CHARLES FORT

Some men are geniuses and are rightly recognised. Others are geniuses but live their lives unrecognised. Some geniuses live, and die, in obscurity. Some geniuses are survived only by their obscurity. Thankfully, some geniuses are recalled. Such is the case of Charles Hoy Fort.

Charles Fort (1874-1932) was one of this worlds greatest minds, yet also one of its most unknown. Fort had a vision and mind that offered a worldview, a developed philosophy that matches that of our greatest minds. Unlike the philosophies of men such as Plato, Descartes or Russell, Forts view was unique. As a writer, iconoclast, and founder of modern study of anomalous phenomena, Fort was a brilliant man. Few man can rise from such humble beginnings as his, to such dizzying heights of greatness, and yet remain so unknown.

Fort was born in Albany, New York, in 1874. His mother died during his early youth, and his father was something of a tyrant, beating the young Fort and enslaving him in wretched shop floor work. Fort yearned for release, and age eighteen left to work for a New York newspaper. Within a year, he was editor of a Long Island paper. However, the mind of Charles Fort grew restless, and so Fort began a hitchhike around the Southern US, Scotland and England to ‘’put some capital into the bank of experience.’’ Forts jaunt took him in 1896 to South Africa, where he contracted malaria. He returned to New York, and soon married his wife, Anna.

There is an expression of diamonds in the rough, and Fort was its personification. The Forts lived for many years in the Bronx, in a situation of some poverty, breaking furniture for firewood. Small jobs, the odd journalism and the writing of ten novels, including the only one surviving, The Outcast Manufacturers, sustained the family.

However, Forts luck changed forever when, trying to sell his stories, he met magazine editor Theodore Dreiser. The two men took to each other at once, and became lifelong friends. Charles and Anna still struggled on, when Fort began the first of his ‘Grand Tours’. Fort began to spend his mornings in the New York Public Library, and later in London, the British Museum Library, and other collections of records. These Grand Tours were conducted from 1906 to Forts death in 1932.

Fort would read through newspapers, magazines, scientific journals, periodicals and quarterlies. Fort read through masses of these sources, and from them collected notes, on little squares of paper in his own shorthand. Some survive today in the New York Public Library Manuscript Collection. In his notes, which must have numbered over sixty thousand in his lifetime, Fort collected accounts of anomalous phenomena; later, these became known as Fortean phenomena.

The accounts Fort made notes of were of a startling range and subject matter: levitations; strange lights in the sky; mass panics and crazes; poltergeist outbreaks; strange outbreaks of fire; falls of organic matter and artefacts from the sky; sea serpents, man beasts and other ‘impossible creatures’; strange appearances and disappearances; strange rays that stopped cars; attacks by ‘invisibles’. The list of phenomena Fort recorded is incredible, even to those familiar with the subject. As Fort was the first person to properly record and analyse these phenomena, they are given the name ‘Fortean’ phenomena; collectively, Forteana.

It is now that we must assure Forts status. Fort did not study the paranormal, or the supernatural, or the occult. Such things did not exist in Forts time. Not only did Fort see the phenomena are mere unacceptances, good for use in his assault on science, Fort did not see the possibility of anything being ‘super-natural’ or ‘para-normal’. In Lo! Fort writes, ‘’ ‘Supernatural’ is a word that has no place in my vocabulary. In my view, it has no meaning, or distinguishment. If there never has been, finally, a natural explanation of anything, everything is, naturally enough, the supernatural.’’ Some modern paranormal scholars, who see their phenomena as something apart and detached from the natural and scientific world, would do well to remember this. The supernatural and paranormal should become nothing more than Prodigal Sons of study and knowledge; for now absent from the community of understanding, later to return from intellectual oblivion.
Fort simply saw the phenomena he collected, many from scientific journals, as ammunition. See, the core of Forts iconoclasm was orthodox science. It was perhaps his fathers tyranny which made Fort the iconoclast, but it was science that Fort mounted his assault on. As Forts first work, The Book of the Damned, begins:

‘’A procession of the damned. By the damned, I mean the excluded. We shall have a procession of data that Science has excluded’’

Fort used the data he collected to attack science. Fort offered up his data, then provided a scientists explanation. Fort shows, with great wit, that failure of science to explain the data. As Fort saw it, science dealt with data that did not fit its accepted theories by ignoring, suppressing, discrediting it, or explaining it away. Fort would often add his own, often outrageous, suggestions to the arguments. In Lo! Forts third book, Fort offers a challenge to readers to send in their loony notions, and Fort offered to find data to prove them.

The Book of the Damned was published in 1919 to critical perplexity. The book, it was acknowledged, was a fascinating and impressive work, but its jumpy, stream-of-thought style and curious content made it a difficult read. Critics were unsure of it, but it was later decided that Fort was the ‘arch-nemesis’ of science. This is not wholly accurate. Fort was a learned man, well up to date with the sciences of his time. Indeed, Forts notes and sources cover a vast range of subjects and disciplines. And Fort was no enemy of science; only the scientific orthodoxy that excluded that which it could not explain.

Despite the reception of BOTD, Fort fell into a depression. Forty thousand notes were burned. Fort left for London for six months, then returned to New York. A year later, Fort, now aged 47, returned to London, eventually staying for eight years. In 1921, New Lands was published. Of all Forts books, New Lands is the most difficult. Largely an attack on astronomers, one of Forts prime targets, New Lands was the least successful of all Forts books, but still a vital contribution to the developing Fortean philosophy. Also around this time, Fort would orate at Speakers Corner on space travel, which he believed was inevitable.

In 1924 Fort began a correspondence with novelist Tiffany Thayer, one of his few friends, and greatest advocates, who later founded the Fortean Society. Fort himself, an opponent of organisation, disagreed with the Society, wanting no one to continue his work, but nonetheless occasionally attended its meetings. Fort returned to the Bronx in 1929 and began his Grand Tour anew. Lo! was published in 1931, in which the notion of teleportation was developed. It was Fort who first developed the concept of teleportation, based on endless cases of inexplicable falls from the sky, and mysterious appearances and disappearances. It was also Fort who first suggested that the strange lights seen in the sky were ‘super constructions’ from alien worlds.

Wild Talents followed in 1931, which detailed cases of psychical and occult power in humans. However, by this time, Fort was ill. In 1932, age 58, Fort was admitted to hospital and died of an ‘’unspecified weakness’’, likely leukaemia. Anna followed in 1937, leaving behind no children.

There is no doubt that Fort, like so many gifted with genius, was a complex man. Fort was introverted, a hermit, with few friends. Yet he was described as having a vivacious manner, and a wonderful sense of humour, which is clearly evident in his writings. A friend of Theodore Dreiser, the man who bullied his editor into accepting BOTD, described Fort as:

‘’Fascinating…he seemed utterly alive, carefree and all-knowing as he talked’’

Fort, despite his anachronisms and hermetic life, was quite devoted to his wife. The two must have made a strange couple. Fort, content with his daily work, with few friends, and Anna, the bustling hostess, who knew all the neighbours affairs. It is no doubt that it was largely due to Anna that Fort was free to pursue his work. Behind every great man is, they say, a great woman. However, Anna admitted she never read her husbands books, nor ‘’ever dreamed what went on’’ in his head.

However, we gain perhaps our greatest insight into Fort from Aaron Sussman, a co-founder of the Fortean Society with Tiffany Thayer. Sussman described Fort as being a ‘great mind that had withdrawn from the world.’

Fort may have been a great mind, but he was burdened by it. No matter how much Fort was committed to his work, he would occasionally lurch into doubt, and depression. This led twice to the burning of his thousands of notes, and the destruction of so many years patient work. Fort said that the notes were destroyed because ‘’they were not what I wanted’’. Fortuitously, each time, Fort would begin anew, resetting his compass to some new direction. In BOTD Fort engages science, in NL, astronomers, whilst in Lo! teleportation is developed, and in WT occult powers are probed.

Through Forts works, we gain our greatest insight into the great mind of this man. All of Forts works are highly quotable, as the style and language used is nothing short of vivid poetry. 

Fort was particularly critical of orthodox science. He saw it as impossible to rigidly define and contain the plethora of the natural world into neat laws and concepts. Forts ‘damned data’ was that which was left off, and trimmed and snipped away, in ‘barbershop science.’ Forts damned data was the guilty evidence of sciences failure to live up to its duty: to explain the natural world, honestly and sincerely. Fort saw it that scientists argued for and against theories, not according to the rules of evidence, but according to the beliefs of the scientists involved. Fort could not accept, quote rightly, that the natural world would change itself to conform to the opinion of a pompous scientist. Belief is unproven truth. As Fort said, ‘I cannot accept that the products of the mind are subject matter for belief.’’

Fort had notions of the universe-as-organism. He believed that, to some degree, this existence was organic, moving autonomously, perhaps semi-consciously forward. Whilst Fort never admitted teleology (purpose in the universe) into his works, the concept of a living universe is bold and humbling beyond anything else. That we sentient thinking things are mere components of a vastly superior system? 

As also with an organism, Fort saw all things as transient, shifting between the extremes. Fort expressed this through his ‘Dictum of the Hyphen’, suggesting that, for the most parts, all phenomena existed in a shadowy netherworld between observable extremes. 

To fortify his ideas concerning the ‘transient nature of all apparent phenomena’, Fort developed a notion of Continuity. This is best expressed through the excellent quote, ‘One measures a circle beginning anywhere.’ All things are constantly changing, emerging and declining, but still remaining inexorably supposing manifestations of an ‘underlying oneness.’ 

As Fort saw it is BOTD, all phenomena ‘’are only islands that are projections from something underlying.’’ An example would be a group of islands, all on the surface independent of others, with unique flora and fauna, but which underneath are all mere projections from one single bedrock. As the universe is constantly shifting its form and function, nothing could be defined, or known, with any permanence or certainty. This notion lies at the core of Forts opposition to scientific orthodoxy, and lies at the heart of his works.

Today Fort’s legacy lives on stronger than ever. In 1973, a young man named Bob Rickard founded Fortean Times, the journal of strange phenomena. Now one of the country’s most respected publications, renowned for its wit, content and style. All of Forts works were recently reissued. There is an International Fortean Organisation, and numerous Fortean groups, books and philosophy are rife. Rickard has also begun the establishment of the Charles Fort Institute, to continue Forts works, and expand them for the twenty first century.

We will owe a great debt to the work of Bob Rickard, Fortean Times, and the myriad of other Fortean people and groups, as we stride boldly into the future. Forteana, the umbrella term for a cornucopia of anomalous goings-on, occupies a niche in the world that is still untouched by the hand of science. We live in a world that is increasingly secular We seemed doomed to continue on in what Fort called ‘’a priestcraft of science’’ and trust rational logic and orthodoxy over all else. We need the iconoclasm of Fortean philosophy if we are to understand out world. 

The truths dragged to the fore by Fort, the scandalous data that were paraded before our eyes, and the philosophy of continuity and acceptance; these are vital to any understanding of the world. Charles Hoy Fort may be little known in conventional scientific and philosophical circles, but his message is perhaps the most lucid we have in our world today. In a world increasingly governed by the rigidity and complacency of science, we can turn to the philosophy of Charles Hoy Fort and find intellectual solace. 

As Fort himself wrote, ‘’I can conceive of nothing, in religion, philosophy or science, that is anything more than the correct thing to wear for a while.’’ Fort, true to the spirit of his creed, even turned this direction upon his own works, writing, ‘’I believe nothing of my own that I have ever written.’’ It is a wise man indeed that can not only accept but also embrace the ultimate ineffectuality of his life’s work.
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