no feel at all.


So in fieldwork we need to get out of the usual over-reliance on the head, the intellect, the ‘truth’ of the Scientist and the Mystic, and instead explore the feel of places in their own context. The journey, the process of ‘pilgrimage’ to the place, often matters as much as the destination. And we need to engage not just our eyes, but sight, sound, scent, taste, touch, syn­aesthesia – all of the senses, all of the elements. Notice the nature of the site itself: slow down to notice the pace of the place, its seasons, its subtleties… moss, plants, water, the sound of wind through the leaves… butterflies and birds and other small creatures scuttling around in the undergrowth…
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It’s important, too, to watch for the Mystic mode’s tendency to create arbitrary boundaries between things, because they rarely help in the field. One such example is the imagined separation between city and country, and especially the common assumption amongst would-be pagans that ‘country is good, city is bad’ – because city-spaces do each have their own magic, even if it may be disguised deep beneath detritus, dust and diesel-fumes!


Enjoyment is important, too. Ritual and music and the like can help to engage the senses, but perhaps the wisest way is simply to have fun – laughter and merriment do matter! Having fun is also the best way to cope with fieldwork’s inevitable chaos… We do need also to watch for the tendency to be over-serious: we need a little craziness to break free of assumptions, and to jiggle the propensity to settle into the ruts of the Meaning Mistake or the Possession Problem.



  One such illustration would be the tendency to assess everything in terms of the current craze du jour. A decade or two ago it would have been ley-lines, or ‘energy leys’, whilst a present-day example might be the ‘Michael and Mary lines’, from Hamish Miller and Paul Broadhurst’s book The Sun and the Serpent. We’ve often seen people ask dowsing-questions such as “Are Michael and Mary energies present here?” at every site they’ve visited – even though Hamish and Paul themselves insist that those terms should only be used in relation to that single landscape-pattern across a single segment of southern England.


  We’ve even seen one book which arbitrarily applies a metaphoric crowbar to the Michael and Mary lines, to force-fit an imagined extension to one of the islands in the Azores. This proves, says the author, that this must be the original Atlantis – thus combining the Hype Hubris, the Meaning Mistake and the Golden-Age Game all within one single exercise in absurdity.


  Hamish shook his head in wry bemusement when we told him this tale. “It’s at least a thousand miles off course”, he said, with a sigh. As researchers we can’t control others’ muddle-headed manglings of our published work, of course, but we do sometimes wish we could!





To break free from the Meaning Mistake – and for that matter the Golden Age Game, or the Newage Nuisance in general – it’s essential to be able to go back to first principles, and use the Artist mode to provide hints and suggestions for suitable questions in the respective context.



  An example here is a set of megalithic monuments at Meizo, in northern Portugal. At first sight one of the barrows looks like the entrance to a second-world war bunker, with rectilinear slabs of stone forming a zigzag entrance to the underground chamber: but in fact it dates back some six or seven thousand years – almost as old relative to the Stonehenge trilithons as the trilithons are to us.
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  What dowsing questions would we use here? We could start with water-lines, perhaps, but even that soon fails to make sense in terms of anything else we know…


  Thirty yards away lies another wrecked dolmen. Its ‘feel’ is completely different, but how would you describe that difference? Feels somehow wrong, sad, depressed, even dangerous…? How would you document that difference? – what words or images would you use? Again, what dowsing questions would make sense here? How much use is the cut-and-dried yes/no of conventional dowsing in this context?


  The ‘feel’ of a place is often made up of small subtleties that may make no sense at all to anyone else – such as the sudden arrival and disappearance of an inquisitive little lizard from its home inside one of the dolmens at the Meizo site. What is it that makes sense to you? How would you express that sense to others? And in what ways would it matter to do so?





This sense of the importance of small subtleties has been champ­ioned by the English charity Common Ground. For example, their Rules for Local Distinctive­ness provides a useful check­list to help open an awareness of these subtleties of place. One such theme that we’ve come across before, in the discussion on the Possession Problem, is that every place is both itself and part of something greater – a locale, a district, a region of the landscape. Everything is separate, yet there also is no separation: every place contains within itself every other place.



  Another Common Ground theme is to “recognise and respect the local legends”. Every place has its stories, its interweaving of past and present.
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  For example, there’s a standing-stone in south central Portugal nicknamed the wedding stone’. It stands about ten feet tall, oddly shaped like a partly-closed hand. The folklore there is that if you throw a stone up onto the flat ‘fingers’, and it stays on top, you’ll be married soon! Yet that story is only two or three hundred years old at most – whilst the stone itself has probably been there for at least twenty times as long, from Neolithic times, or even earlier.


  In reality, the local legend tells us nothing about why the stone was put there in the first place. We have no way to know why ‘the Ancients’ did as they did in these places – we can only know how we, and others, respond to the Mask of each place in the ‘now’.





So history is also now – the interweaving of past and present and future. Everywhere is an interaction between people and place – and sometimes the place has choices too. Sometimes the inter­weaving may be uneasy, a somewhat un­will­ing coexistence, such as the modern highway that follows the Roman road in bending around the ancient mound of Silbury Hill. Sometimes the times can collide, as with the Puritan fanatic ‘Stonekiller Robinson’, who set out to destroy all of the megaliths at nearby Avebury, and was almost killed by them instead. But what doesn’t work is an attempt to ‘freeze’ time in the present, Heritage-style – because when a place can no longer change, it dies…


Common Ground also warn us that, if we’re not careful, we can end up ‘loving a site to death’. One example would be the Anta Grande dolmen, near Almendres in central Portugal. As the name suggests, it’s big: the passage is almost forty feet long, five feet wide, more than six feet high, whilst the inside of the chamber is an astonishing twenty feet high, and the vast mound – what’s left of it – is higher still. 



  [image: Remains of Anta Grande dolmen, Almendres, central Portugal]Remains of Anta Grande dolmen, Almendres, central Portugal




But after fifty years as an un­managed tourist-site, it is, bluntly, a wreck: not much litter or graffiti, amazingly, but the passage is blocked with shoring-timbers, one of the main capstones has fallen, another fallen stone almost worn through by the footprints of countless visitors, whilst the whole is covered over by a rickety, rusting tin roof. Too popular. Too many people. Too many un­restored excav­at­ions. Ouch.


The same goes for so many places like poor old Stonehenge, of course, with something like a half a million disappointed tourists every year. Avebury is a much larger site, but even that shows many signs of struggling to cope. So we need a bit more discipline in this, too: spread the load among a much wider range of places rather than focussing only on the well-known few.


Might learn a bit more that way, too.
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