In Publishing, One Medium Looms Large

By JEFFREY A. TRACHTENBERG

to anticipate that her new book, “If You Could

See What 1 See,” would hit the New York
Times advice best-seller list soon after it was re-
leased earlier this yvear. Many of the 13 hardeover ti-
tles she has published since 1998 quickly became
best-sellers.

Ms. Browne is as close as publishing gets to a
sure thing. Her popularity is so high, two rival
houses are content to share her work. Pearson
PLC's Dutton imprint and Hay House Inc., an inde-
pendent publisher of self-help and inspirational
books, each issue a new hardcover title from her an-
nually. This year, Hay House is publishing two.
There are now 300,000 hardcover copies of “If You
Could See What I See,” her latest title, in print. Jules
Herbert, a buyer at Barnes & Noble Inc., the coun-
try’'s largest book retailer, describes Ms. Browne as
the chain’'s “leading psvchic author.”™

Ms. Browne claims to be a medium and clair-
vovant. She says she can communicate with the
dead and can describe past and future events in
people’s lives., She also works to solve crimes and
find missing people. “If You Could See What I See™
is a continuation of her autobiography and an
introduction to some of her spiritual beliefs.

“I have psychic intnitions about people I
meet,” sayvs Ms. Browne, who lives in 8an Jose,
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Calif. “If a question is asked of me, the answer

comes. But I'm not an ambulance-chaser. ['ve
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been doing this for 52 vears.”

Ms. Browne, 69 vears old, is one of a number of
writers of the supernatural doing well these days
in publishing circles. There's also Allison DuBois,
whose life has served as the basis for the NBC hit
TV show “Medium.” CBS Corp.’'s Fireside imprint
says there are 125,000 hardcover copies in print of
her 2005 memoir, “Don’t Kiss Them Good-Bye.™ A
nonfiction book, “We Are Their Heaven,” is being
published in early May. In the anxious wake of

Awuthor anid self-professed
psychie Sylvia Browwne hos

some seven million hardeovers
i paperbacks in print.

9/11, “People take comfort
from these books,” Mark Gomp-
ertz, Fireside's publisher, says.

Robert Thompson, a profes-
sor of media and popular cul-

ture at Syracuse University, ar-
gues that debates over issues
such as evolution and global
warming demonstrate a willing-
ness by some people 1o shy away
- from rational explanations of the

world around them. “People are
ceasing to believe those things for
which we have empirical evidence.
That creates a vacuum into which psychics can
flow,” he says.

Mr. Herbert, the buyer at Barnes & Noble, first
started buying the genre in 1955, He says some peo-
ple are simply intrigued by psychic phenomena.
“They're fascinated by life’s mysteries and feel
that organized religion doesn’t offer all the an-
swers,” he says.

Psychics such as Ms. Browne have their detrac-
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tors. James Randi, who describes him-
self as an “investigator and demystifier
of paranormal and pseudoscientific
claims,” says “there's no evidence that
Ms. DuBois or Ms. Browne can do or has
ever done anything of a psychic nature.”
Ray Hyman, a professor emeritus of psy-
chology at the University of Oregon who
has researched psychics, labels Ms.
Browne “a fraud.” The secret to being a
good psychie, he sayvs, is to tell people
what they want to hear. "She charges so
much that they are going to make her
right no matter what,” sayvs FProfessor
Hyman. “They want her to look like a
guru. Otherwise they're fools.”

Ms. Browne doesn’t care what her crit-
ics say. “There are always going to be de-
tractors,” she says. Still, she has had some
legral problems. Back in June 1992, she and
a former husband were charged with six
counts of grand theft and investment
fraud in California relating to a failed gold
mine. Ms. Browne says her former spouse
“didn’t fill out the securities papers, and 1
had to pay the IRS. I never spent time in
jail. It was his deal. It's guilt by associa-
tion because we were married.” Reached
by phone, Dal Brown, her former hus-
band, agreed, saying. “IL was my problem,
not hers.”

The issue didn't prevent Ms. Browne
from landing a regular appearance on
television that helps her sell her books.
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Every Wednesday, she appears on the
Montel Williams syndicated TV talk
show, Mr. Willlams describes Ms,
Browne as “warm and entertaining, an
excellent guest,” although he personally
doesn’t believe in psychics. “We're in a
time of incredible national depression,”
he adds. “People are looking for answers
and something different.”

Those insights come at a price. On
her Web site, Ms. Browne sayvs she
charges §700 for an individual phone
reading. Seekers who don't have that
much can talk to her son Chris, who also
claims to be a psychic and charges $400.
Ms. Browne says she has a five-year wait-
ing list for such calls. She also says that,
because of the expense involved, she only

allows people to make one phone call. “If
you called my office and asked for a sec-
ond reading, they'd say no,” she 5ays,

Ms. Browne also has a lucrative lec-
ture series that she takes across the coun-
try. She recently returned from a Carib-
bean cruise with 450 fans, says Reid
Tracy, the chief executive of Hay House,
whose company books Ms. Browne's sem-
inars. Next week, she is speaking in New
York City at the Javits Center. An esti-
mated 3,000 listeners are expected. The
most expensive tickets, priced at 375, are
already sold out. She does 29 such speak-
ing engagements annually, drawing an
estimated 75,000 listeners.

Although logic would suggest that Ms.
Browne's market would be oversaturated
now with her books, that doesn't appear
to be the case. “I appeal to people as a
human being,” she says. “Things have
happened to me. A husband got me all
involved with legalities. I had death in
the family. I've had divorce. People re-
late to me rather than the holier-than-
thou types who say ‘send me money and
I'll save your soul.” ™

Mr. Herbert of Barnes & Noble says that
some people are simply intrigued by psy-
chic phenomena. “Theyre [ascinated by
life’s mysteries and feel that organized reli-
gion doesn't offer all the answers,” he says.

For her part, Ms. Browne takes a
down-to-earth approach. “You are only
as good as your last reading,” she says.



