
JG Piddington
John George Piddington (1869-1952) was a successful British businessman who
played a leading role in the Society for Psychical Research, notably in the
investigation of mental mediumship.

Life and Career

John George Piddington was born in 1869 as John George Smith, later taking his
mother’s family name.

Piddington joined the SPR in 1890 and served as a council member, secretary,
treasurer and president. In 1901 he helped establish a research endowment fund to
finance a full-time researcher. In 1905 he visited America, putting his
organizational talents to use in helping restructure the American Society for
Psychical Research.[1] In the 1920s and 1930s he shared a house in Woking with
Eleanor Sidgwick and Gerald Balfour, helping to provide a strong central direction
for the SPR.[2]  

Researches

Piddington reported early telepathy experiments carried out by the SPR’s hypnosis
committee in 1898, writing as JG Smith.[3] He also introduced accounts of French
experiments published in the Annales des Sciences Psychiques.[4] An article the
following year  compared an experience described in the newly published diary of
Victor Hugo and one reported by his SPR colleague Margaret Verrall.[5]

Piddington continued to contribute new cases,[6] but his attention gradually focused
on the mental medium Rosalie Thompson, who was the subject of an extensive
1901 report by Oliver Lodge, Richard Hodgson, Margaret Verrall and others. As well
as describing sittings of his own[7] Piddington authored a second major report,[8] in
which he reviewed the collected material to comment on features such as the
personalities and behaviour of Thompson’s ‘controls’, the nature of the trance, and
automatic writing, and engaging robustly with critics who held different ideas.[9]  In
common with some other investigators, Piddington was impressed by the most
convincing of Thompson’s utterances but was made sceptical by the obvious falsity
of others, eventually admitting that he vacillated between two extremes.[10] A later
commentator, Alan Gauld, considered that Piddington was convinced that
Thompson possessed paranormal powers, but that he was ‘unable to come to any
positive conclusions as to their nature’.[11]

Piddington played a large part in the investigation of the so-called ‘cross-
correspondences’, which absorbed much of the SPR’s attention over the following
two decades. This was the phenomenon, first noticed after the death of Frederic
Myers in 1901, of apparent links between trance statements made by one medium
or automatist and those made by another, giving the appearance that Myers, and
later other deceased researchers, were trying to demonstrate their survival of
death. Together with Eleanor Sidgwick, Oliver Lodge and Alice Johnson, Piddington
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spent much time analysing well-over three thousand scripts,[12] undertaking the
work of indexing them,[13] as well as uncovering new specimens. (See here for details
of the cross-correspondences and Piddington’s contribution.)

Archive

A large quantity of original documents and correspondence by Piddington is held in
the SPR archive in Cambridge University Library.
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Footnotes

1.ˆ Blum (2007), 277.
2.ˆ Salter (1952), 709.
3.ˆ Smith (Piddington) (1898), 226.
4.ˆ Smith (Piddington) (1898), 248-49, 115-28.
5.ˆ Smith (Piddington) (1900), 195-97.
6.ˆ For instance, Piddington (1902a), 303-304.
7.ˆ For instance, Piddington (1902b), 116-37.
8.ˆ Piddington (1904a), 104-307.
9.ˆ For instance, Piddington (1904b), 260.
10.ˆ Piddington (1904a), 111.
11.ˆ Gauld (1968), 273.
12.ˆ For a full description see Hamilton (2017).
13.ˆ Salter (1952), 712.
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